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ABSTRACT 

In September 2015, all 193 Member States of the United Nations agreed upon 17 Sus-

tainable Development Goals (SDGs). A distinctive feature of this new agenda is the 

call upon the private sector to develop innovative solutions that contribute to sustain-

able development. Three years after the adoption of the global goals, little is known 

about the private sector’s implementation of the SDGs.  

The aim of the present study is to approach the literature gap by adopting a business 

model perspective. Several stakeholders have prompted companies to innovate their 

business models in reaction to the SDGs, but academic research exploring how com-

panies follow this call is lacking. To explore how these innovations of business models 

are carried out by companies, a multiple case study of four large Danish firms was 

conducted. All companies were committed to sustainable development already before 

the SDGs were agreed upon and can be considered early movers in adopting the new 

goals for sustainable development. Sampling is based on a screening of annual reports 

and sustainability reports to make sure that the case study companies had already 

adopted the SDGs. Based on Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas 

a new data collection method was developed and applied to capture companies’ reac-

tions to the SDGs. During qualitative in-depth interviews with company representa-

tives, two canvasses were developed per case company that depict the business model 

before and after the adoption of the SDGs, respectively. The primary data from the 

interviews was triangulated with additional company publications. Differences between 

the two canvasses show how business model innovation has occurred in reaction to 

the SDGs.  

Based on a literature review of business model and sustainable development literature, 

two relevant dimensions for describing and classifying business model innovation in 

reaction to the SDGs were identified. These are (1) the affected elements of the busi-

ness model and (2) the mechanisms which the companies apply to embed sustainable 

development in the business models. Accordingly, four propositions and a new classi-

fication tool were developed and tested. This classification tool allows to capture and 

compare companies’ reaction to the SDGs in terms of business model innovation.  

The findings suggest that the SDGs represent a driver of business model innovation 

for this sample of large Danish companies. In reaction to the SDGs, the companies 
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tend to innovate the majority of their business model building blocks. Furthermore, 

they employ environmental, social and economic mechanisms for embedding sustain-

able development in their business models. Thereby, the companies account for the 

triple bottom-line understanding of sustainable development on which the SDGs are 

based. Although there is no one-size-fits-all approach for business model innovation 

in reaction to the SDGs all companies innovate their key partnerships and adopt mech-

anisms to improve energy efficiency, use renewable energy, adopt a stewardship role 

and scale up solutions. Additionally, it can be noted that large Danish firms’ business 

model innovation is rather incremental than radical. Four complementary factors that 

may explain the given business model innovation can be identified. These are (1) the 

relevance of the SDGs as driver of business model innovation, (2) the fit between pre-

viously existing business models and the SDGs, (3) the impact of company size and (4) 

the impact of time on business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

With the adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at the United Na-

tions Sustainable Development Summit on 25 September 2015, a uniquely comprehen-

sive development agenda was agreed upon (Langford, 2016). For the first time the pri-

vate sector was included in the drafting process inferring that companies are important 

players to achieve the 17 global goals (Pingeot, 2014; United Nations, 2015). Both busi-

ness scholars and stakeholders have claimed that ‘business as usual’ will not suffice to 

achieve the 17 ambitious goals agreed upon by the United Nations (Scheyvens et al., 

2016; Business & Sustainable Development Commission, 2017; Agarwal et al., 2017). 

Additionally, the Business and Sustainable Development Commission (2017) highlights 

that solving the world’s sustainable development challenges entails new business op-

portunities for the private sector. Therefore, businesses are called upon to innovate 

their business models in order to deliver on the SDGs. 

The purpose of this research is to investigate how large Danish companies innovate 

their business models in reaction to the SDGs. Adopting a business model perspective 

to investigate Danish companies’ engagement with the SDGs is relevant for several 

reasons: The SDGs represent a new phenomenon and thereby new opportunities for 

business model research, among others. So far, not much research has been conducted 

on the SDGs in general and in relation to their impact on business (Kolk et al., 2017). 

Therefore, relating existing business literature to the SDGs can advance the under-

standing of the SDGs as a new research context. By choosing the business model liter-

ature, we focus on the impact that the SDGs have on companies’ core business (Os-

terwalder & Pigneur, 2010). More precisely it was investigated how the companies in-

novate their business models in response to the SDGs and how thereby companies are 

able to potentially increase the embeddedness of sustainable development in their busi-

ness models. The first objective of this paper is to contribute to the scientific debate 

by relating existing business model literature and concepts to companies’ integration of 

the SDGs. Thereby, we aim to contribute to literature on business model innovation 

for sustainable development. 

The second intention is to develop a model to conceptualise companies’ business 

model innovation in reaction to the SDGs. It is thereby taken into account which ele-

ments of the business model are affected and how companies seek to embed sustaina-

ble development in their business models. The purpose of developing such a model is 
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to structure and systematise the discussion of businesses’ adoption of the SDGs. At 

the same time, this study aims to develop a language which allows to describe the new 

phenomenon of companies integrating the SDGs. Furthermore, future research can be 

facilitated by identifying the questions companies are able and willing to answer about 

their work with the SDGs and by highlighting aspects that deserve further investigation. 

A third contribution to literature is that the study stimulates a more specific academic 

discussion on the private sector’s adoption of the SDGs by focusing on a particular 

segment of companies only, namely large Danish companies. First, Denmark has a na-

tional action plan and a development strategy based on the SDGs and both explicitly 

incorporate the private sector in the achievement of the global goals (Danish Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs, 2017; DANIDA, 2017). Additionally, initiatives by organisations 

like the Danish development agency DANIDA, the Confederation of Danish Indus-

tries (Dansk Industri) and the UNDP incentivise and support companies to integrate 

the SDGs (Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, n.d.; Dansk Industri, 2018; UNDP, 

2018). Therefore, Danish companies are likely to be among the first movers in terms 

of SDG integration. Secondly, it has been decided to focus on large companies since 

research finds that large Danish companies have been quicker to adopt the SDGs than 

small and medium-sized companies “because they have the competencies and the re-

sources to follow this sort of global trends” (Interviewee DI, appendix, p. 188). Addi-

tionally, large companies underlie stricter reporting requirements (e.g. European Com-

mission, 2017). Therefore, it is easier to identify large companies that are working with 

the SDGs based on their annual financial and sustainability reporting. Since research 

on companies’ integration of the SDGs is still scarce, conducting qualitative research 

in terms of semi-structured interviews proves beneficial. This allows to capture unex-

pected findings which are likely to occur at this early stage of research in a new context.   

At the same time, this research seeks to help and inspire companies. The case compa-

nies we are working with get a more systematic understanding of their integration of 

the SDGs and are able to put this in relation to their overall business model. Further-

more, their approach to integrating the SDGs can inspire and support other companies 

to take this step as well.  

The present research is structured in the following way. First, an overview of literature 

on sustainable development and the private sector is provided. The second part of the 

literature review links business models and sustainable development. The analytical 
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framework was developed based on the literature review and provides the foundation 

for a classification framework that we established to describe and compare business 

model innovation in reaction to the SDGs. The method chapter focusses on the chosen 

philosophy of science, explains the research design, including the case company selec-

tion and the method of data collection and assesses limitations of the present research. 

The subsequent chapter contextualizes this research, presents the case companies and 

introduces the structure of building blocks within the business model. The next chapter 

presents the analysis of findings and the application of the analytical framework as well 

as the investigated propositions. Consequently, the implications from this research are 

derived for both business practice and business research. Simultaneously, suggestions 

for future research are provided. The structure of the research process is depicted in  

Figure 1: 

Figure 1 Structure of the Research  

 

  

Literature Review
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Case Company Selection

Interviews

Analysis & Findings

Implications
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

The initial literature research revealed that the private sector’s reaction to the SDGs 

represents a research gap. Therefore, the overall goal of the literature review is to iden-

tify concepts and theories that can be used to develop an analytical framework for an-

alysing large Danish companies’ reactions to the SDGs. The first part of the literature 

review introduces the concept of sustainable development in general and the SDGs in 

particular. Subsequently, it elaborates on the private sector’s role in sustainable devel-

opment in view of the SDGs. The literature study reveals that the business model per-

spective is a promising approach to close the research gap regarding the private sector’s 

reaction to the SDGs. Therefore, the second part of the literature review explores the-

oretical foundations and important concepts within the business model literature. Fi-

nally, it is reviewed what is known and what remains to be discovered about business 

models and business model innovation in the context of sustainable development and 

the SDGs.  

2.1 Sustainable Development and the Private Sector 

 Defining sustainable development  

The present chapter introduces the concept of sustainable development and its genesis. At 

the 1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm the challenge of 

maintaining sustainability in the context of economic growth and development entered 

the Global Policy Agenda (Sachs, 2015). In the same year, the Club of Rome published 

its report Limits to Growth which concluded that material growth cannot continue infi-

nitely because planet earth is physically limited (Meadows et al., 1972; Jackson & Web-

ster, 2016). These results served as a catalyst for the emerging debate on sustainable 

development. 

The term itself was introduced in 1980 in the World Conservation Strategy: Living Re-

source conservation for Sustainable Development and further refined in outcome documents 

of later UN conferences. The most prominent definition of sustainable development 

stems from the Brundtland report in 1987 (Sachs, 2015). In this report of the United 

Nations Commission on Environment and Development, sustainable development 

was defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromis-

ing the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland 1987, p. 41). 
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This definition emphasises the intergenerational dimension of sustainable develop-

ment, which was reconfirmed in 1992 at the UN Conference on Environment and 

Development in Rio de Janeiro (‘Rio Earth Summit') (Sachs, 2015). At the UN World 

Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg in 2002, the definition 

of sustainable development received a more holistic focus. The WSSD Plan of Imple-

mentation introduced “the three components of sustainable development—economic 

development, social development and environmental protection—as interdependent 

and mutually reinforcing pillars” (UN World Summit on Sustainable Development, 

2002, p. 2). Thereby, the concept of intergenerational justice was not abolished, but the 

focus shifted towards the triple-bottom line approach that we know today. focus 

shifted towards the triple-bottom line approach that we know today.  

In sum, the currently predominant definition of sustainable development is based on 

three interdependent components – an environmental, a social and an economic pillar. 

 

 From Millennium Development Goals to Sustainable Development Goals  

An important milestone in sustainable development policy was the adoption of a goal-

based approach. According to Sachs (2015), global development goals are critical be-

cause (1) they facilitate social mobilisation, (2) they create peer-pressure and (3) they 

help to mobilise knowledge networks and multi-stakeholder networks. The United Na-

tions adopted a goal-based approach to sustainable development by introducing the 

Figure 2 Overview of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Retrieved from United 
Nations (2018). 
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Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) at the Millennium Summit in New York in 

2000 (Sachs, 2015). The goal-based approach was maintained when the UN General 

Assembly adopted the SDGs in 2015 as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable De-

velopment (United Nations General Assembly, 2015).  

As illustrated in figure 2 (p. 11), the SDGs represent a set of 17 interrelated develop-

ment goals with 169 targets. The goals represent common aspirations by all UN mem-

ber states, but are not legally-binding (Spangenberg, 2016). The SDGs seek to balance 

the economic, social and environmental dimension of sustainable development and 

build on the five P’s of people, planet, prosperity, peace and partnership (United Na-

tions General Assembly, 2015). Thereby, the SDGs express a holistic understanding of 

sustainable development.  

In an attempt to respond to the criticism that the MDGs faced, the SDGs differ from 

their predecessors in various ways (Langford, 2016). Four major differences should be 

mentioned here:  

1. The MDGs had been drafted by UN insiders in a closed process while the 

drafting process of the SDGs is seen as more inclusive. Nearly all member 

states and various civil society organisations, UN agencies and private corpo-

rations were engaged in the drafting process (Langford, 2016). 

2. While the MDGs were criticised as reductionist, the SDGs are described as 

uniquely comprehensive goals (ibid.). 

3. While the MDGs targeted developing countries only, all countries are required 

to pursue the SDGs (United Nations General Assembly, 2015; Langford, 2016) 

4. In contrast to the MDGs, the private sector is more involved in drafting and 

delivering the SDGs right from the beginning, thereby having an impact on the 

content and the achievement of the global goals (UN Global Compact, 2013; 

Pingeot, 2014; United Nations General Assembly, 2015). 

In sum, the SDGs differ from the previous development goals in various ways. Among 

other differences, they ascribe a more central role to the private sector in determining 

and achieving sustainable development objectives.  
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 How did sustainable development enter the global business agenda?  

Some scholars argue that businesses have been involved in the sustainable development 

discourse since the 1987 Brundtland report and the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 (Kolk, 

2005; Scheyvens et al. 2016). Yet, the role of businesses in sustainable development has 

become much more central throughout the past decades. During the 1990s several in-

itiatives were established with the aim to encourage businesses’ engagement in sustain-

able development (Scheyvens et al., 2016). These include the CERES Principles (1989)1, 

the International Chamber of Commerce’s Business Charter for Sustainable Development (1991), 

and the UN Global Compact (1999).2 Parallel to the establishment of these initiatives, 

companies’ economic, social and environmental impacts have received increasing at-

tention in the business literature (Schönherr et al., 2017). In 2007/8, the global financial 

crisis reinforced the focus on businesses as a source of private development finance in 

the face of tightening public development budgets (Scheyvens et al., 2016). 

In this context, the Rio+20 Summit in June 2012 called not only for the establishment 

of the Sustainable Development Goals as successors of the MDGs, but also for an 

increasing involvement of the private sector in drafting and delivering the new agenda 

(United Nations General Assembly, 2012). In the 2030 Agenda the United Nations 

“call upon all businesses to apply their creativity and innovation to solving sustainable 

development challenges” (United Nations General Assembly, 2015, p. 34), thereby sug-

gesting that businesses are increasingly seen as ‘development actors’ and not as mere 

‘development tools’ (Scheyvens et al., 2016). Other scholars argue that the 2030 Agenda 

has increased companies’ influence without increasing their responsibilities and call for 

legally binding rules and standards that apply to relevant agents including businesses 

(Spangenberg, 2016). In turn, the UN Global Compact does not regard the absence of 

legally binding rules for companies as an obstacle and frames the post-2015 era as “his-

toric opportunity for the international business community to contribute to the attain-

ment of worldwide sustainability and development objectives” (UN Global Compact, 

2013, p. 3). Overall, there is widespread agreement that the private sector plays an im-

portant role in achieving the SDGs which is emphasised by scholars like Sachs (2012), 

                                                
1 The CERES Principles were devised by a coalition of 15 major U.S. environmental groups who 

started working together after the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill (Schyvens et al., 2016).  
2 The OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises had already existed before but were revised 

during that period and most recently in 2011. 
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“Neither the MDGs nor the SDGs will be achieved without the leadership of private 

companies, large and small” (p. 2211).  

In sum, the SDGs represent a culmination of previous ambitions to increase private 

sector engagement for sustainable development.  

 Linking sustainable development and the business model   

The private sector’s early attempts to contribute to sustainable development were de-

scribed as corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Kolk & van Tulder, 2010; Moon, 

2007). Before 2000, CSR activities were mainly characterised by companies’ philan-

thropic contribution through charity and stewardship (Schönherr et al., 2017). The 

companies’ aims were to keep and strengthen the competitive position, to avoid repu-

tational damage, ensure future supply, capture revenue and build brand loyalty (Chakra-

vorti et al. 2014, Scheyvens et al. 2016, Schönherr et al. 2017). Some scholars criticise 

this understanding of CSR as an ‘add-on’ which does not necessarily contribute to sus-

tainable development. Witte and Dilyard (2017) highlight that a company’s “contribu-

tion to the SDGs does not have to be through CSR programs, nor do CSR programs 

necessarily lead to improvements in the areas set out in the SDGs” (p. 3). This is be-

cause CSR tends to focus on business-centred issues rather than system-wide sustaina-

bility challenges (Schönherr et al., 2017).  

More recent approaches seek to integrate sustainable development in the core business 

model by creating shared value (Porter & Kramer, 2011) or operating within planetary 

boundaries (Whiteman et al. 2013). Moreover, stakeholders expect companies to inte-

grate sustainable development in their business models (Schönherr et al., 2017). Ac-

cording to Schönherr et al. (ibid.), the SDGs may provide a framework for the private 

sector to better align business models with sustainable development and thereby im-

prove their CSR engagement. The business model provides a holistic perspective, 

which is necessary to capture topics such as sustainable development and SDGs. Ritala 

et al. (2018) have highlighted that within global business operations some are more 

sustainable than others. Essentially, business literature lacks an encompassing under-

standing of the breadth and depth in which businesses operate not only sustainably on 

an economic, but also on a social and environmental scale. A research focus on business 
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models is expected to “provide a feasible overall indicator of the trends of transfor-

mation to sustainable business models” and thereby find the innovation in reaction to 

the SDGs (ibid.).  

In sum, the research interest is shifting from CSR as a philanthropic activity to the 

incorporation of sustainable development principles in companies’ core businesses. 

The business model perspective appears to be suitable for investigating this phenome-

non.  

2.2 Business Models and Sustainable Development 

According to Osterwalder et al. (2005) the term business model first appeared in an aca-

demic paper by Bellman et al. in 1957 but did not gain much attention until the 1990s 

and the appearance of the internet where firm boundaries became increasingly perme-

able. The technological revolution made businesses’ value creation processes shift from 

a goods-dominated value chain to a knowledge intensive, co-creation value network 

(Nenonen & Storbacka, 2010; Zott et al., 2010; Teece, 2010). This change triggered 

researchers to expand the view of businesses activities from the internal view to a more 

holistic approach, including external factors influencing the decision making and co-

creation process of companies. Thus, the business model as unit of analysis appeared 

(Zott et al., 2010).  

 The theoretical foundations of the business model  

Reviewing business literature discussing the theoretical underpinning of business mod-

els reveals that not one single theory can explain the complexity of the value potential 

of a company (Amit and Zott, 2001; Hedmann and Kalling, 2003). Accordingly, the 

business model concept is based on a cross theoretical perspective. Morris et al. (2005) 

find that the business model construct is based on central ideas in business strategy and 

its associated theoretical traditions. Others see the business model as an enabler of 

integrating the internal view of companies such as the resource-based perspective, with 

external factors such as industrial organisations (Hedmann & Kalling, 2003).  

The theoretical basis of the business model originates from the value chain concept by 

Porter (1985) and his discussions of value creation systems and strategic positioning 

(1996) (Amit & Zott, 2001). According to Porter (1985), value can be defined as the 
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amount costumers are willing to pay for a need they have. The creation of value results 

from differentiation in costs or performance of the offered good or service. Some 

scholars extend the view on value creation by also looking at the social and environ-

mental dimension of business operations (Porter & Kramer, 2011). 

The analysis of the value chain framework explores which key activities have a direct 

impact on the value creation and identifies supporting activities that affect them (Amit 

& Zott, 2001). Primary activities include manufacturing, logistics, operations, market-

ing and sales, and services.  

As unit of analysis, the business model illustrates the differences and similarities of 

companies by identifying their competitive advantage which draws on the resource-

based theory developed by Barney et al. (2001). The resource-based view assumes that 

a unique combination of complementary and specialised resources and capabilities may 

result in value creation and competitive advantage (Amit & Zott, 2001; Barney et al., 

2001). Accordingly, firms can coexist through their differences in resources and capa-

bilities, when they are miscellaneous within the industry, meagre, long-lasting, not easily 

traded, and difficult to imitate. The possession of such resources and capabilities is only 

beneficial if it decreases firms operating costs or increases the firms’ revenue. Yet, the 

business model does not only focus on internal factors but also on the external ones, 

as it considers its strategic fit within the larger value creation network (Jarillo, 1995) 

and partnerships through cooperative strategies (Dyer and Singh, 1998).  

Other types for accessing resources are strategic networks. They can take the form of 

strategic alliances, joint ventures, long-term buyer-supplier partnerships and other col-

laborations (Gulati et al., 2000; Amit & Zott, 2001). Through partnerships companies 

can access several forms of resources and capabilities, such as access to information, 

markets, and technologies or potential to share risks. Thus, new organisational arrange-

ments can create new forms of value creation. Investigating partnerships for sustainable 

development, Elkington (1998) states that “[e]ffective, long-term partnerships will be 

crucial during the sustainability transition” (p. 37). Further research looks at the poten-

tial of cross-sector partnerships between companies and NGO’s (Dahan et al., 2010) 

or public institutions (Pattberg et al., 2012).  

Lastly, Amit and Zott (2001) highlight the business model can illustrate choices by the 

company on how to set firm boundaries (Barney, 1999) and correlates with transaction 
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cost economics (Williamson, 1981). Transaction cost economics discusses the rationale 

of firms to internalise transactions that could also be conducted in markets. Williamson 

defines that “a transaction occurs when a good or service is transferred across techno-

logically separable interface. One stage of processing or assembly activity terminates, 

and another begins” (Williamson, 1981, p. 104). Thereby, transactional inefficiencies 

are examined which can arise from bounded rationality, uncertainty and complexity, 

asymmetric information, and opportunism. Accordingly, the aim of companies is to 

design transactions as efficient as possible to minimise costs and increase revenues. In 

practice, reputation and trust can lower transaction costs. Moreover, customer relation-

ships and the channels through which companies deliver their service or product are 

characterised by transaction costs (ibid.). Based on these theoretical foundations, vari-

ous definitions of business models have been elaborated, which are going to be dis-

cussed in the next chapter.  

In sum, the business model concept is based on a variety of theoretical approaches. 

These include but are not limited to Porter’s (1985) value chain concept, the resource-

based view, the strategic network theory and transaction-cost economics.  

 Defining business models  

Although distinct definitions of business models exist, they share various similarities. 

Most of them include (1) the customer value creation, (2) the earnings logic, (3) the 

value network of the firm and (4) the firm’s resources and capabilities (Nenonen & 

Storbacka, 2010).  

The environment in which a business operates has a significant impact on the business 

model on how it is designed and executed (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Four factors 

such as market forces, industry forces, key trends and macroeconomic trends influence 

the success of a business and its growth potential (ibid). According to Magretta (2002), 

the earnings of a company can be an indicator demonstrating if a business model is 

working or not. In case the company cannot gather any profits or even makes losses, 

the model should be changed and re-examined. For Magretta (2002), business model-

ling can be compared to a scientific method. As such, “you start with a hypothesis, 

which you then test in action and revise when necessary” (p. 90). Hence, the business 

model can be a tool to explore future growth opportunities.  
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Several authors developed frameworks to describe companies’ business models. John-

son et al. (2008) split the business model in four key components: (1) customer value 

proposition, (2) profit formula, (3) key resources and (4) key processes. The aggregate 

of these interlocking elements focuses on the value creation and the value delivery of 

the company (ibid.). The customer value proposition explains the right of a company 

to exist, by providing a necessary solution to customers for a fundamental problem or 

need. The profit formula explains the revenue generation of a company and the com-

position of its cost structure. The key resources explain the assets of a company, such 

as employees, technology, innovation capacity, products and services or brand value. 

The key processes ensure the delivery of value to customers through trainings, devel-

opment, manufacturing and planning. Johnson et al. (2008) highlight the interdepend-

ency of these elements. Change and adaptation of one element can influence another 

and the whole model.  

In contrast, Nenonen and Storbacka (2010) identified twelve elements of the business 

model, giving a more nuanced view on the story of the businesses. The suggested con-

stituents of the business model are classified in four dimensions, namely market, offer-

ing, operations and management. Moreover, the twelve elements can be grouped in 

design principles, resources and capabilities related to market. The following table pro-

vides a structured overview on the business model framework developed by Nenonen 

and Storbacka (2010).  

Table 1 Business model framework by Nenonen & Storbacka (2010) 
 Design  

principles 
Resources Capabilities 

Market Market and customer 
definition 

Customers and brand  Market and customer 
management 

Offering Offering design and 
earnings logic 

Technology Offering manage-
ment and R&D 

Operations Operations design Infrastructure, suppli-
ers and partners 

Sourcing, production 
and delivery 

Management Management system Human and financial 
resources 

Management and 
leadership  

 

Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) introduced the Business Model Canvas illustrating nine 

building blocks, which is a tool to identify the logic of how a company “creates, deliv-

ers, and captures value” (p. 14). The nine building blocks of the canvas consist of the 

value proposition, customer segments, customer relationships, channels, key resources, 
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key activities, key partnerships, cost structure and revenue streams. The following fig-

ure illustrates the Business Model Canvas, which covers the four main areas of busi-

nesses: customers, offer, infrastructure and financial viability. In the following the dif-

ferent building blocks of the Business Model Canvas are described. 

Figure 3 Illustration of Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas 

 

Customer Segments 

A company aims to serve a variety of groups and organisations, which are described by 

the customer segments. Thereby, the customers represent the core of the business as 

the success depends on them. The customer segments focus on the customers’ needs 

and try to identify how much customers are willing to spend on a certain product or 

service.  

Value Proposition  

The bundle of products and services a company provides to their customers to satisfy 

their needs are represented by the value proposition. The value proposition can be an 

innovative and disruptive offer or an existing solution with an added feature. Moreover, 

it demonstrates why customers choose one product over another.  
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Channels 

How the value proposition reaches the customer segments is explained by the channels. 

This building block focuses on the means of communication, distribution and sales. 

Channels promote the products and services a company offers, assists customers when 

buying the offer and provide customer support after the purchase.  

Customer Relationships 

Customer relationships are essential for establishing, maintaining or acquiring demand 

for business solutions. They explain how companies interact with their different cus-

tomer segments. Depending on the type of product or service sold, the assistance can 

range from personal to automated, communities or co-creation. 

Revenue Streams  

The value customers are willing to pay to satisfy their need is depicted in the revenue 

stream. Thereby, the revenue stream represents the total cash a company generates 

from the variety of customer segments.  

Key Resources 

For the business model the company requires key resources which can be physical, 

financial, intellectual or human. Such assets may be within the company or obtained 

through key partners. The key resources are needed to offer a value proposition, to 

reach the customer segments and to maintain a relationship with them. 

Key Activities  

Furthermore, key resources are necessary to perform key activities. The key activities 

describe operations a company must perform to facilitate the business model. Such 

activities can range from production or problem solving to the development of a plat-

form or network.  

Key Partnerships 

Suppliers and other partners are highly important to obtain resources, reduce risks and 

make the business model work. Osterwalder & Pigneur (2010) distinguish between 

three motivations of collaboration: optimisation and economies of scale, reduction of 

risk and uncertainty, acquisition of particular resources and activities.  
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Cost Structure  

Overall, the maintenance of the business model generates costs. This is depicted in the 

cost structure, which should be minimised in every company. Business models can be 

cost-driven, thus minimizing costs wherever possible or in contrast value-driven, mean-

ing that they rather focus on value creation than on costs. However, many business 

models fall in between those two extremes.  

All the buildings blocks of the business model may be viewed in an interconnected way, 

as they all influence each other. Furthermore, the business model is not static and needs 

to adapt to new customer needs and changing circumstances. To conclude, the Busi-

ness Model Canvas can be used as an empirical tool to map how the different building 

blocks of the business model interact, coexist and complement each other (Osterwalder 

& Pigneur, 2010). Although there is a broad discussion between business researchers, 

some argue that the Business Model Canvas by Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) is the 

most comprehensive (Ovans, 2015) and the most widely accepted one (Upward & 

Jones, 2016; Google Scholar, 2018). 

In sum, researchers have proposed different approaches to conceptualise business 

models. Four elements are widely shared among business model concepts, namely the 

value creation logic, the profit generation logic, the firm’s value network and its re-

sources and capabilities. Osterwalder & Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas is seen 

as one of the most comprehensive business model concepts. It is also the most widely 

accepted and applied one.  

 Critique of the business model perspective  

Introducing the term business model in the literature has resulted in a broad discussion of 

its concept and meaning (Amit & Zott, 2001; Hedmann & Kalling, 2003; Morris et al. 

2005).  Zott et al. (2011) criticise that business models “have yet to develop a common 

and widely accepted language that would allow researchers who examine the business 

model construct through different lenses to draw effectively on the work of others”. 

Hence, scholars do not agree on one general definition of business models and rather 

discuss the meaning than the components or business model innovation (Baden-Fuller 

& Haefliger, 2013). Besides the criticism on the business model, some authors discuss 

weaknesses of the Business Model Canvas (Ching & Fauvel, 2013; Kraaijenbrink, 2012; 
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Spanz, 2012; Maurya, 2010; Upward & Jones, 2016). Mainly referring to the simplicity 

of the tool, Ching and Fauvel (2013) consider three weaknesses of the Business Model 

Canvas by Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010): (1) the strategic objectives of the firm are 

disregarded, (2) competition and competitors are excluded, (3) the levels of abstraction 

between the different building blocks differ. Thus, in practice users might have diffi-

culties elaborating the building blocks. 

Addressing the criticism mentioned above, scholars find that strategy and competition 

influence the business model (Hedmann & Kalling, 2001; Ching & Fauvel, 2013; Os-

terwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Teece, 2010). Magretta (2002) argues that business literature 

uses the terms business model and strategy in a vague manner. Hence, it is hard for the 

reader to distinguish between the two. It seems that drawing clear boundaries between 

them results in arbitrary choices. The terms business model and business strategy cannot be 

used interchangeably, as business models rather describe the business processes and 

how they interact with each other (Magretta, 2002), strategy explains “why firms suc-

ceed or fail” (Porter, 1996, p. 95). Accordingly, business models are not capturing the 

external factor of market competition, with which is dealt with by business strategy 

(Magretta, 2002; Barney 2002). However, strategic decision and the business model are 

interrelated, since “radical strategy changes mean changing the entire business model” 

(Hedman & Kalling, 2001, p. 2). Thus, the business model is a “blueprint for a strategy” 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010, p. 15), realised through organisational structures, pro-

cesses and systems of the entity. Many authors have used the business model as a tool 

to depict strategy (Yip, 2004; Hedman & Kalling, 2003; Amit & Zott, 2001). Accord-

ingly, “the business model framework helps to create a consistent logical picture of 

how all of the firm’s activities form a strategy” (Richardson, 2008, p. 143). Thereby, the 

business model provides a framework to compare two similar firms, business opera-

tions and strategies.  

In sum, the major criticism of the business model concept includes the simplicity of 

the concept as well as the disregard of competition and firm strategy. However, espe-

cially with regard to strategy, scholars have discussed the relation of this concept and 

the business model concept. Moreover, the simplicity of the business model results 

very practicable for data gathering during the interviews. In the following chapter, we 

discuss business model innovation and drivers that motivate companies to innovate.  
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 Business model innovation  

In a vibrant market competition is high and companies need to reinvent themselves to 

survive (Teece, 2010). Innovation can take place on the level of products, services, 

processes or the business model (Norman & Verganti, 2013). Subsequently, we are 

discussing business model innovation and look at the drivers, which trigger such 

changes.  

Ritala et al. (2018) define business model innovation as an “iterative process of experi-

menting, piloting, debriefing and learning, and scaling”. According to Amit and Zott 

(2012) such processes can take place in three ways (1) by adding new business activities, 

(2) by linking business activities in a novel way, (3) by changing business activities per-

formed by partners. In other words, the content, the structure or the governance of the 

activities performed by the business and its partners can be innovated (Zott & Amit, 

2010). Moreover, business models can be innovated by changing the entire architectural 

configuration of a business. Accordingly, a company’s business model innovation is 

vital, but very difficult in practical terms and may fail (Chesbrough, 2010). Business 

model failures as such shall not solely be seen as defeat, but rather as a possibility to 

adjust the business model and to gain knowledge on how to approach future changes 

(ibid). However, business model experimentation might not only occur voluntarily but 

is the result of a failing current business model, which needs adjustments to further 

create value and deliver customer needs. As put forward by Chesbrough (2010) the 

process of change from the current business model to the new business model is es-

sential and needs to be grasped by the whole organisation to be successful for generat-

ing profits and growth. However, implementing a business model which is not new or 

game-changing for the market or the industry is a waste of resources and should not 

be pursued (Johnson et al., 2008). 

Joyce and Paquin (2016) distinguish between two approaches organisations can use for 

business model innovation. The (1) outside-in approach first looks at idealized business 

models or business model archetypes from which a company may identify innovation 

opportunities in its own operations. The (2) inside-out approach maps the current 

structure of the business model and, in the aftermath, investigates where possible 

changes of the business model may occur.  
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Moreover, Norman and Verganti (2014) distinguish between incremental and radical 

innovation. Incremental innovation entails small changes of business operations, prod-

ucts or other activities “doing better what we already do” (ibid., p. 82). In contrast, 

radical innovation denotes major changes in the business activities and may add new 

ones – “doing what we did not do before” (ibid.). 

Johnson et al. (2008) identify five strategic circumstances that require business model 

innovation. The first one is disruptive innovation which creates a new market or market 

network for customers who have been excluded from the market due to too high prices 

or lack of understanding of the product before. An example of such business model 

innovation is to cater the needs at the bottom of the pyramid in an emerging market. 

Secondly, the launch of a new technology or the introduction of a proven technology 

to a new market may require a business model adaptation. Thirdly, a “job-to-be-done 

focus” may involve a change in the business model to sell specialised products or cater 

specific customer segments and needs. Fourthly, the emergence of low-end competi-

tors, who can offer a similar product to a much more affordable price may result in 

business model innovation. Fifthly, the environment of market rivalry may change and 

may lead to a change in business model to keep the competitive advantage of a com-

pany. Customer demands, trends and needs may evolve and lead to a shift of acceptable 

solutions.  

In sum, business model innovation can be understood as an iterative learning process, 

that can be conducted in different ways, to a different extent and for different reasons. 

In the following, we review the literature at the intersection of business model innova-

tion and sustainable development.  

 Business model innovation for sustainable development 

The relation between sustainable development and business model innovation is two-

fold. On the one hand sustainable development is understood as a driver of business 

model innovation (Nidumolu, 2009; Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010; Boons & Lü-

deke-Freund, 2013). On the other hand, some scholars have established the argument 

that business model innovation is required if companies are to contribute to sustainable 

development (Lovins et al., 1999; Hart & Milstein, 2003; Stubbs & Cocklin 2008; Lü-

deke-Freund, 2010; Schaltegger et al., 2012; Bocken et al., 2014). However, the litera-

ture on innovation for sustainable development is scattered and lacks a comprehensive 
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view of how businesses should approach embedding sustainability in their business 

models (Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Bocken et al., 2014). Boons & Lüdeke-Freund 

(2013) attribute this observation to the fact that scholars from many different disci-

plines have engaged in the discussion. Broadly sustainable innovations can be under-

stood as “innovations providing an essential progress concerning social, economic and 

ecological concerns” (Rosca et al., 2017, p. 133). More specifically, this refers to “inno-

vations that create significant positive and/or significantly reduced negative impacts 

for the environment and/or society, through changes in the way the organisation and 

its value-network create, deliver and capture value (i.e. economic value) or change their 

value propositions” (ibid., p. 137). 

Reviewing the literature on sustainable innovation, Boons and Lüdeke-Freund (2013), 

identify three major streams in the literature which focus on (1) technological innova-

tion, (2) organisational innovation and (3) social innovation, respectively. Moreover, 

Schaltegger et al. (2012) proposed a framework which is intended to help practitioners 

and researchers to identify how a given sustainability ambition can be combined with 

a certain degree of business model innovation. They characterise four stages of business 

model innovation according to an increasing number of affected business model ele-

ments. The stages range from (1) business model adjustment, (2) business model adop-

tion and (3) business model improvement to (4) business model redesign which de-

scribes the most transformative innovation. Similarly, Bocken et al. (2014) describe de-

fensive, accommodative and proactive business models.  

Different external and internal drivers can lead to business model innovation for sus-

tainable development. In the early stages of an industry's transformation towards sus-

tainable development, market incumbents often react to pressure from external stake-

holders who are concerned about sustainability (Hall & Vredenburg, 2003; Hockerts & 

Wüstenhagen, 2010). Stakeholder groups exerting this pressure can, for example, be 

customers, policy makers or NGOs (Kolk & Van Tulder, 2010; Ritala et al., 2018). 

Market incumbents tend to react by adopting incremental process innovation, for ex-

ample in terms of sustainability communication and management systems (Hockerts & 

Wüstenhagen, 2010). Their attempt is to better understand the issues they are facing 

and to demonstrate to stakeholders that they are sincere about their concerns (ibid.).  
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Internally, visionary CEO or existing innovative capabilities are perceived as drivers of 

transformation towards sustainable development. Visionary CEOs might push the sus-

tainability agenda already before it is institutionalized in the mindset of the companies, 

but their influence tends to decrease as sustainability becomes more embedded in the 

organisational structure and culture (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008, UN Global Compact, 

2013). Additionally, scholars found that innovative companies also tend to be more 

active on the sustainability agenda regardless of their organisational values (Schaltegger 

et al., 2012; Pedersen et al., 2016). 

Schaltegger et al. (2012) refer to five other drivers which focus less on who is pushing 

for sustainable development, but more on the elements of the business that might be 

negatively affected by a lack of transformation or positively affected by proactive trans-

formation. These drivers are costs and cost reduction, risk and risk reduction, sales and 

profit margin, reputation and brand value, and attractiveness as employer. All these 

drivers are seen to impact the sustainable innovation of generic business model pillars 

(value proposition, customer relationships, business infrastructure and financial as-

pects).  

While the different drivers mentioned above provide rationales for business model in-

novation contributing to sustainable development, realising such a transformation is 

anything, but easy. Designing business models in a way that allows a firm to capture 

economic value through the delivery of social and economic benefits is regarded as a 

challenge in itself (Bocken et al., 2014; Rosca et al., 2017). Additionally, several sub-

challenges are discussed in literature. These relate to the complexity and the extent of 

sustainable innovation, the role of managers and constrains arising from the existing 

business model (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002; Hall & Vredenburg, 2003; 

Nidumolu et al., 2009; Boons & Lüdeke-Freud, 2013; Schaltegger et al., 2012; Joyce & 

Paquin, 2016). Compared to conventional, market-driven innovation, sustainable inno-

vation is seen as particularly complex, as it typically involves a wider range of stake-

holders with sometimes even contradictory demands (Hall & Vredenburg, 2003). 

Moreover, some authors claim that incremental innovation is insufficient for a trans-

formation towards sustainable development – instead they call for radical innovation 

across and beyond the firm (Nidumolu et al., 2009; Joyce & Paquin, 2016). Additionally, 

the influence of managers might constrain sustainability-oriented business model inno-

vation because (1) they are afraid of losing influence, (2) they reveal an aversion to 
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change the asset configuration and resource allocation of the firm or (3) they lack clarity 

about the best-suited business model to exploit innovation (Schaltegger et al., 2012). 

Finally, the given business model has also been found to constrain the possibilities for 

business model innovation. Scholars speak of a ‘lock-in effect’ which complicates for 

example the adoption of new technologies due to factors like organisational memory 

or previous investments (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002; Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 

2013).  

Specifically, with regards to the SDGs, academic research on sustainable business 

model innovation is still lacking and represents a lacuna in the literature which we seek 

to explore. The fact that sustainable business model innovation in face of the SDGs 

has not extensively been studied so far, is most likely related to the newness of the 

topic. An indicator for the emerging interest in sustainable business model innovation 

related to the SDGs is the number of reports from business and civil society stakehold-

ers that highlighted the need, the opportunity and the willingness of companies to align 

business models with the Global Goals and thereby the relevance to investigate this 

topic (PwC, 2015; Agarwal et al., 2017; Business & Sustainable Development Commis-

sion, 2017; Deloitte, 2017). 

Civil Society Organisations like Oxfam call for new business models that, to a greater 

degree, align business agendas with the global goals as a “promising avenue to achieve 

sustainability globally, while leaving no one behind” (Agarwal et al., 2017, p. 2). Like-

wise, business scholars acknowledge that the generally dominant business model (based 

on short-term planning with a narrow focus on finance) clashes with a longer-term 

sustainable development agenda (Scheyvens et al., 2016). Similarly, business executives 

draw attention towards the SDGs. An early study by PwC (2015) revealed that there 

has been a widespread awareness of the SDGs in the business community right from 

the start. Moreover, 41% of the businesses said they planned to embed the SDGs into 

their strategy and the ways they do business, within five years. However, only 13% of 

the businesses had identified the tools they need to assess their impact against the 

SDGs (PwC, 2015). More recent reports find that more than half of the business exec-

utives worldwide and in Europe are integrating the SDGs into their strategy and targets 

(Ethical Corporation, 2017; BSR, 2017). Yet, the ‘how’-question remains unanswered 

in these reports. 
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The Business and Sustainable Development Commission (2017) explores the business 

models which companies employ to cater to the SDGs. According to the commission, 

many companies anticipate growing stakeholder pressure from regulators, sharehold-

ers, consumers and employees. Subsequently, they are already using innovative business 

models to enter SDG-related markets. Moreover, “[t]o align business with the Global 

Goals, businesses will incorporate them not only into their strategic planning, innova-

tion and business development but every other activity as well, from investment and 

operations to marketing, talent management and communications” (ibid., p. 52). This 

indicates a holistic transformation, illustrated by five prevalent business models which 

companies already employ to enter SDG-related markets. These are sharing models, 

circular models, lean services, big data models and social enterprise models (ibid.).  

In sum, several scholars claim business model innovation is required if companies are 

to contribute to sustainable development. Similarly, it is suggested that business models 

should be innovated in reaction to the SDGs. Broadly, business model innovation for 

sustainable development is seen as progress in environmental, social and ecological 

terms. However, literature on innovation for sustainable development is still seen as 

scattered and lacks a comprehensive view of how businesses should approach embed-

ding sustainability in their business models. One of the most comprehensive ap-

proaches to conceptualise business model innovation for sustainable development was 

developed by Schaltegger et al. (2012). This approach relates to the number of inno-

vated elements of the business model and will be picked up in the analytical framework. 

Academic research dealing specifically with business model innovation in reaction to 

the SDGs does not exist. This is a research gap that the present study seeks to close. 

 Business models for sustainable development  

The design and management of business models for sustainable development repre-

sents a relatively new and insufficiently researched area. Such business models are either 

treated on a very general level or literature tends to deal with single components, such 

as the value proposition (Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 2013). The first article conceptual-

izing a ‘Sustainability Business Model’ was published by Stubbs & Cocklin (2008). The 

authors established normative principles, forming an ideal type of a sustainability-ori-

ented business model. While it was argued that their research did not reveal sufficient 

comparability across other reference models, industries, or business model structures 
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to claim a set of general principles, it represented a promising point of departure for 

the ongoing discussion about business models contributing to sustainable development 

(Upward & Jones, 2016).  

Currently, research on business models contributing to sustainable development is seen 

as an emerging field at the theorization stage (Lüdeke-Freund & Dembeck, 2017). 

Some attempts have been undertaken to define sustainability-oriented business models 

(Bocken et al., 2014; Schaltegger et al., 2016; Upward & Jones, 2016), but no compara-

ble definition of business models for sustainable development exists today (Lüdeke-

Freund, 2010; Schaltegger et al., 2012; Lüdeke-Freund & Dembeck, 2017). According 

to Boons & Lüdeke-Freund (2013), this may be related to the idea that “sustainable 

development does not denote a specific content, but rather a process where ecological, 

economic and social values are balanced in continuous action” (pp. 12-13). Neverthe-

less, an important overall distinction can be made between a competitively sustainable 

business model and a business model that seeks to contribute to sustainable develop-

ment. A competitively sustainable business model relates to Porter’s (1996) concept of 

sustainable competitive advantage and denotes a “differentiated (and hard-to-imitate) – but 

at the same time effective and efficient – architecture for an enterprise’s business 

model” (Teece, 2010, p. 180) which is expected to generate long-term revenues. These 

business models need to be distinguished from business models aiming to contribute 

to sustainable development in the sense of the triple-bottom line concept (Lüdeke-

Freund & Dembeck, 2017). To avoid conceptual confusion, in the following we will 

refer to the latter as ‘business models for sustainable development’.   

One of the most comprehensive definitions in this regard stems from Schaltegger et al. 

(2012) and is adopted in the present paper. According to the scholars, a 

business model for sustainability helps describing, analysing, managing and 

communicating (i) the company’s sustainable value proposition to its custom-

ers, and all its stakeholders, (ii) how it creates and delivers this value, (iii) and 

how it captures economic value while maintaining or regenerating natural, so-

cial, and economic capital beyond its organisational boundaries (ibid. p. 6).3  

                                                
3 For further definitions see Bocken et al. (2014), Upward & Jones (2016) or Morioka et al. (2017).  
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Apart from the triple-bottom-line, another element of this definition, which is widely 

shared with others, is that value is not only created for customers, but for all stakehold-

ers (Bocken et al., 2014; Schaltegger et al., 2012; Upward & Jones, 2016; Ritala et al., 

2018). In practice, it is likely to encounter a continuum ranging from exclusively profit-

oriented to holistically sustainable business models (Rudnicka, 2017; Upward & Jones, 

2016). Often environmental actions are taken before social and economic dimensions 

are integrated (Høgevold et al., 2014; Ritala et al., 2018).  

Based on a literature and practise review, Bocken et al. (2014) define eight mechanisms 

for embedding sustainable development in business models. The mechanisms describe 

ways in which business models can contribute to sustainable development. These can 

be materialised in one or several parts of a company’s business model. The eight mech-

anisms comprise: (1) maximise material and energy efficiency, (2) create value from 

waste, (3) substitute with renewables and natural processes, (4) deliver functionality, 

rather than ownership, (5) adopt a stewardship role, (6) encourage sufficiency, (7) re-

purpose the business for society/environment and (8) develop scale-up solutions. If a 

mechanism is mainstreamed in the different elements of a business model, the authors 

speak of a business model archetype of the same name. The archetypes have shown to 

be both applicable as framework to analyse sustainable business models of large and 

small samples of companies and are open to extension (Ritala et al., 2018). Ritala et al. 

(ibid.) have added a ninth archetype – inclusive value creation – and structured the 

archetypes according to the triple-bottom-line in environmental, social and economic 

types.  

Specific archetypes of business models contributing to sustainable development have 

also been proposed in relation to the SDGs. For example, The Better Business – Better 

World Report identifies twelve archetypes of promising business models capitalising on 

the SDGs (Business & Sustainable Development Commission, 2017): 

Table 2 Business models contributing to sustainable development. Retrieved from Business 
& Sustainable Development Commission (2017). 

Food and  
Agriculture   

Cities  Energy and  
Materials  

Health and  
well-being   

Reducing food waste 
in the value chain  

Affordable housing   Circular models –  
automotive  

Risk pooling   

Forest ecosystem  
services  

Energy efficiency - 
buildings  

Expansion of renewables  Remote patient  
monitoring   

Low-income food 
markets  

Electric and hybrid 
vehicles  

Circular models –  
appliances and machinery   

Telehealth   
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However, the business models referred to are treated on a very general level without 

discussing how they might materialise in the different building blocks of a business 

model. 

In sum, academic research on the business models of companies that have adopted the 

SDGs does not exist. Research on business models that contribute to sustainable de-

velopment is seen as an emerging field at the theorisation stage. Different conceptual 

approaches exist, but there is widespread agreement that business models for sustaina-

ble development balance environmental, social and economic values. One of the most 

comprehensive approaches to conceptualise business models for sustainable develop-

ment was developed by Bocken et al. (2014) and advanced by Ritala et al. (2018). It is 

based on nine mechanisms for embedding sustainable development in the business 

model and we refer to it in our analytical framework.  

 Mapping business models for sustainable development  

Trying to capture business models for sustainable development, several scholars have 

elaborated on Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas. Osterwalder 

and Pigneur (2010) themselves have proposed an extension of the original Business 

Model Canvas by adding ‘social and environmental costs’ as well as ‘social and envi-

ronmental benefits’.  

Bocken et al. (2014) elaborated a three-fold version of the value proposition-box to 

distinguish between social, environmental and economic aspects of the value creation. 

Joyce and Paquin (2016) proposed a triple-layered Business Model Canvas with one 

canvas each for the economic, the social and the environmental dimensions of a busi-

ness model. Franca et al. (2017) combined Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) original 

Business Model Canvas with the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development 

(FSSD). The scholars argue that this approach “facilitates, e.g. business scalability and 

risk avoidance and clarifies the interplay between classical business model development 

and strategic sustainability thinking” (ibid., p. 155). Upward and Jones (2016) developed 

an ontology of ‘Strongly Sustainable Business Models’ and a related ‘Strongly Sustain-

able Business Model Canvas’ (Jones & Upward, 2014) which are based on a critique of 

Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas and the underlying ontology. 

According to their view, the original Business Model Canvas is too profit-oriented.  



 
 

32 

These developments illustrate the relevance that researchers occupied with business 

models for sustainable development have attributed to the business model perspective 

and specifically Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas. The differ-

ent extensions illustrate that Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas 

is not a perfect tool to capture business models for sustainable development. However, 

reviewing alternative mapping tools, we conclude that they share two important disad-

vantages in the context of our research. First, they tend to become very complex. Sec-

ond, they tend to focus on sustainability issues rather than on the core business. Addi-

tionally, none of the proposed modifications or extensions have received the same level 

of attention in literature and practise as Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business 

Model Canvas (Google Scholar, 2018; Strategizer, n.d.).  

In sum, even though alternatives exist, Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business 

Model Canvas appears to be the most appropriate tool for our research purpose. In the 

following, we establish our analytical framework based on the literature review.  

 

3 ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

The present chapter encompasses a theory-based analytical framework to answer the 

research question: How do large Danish companies innovate their business model in reaction to the 

SDGs?  

Our overall research interest is to find out if and how large Danish companies innovate 

their business model in reaction to the SDGs. Since the SDGs seek to foster sustainable 

development, a part of the research deals with the question if and how the innovation 

has made the business model more sustainable. Therefore, we develop a two-dimen-

sional analytical framework. The first dimension focuses on the business model itself. 

In turn, the second dimension focuses on the embeddedness of sustainable develop-

ment in the business model. With regards to the first dimension, we analyse how the 

key elements of a business model are innovated in reaction to the SDGs. Regarding the 

second dimension, we focus on the embeddedness of sustainable development in the 

resulting business model. By that we mean how the different elements of a business 

model reveal that a company has adopted the concept of sustainable development and 

how the company takes actions to have a positive impact on sustainable development. 
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This can include the use of recycled resources or partnerships with organisations that 

promote sustainable development like the UN Global Compact. In addition, we con-

sider how business model innovation has affected the embeddedness of sustainable 

development in the business model.  

In the following, we develop four propositions to describe large Danish companies’ 

empirical reactions to the SDGs. The propositions cover the dimension of business 

model elements and the dimension of sustainable development. To date, little is known 

about companies’ empirical reactions to the SDGs. Moreover, business model innova-

tion is generally seen as a context-dependent phenomenon (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 

2010). Therefore, we account for different possible pathways by developing two mu-

tually exclusive propositions each with regard to a business model’s building blocks and 

the embeddedness of sustainable development. At the end of the chapter, we establish 

a classification tool for business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs that is based 

on our propositions.  

3.1 Propositions 

The first part of our analytical framework draws on Schaltegger et al. (2012), who dif-

ferentiate four degrees of business model innovation based on the affected building 

blocks. In order to simplify our framework and to make it more accessible, we aggre-

gate Schaltegger et al.’s (ibid.) four degrees of business model innovation and distin-

guish only between two major groupings: companies that innovate no or few building 

blocks of the business model and companies that innovate the majority of the nine 

building blocks.  

Sustainable development in general relates to a number of phenomena that can drive 

business model innovation. These include external stakeholder pressure and visionary 

CEOs who aspire a transformation of their company (Hall & Vredenburg, 2003; Stubbs 

& Cocklin, 2009; Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010). Subsequently, the SDGs, as the new 

epitome of sustainable development are likely to drive business model innovation in 

similar ways. Additionally, the SDGs reveal a number of particularities that make them 

even more likely to work as a driver of business model innovation. These include the 

facts that the SDGs provide (1) a global framework, (2) urge companies to become a 

development actor, (3) provide business opportunities. The adoption of the 2030 

agenda provides companies with a clearer and more explicit expectation of future policy 
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developments. This makes it easier for companies to act upon global challenges and to 

develop solutions (Schönherr et al., 2017). Within the global development discourse, 

businesses are recognized as key actors for the first time (Langford, 2016; United Na-

tions General Assembly, 2015; Scheyvens et al., 2016). The potential of the private 

sector was manifested by the participation in the drafting process of the SDGs and by 

highlighting businesses’ innovative and financial capacities (Sachs, 2012; UN Global 

Compact, 2013; Pingeot, 2014; Scheyvens et al., 2016; United Nations General Assem-

bly, 2015). Moreover, the global discourse on the SDGs and the private sector engage-

ment is very clear in terms of business opportunities and financial gains that can results 

from developing business models in line with the SDGs. The Business & Sustainable 

Development Commission states that “[a]chieving the Global Goals creates at least 

US$12 trillion in opportunities” (Business & Sustainable Development Commission, 

2017, p. 14). Subsequently, we establish the following proposition: 

P1.a: Reacting to the SDGs, large Danish companies innovate most building blocks of their business 

model. 

Business model innovation is a difficult task and companies face challenges in aligning 

their business model with sustainable development. Among others, the complexity of 

sustainable innovation, the role of managers or constraints arising from the existing 

business model may impede companies from developing a business model which con-

tributes to sustainable development (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002; Hall & 

Vredenburg, 2003; Nidumolu et al., 2009; Boons & Lüdeke-Freud, 2013; Schaltegger 

et al., 2012; Joyce & Paquin, 2016). Moreover, innovation driven by sustainable devel-

opment usually involves a broad range of stakeholders, whose demands are sometimes 

contradictory (Hall &Vredenburg, 2003). Organisational memories and previous in-

vestments may also impede companies from adopting new technologies (Chesbrough 

& Rosenbloom, 2002; Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 2013). Due to the daunting task of 

business model innovation we developed the following proposition:  

P1.b: Reacting to the SDGs, large Danish companies innovate no or few building blocks of their 

business model.  

The second dimension of our analytical framework focuses on the embeddedness of 

sustainable development in the resulting business model. Business model innovation in 

response to the SDGs cannot be equated with corporate engagement for sustainable 
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development. On the one hand, many companies started to consider their impact on 

sustainable development already before the SDGs were adopted (Bansal, 2005; Kolk, 

2005; Scheyvens et al. 2016). Subsequently, they may contribute to sustainable devel-

opment even if they have not innovated their business models in response to the SDGs. 

On the other hand, companies might innovate parts of their business models without 

increasing their contribution to sustainable development, for example by innovating 

their communication. In face of the SDGs, ‘SDG washing’ has been introduced as a 

new term which describes the phenomenon of “using a UN logo to signpost sustaina-

bility without doing much” (Nieuwenkamp, 2017). To not only capture if companies 

have innovated their business models in response to the SDGs, but also if their busi-

ness models contribute to sustainable development, ‘Mechanisms for Sustainable De-

velopment’ represents the second dimension of our framework.  

The dimension ‘Mechanisms for Sustainable Development’ is based the following ty-

pology which was developed by Bocken et al. (2014) and extended by Ritala et al. 

(2018): 

Table 3 Mechanisms for embedding sustainable development in the business model. 
Adapted from Bocken et al. (2014) and Ritala et al. (2018). 

Mechanism Definition 
Environmental  
Maximise material and 
energy efficiency 

“Do more with fewer resources, generating less waste, emissions 
and pollution” (Bocken et al., 2014, p. 48) 

Creating value from 
waste 

“The concept of ‘waste’ is eliminated by turning waste 
streams into useful and valuable input to other production and 
making better use of under-utilised capacity” (ibid., p. 49) 

Substituting with renew-
ables and natural pro-
cesses 

“Reduce environmental impacts and increase business 
resilience by addressing resource constraints ‘limits to growth’ 
associated with non-renewable resources and current production 
systems” (ibid., p. 50) 

Social 
Deliver functionality ra-
ther than ownership 

“Provide services that satisfy users’ needs without having to own 
physical products” (ibid.) 

Adopt a stewardship 
role 

“Proactively engaging with all stakeholders to ensure their long-term 
health and well-being” (ibid., p. 51) 

Encourage sufficiency “Solutions that actively seek to reduce consumption and produc-
tion” (ibid., p. 52) 

Economic 
Repurpose for society/ 
environment 

“Prioritising delivery of social and environmental benefits rather 
than economic profit (i.e. shareholder value) maximisation, through 
close integration between the firm and local communities and other 
stakeholder groups.” (ibid., p. 53) 

Inclusive value creation “[S]haring resources, knowledge, ownership, and wealth creation”  
(Ritala et al., 2018, p. 219) 

Develop sustainable 
scale up solutions 

“Delivering sustainable solutions at a large scale to 
maximise benefits for society and the environment” (Bocken et al., 
p. 53) 
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One or several building blocks of a business model may reflect these mechanisms for 

embedding sustainable development. In order to simplify our framework and to make 

it more accessible, we grouped the different mechanisms in our proposition. This 

means that we treat them on a more aggregated level and distinguish between mecha-

nisms related to the environmental dimension of sustainable development, mechanisms 

related to the social dimension and mechanisms related to the economic dimension. 

Previous research has shown that the environmental, social and economic mechanisms 

are not mutually exclusive but can be found in combination (Bocken et al., 2014; Ritala 

et al., 2018). It is highlighted that “real sustainability almost certainly demands combi-

nations of archetypes” (Bocken et al., 2014, p. 54).  

Like the mechanisms described above, the SDGs are based on a combined understand-

ing of environmental, social and economic development and express a highly inter-

linked understanding of environmental, social and economic challenges (United Na-

tions General Assembly, 2015). Therefore, we assume that the business models of com-

panies that have adopted the SDGs reflect a combination of social, economic and en-

vironmental mechanisms for contributing to sustainable development.  

In some cases, mechanisms related to the three dimensions may have been integrated 

in the business model before the SDGs. In other cases, business model innovation in 

reaction to the SDGs may have led to the incorporation of the remaining dimensions. 

In any case, we expect that the business models of companies that have adopted the 

SDGs reflect the environmental, social and economic dimensions of sustainable devel-

opment just like the SDGs themselves. Accordingly, we established the following prop-

osition:  

P2.a: Reacting to the SDGs, large Danish companies combine environmental, social and economic 

mechanisms to embed sustainable development in their business models. 

At the same time, we acknowledge that businesses face challenges in balancing the three 

dimensions of sustainable development (Bocken et al., 2014; Rosca et al., 2017). There-

fore, companies are likely to be situated on a continuum between profit-oriented busi-

ness models and such business models that create positive environmental, social and 

economic value (Upward & Jones, 2016). Hence, some companies may not reveal 

mechanisms related to all three dimensions of sustainable development. This leads us 

to the following proposition:  
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P2.b: Reacting to the SDGs, large Danish companies do not combine environmental, social and eco-

nomic mechanisms to embed sustainable development in their business models.  

3.2 Classification Framework 

Based on our propositions, we developed a classification tool to describe and compare 

business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs. The framework consists of two 

axes – Building Block Innovation and Mechanisms for Sustainable Development. The 

four propositions help to differentiate four types of companies that are classified ac-

cording to those two parameters. Depending on how many building blocks are inno-

vated and how comprehensively sustainable development is embedded in the business 

model, companies can be classified as Conventional Incumbents, Conventional Inno-

vators, Sustainable Incumbents or Sustainable Innovators. This is illustrated in Figure 

4: 

Figure 4 Classification tool for business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs. 

SDGS 

 
BUILDING BLOCK INNOVATION 

MECHANISMS 

FOR  

SUSTAINABLE  

DEVELOPMENT 

 no/few building blocks  

innovation of up to four  
building blocks 

most building blocks 

innovation of five or more 
building blocks 

no/few  
dimensions 
 
combination of 
mechanisms re-
lated to up to two 
dimensions of sus-
tainable develop-
ment (environ-
mental, social, eco-
nomic) 

Conventional Incumbents 
 
Reacting to the SDGs, com-
panies innovate no/few 
building blocks and do not 
combine environmental, so-
cial and economic mecha-
nisms to embed sustainable 
development in their busi-
ness model.  

Conventional Innovators 
 
Reacting to the SDGs, com-
panies innovate most build-
ing blocks and do not com-
bine environmental, social 
and economic mechanisms to 
embed sustainable develop-
ment in their business model. 

all  
dimensions 
 
combination of 
mechanisms re-
lated to all three di-
mensions of di-
mensions of sus-
tainable develop-
ment (environ-
mental, social, eco-
nomic) 

Sustainable Incumbents 
 

Reacting to the SDGs, com-
panies innovate no/few 
building blocks and combine 
environmental, social and 
economic mechanisms to 
embed sustainable develop-
ment in their business mod-
els. 

Sustainable Innovators 
 

Reacting to the SDGs, com-
panies innovate most build-
ing blocks and combine envi-
ronmental, social and eco-
nomic mechanisms to embed 
sustainable development in 
their business models. 

 

c 
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To make our analysis and classification transparent, we define thresholds for both di-

mensions of the framework. To capture the affected building blocks, we use the delin-

eation by Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010). They outline nine building blocks of the 

business model. Based on that, we differentiate between the innovation of up to four 

building blocks (no/few building blocks) and the innovation of five or more building 

blocks (most building blocks). Thereby, we acknowledge the differences of business 

model innovation in response to the SDGs. We classify companies which have inno-

vated no or few building blocks in reaction to the SDGs as ‘Incumbents’. In contrast, 

companies which have innovated most building blocks are classified as ‘Innovators’. 

To capture mechanisms for sustainable development, we employ the typology devel-

oped by Bocken et al. (2014) and Ritala et al. (2018). For this axis, we established the 

following threshold: to be classified as a ‘sustainable’ business model, companies need 

to combine environmental, social and economic mechanisms. When no mechanisms 

for embedding sustainable development are adopted or when the mechanisms only 

cover one or two dimensions of sustainable development, we describe the business 

models as ‘conventional’. By combining the two axes, we arrive at the following four 

types: ‘Conventional Incumbents’, ‘Conventional Innovators’, ‘Sustainable Incum-

bents’ and ‘Sustainable Innovators’. The classification framework is applied and tested 

in our analysis. Based on our findings, we make suggestions on how to improve the 

present framework in the implications chapter.  

In sum, the purpose of this chapter was to establish the dimensions and propositions 

that guide and structure our analysis. Moreover, we developed a classification frame-

work that allows to describe and compare companies’ business model innovation in 

reaction to the SDGs in terms of (1) innovated building blocks and (2) adopted mech-

anisms for embedding sustainable development in the business model. In the following 

section, we describe the methods that we employ to apply the analytical framework to 

our case companies. 
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4 METHODS  

The present chapter provides an overview of our methodological choices. This includes 

the underlying philosophy of science, the overall research design, the data collection 

and the data analysis. Finally, we critically reflect upon the limitations of our methodo-

logical choices.  

4.1 Philosophy of Science 

Acknowledging that one research philosophy is not generally better than another, but 

that different philosophies are suited for different purposes, researchers have made 

suggestions to “think of the philosophy adopted as a multi-dimensional set of continua 

rather than separate positions” (Saunders et al., 2016, p. 129). Three central questions 

frame the continua on which research philosophies are to be placed: (1) ‘What is the 

nature of reality?’, (2) ‘What is considered acceptable knowledge?’ and (3) ‘What is the 

role of values?’ The answers to these questions define a philosophy’s (1) ontology – the 

underlying view of the nature of reality, (2) epistemology – the researcher’s view on 

what can be termed acceptable knowledge and (3) axiology – the researcher’s view on 

the role of values in research (ibid.). According to (Bechara & Van de Ven, 2007), 

“[p]ositivism and relativism represent the outer limits of philosophical thought with 

their contrasting ontology and epistemology, and hence, bracket the discussion of prag-

matism and realism, which lie in between positivism and relativism” (p. 40). Our ap-

proach can be described as a pragmatist approach integrating elements of positivism 

and realism. 

In terms of ontology, positivists, realists and pragmatists widely agree that reality is 

external rather than socially constructed (Bechara & Van de Ven, 2007; Saunders et al., 

2016). Furthermore, positivists and realists agree that reality is objective and exists in-

dependently from our thoughts while a pragmatist stance allows for both an objective 

or subjective perspective (ibid.). We acknowledge that reality exists outside of our per-

ception, but rather than focusing on the question if it is objective or subjective, we 

follow Popper who focuses on the notion of ‘intersubjective agreement’ and claims 

that “objectivity is established sufficiently for the needs of empirical science when it is 

grounded in intersubjective agreement, without making any claim that the subjectivity 

of intersubjective agreement has been transmuted into or replaced by objectivity in the 



 
 

40 

classical realistic sense” (Freeman, 1973, p. 168). In our research, the notion of ‘inter-

subjective agreement’ is applied on two different levels. First, we apply data triangula-

tion and combine multiple data sources to capture the common ground that different 

data sources express about our respective case companies’ reaction to the SDGs. Sec-

ondly, by working in a pair of researchers our findings and conclusions can be seen as 

results of intersubjective agreement.  

In terms of epistemology, positivists argue that “only observable phenomena can pro-

vide credible data, facts. Focus on causality and law-like generalisations, reducing phe-

nomena to simplest elements” (Saunders et al., 2016, p. 140). We agree with this posi-

tion to the extent that we try to visualise the case companies’ business models and 

business model innovations with the help of the Business Model Canvas. Moreover, 

capturing business models based on the nine building blocks that constitute Osterwal-

der and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas and conceptualising the business 

models of companies that react to the SDGs based on the triple-bottom line approach 

are examples of simplifications that we accepted in order to make theoretic constructs 

applicable. Yet, we disagree with positivists in the sense that we do not aim to make 

law-like generalisations. In this regard, we position ourselves closer to realists who seek 

to explain phenomena “within a context or contexts” (Saunders et al., 2016, p.  140). 

This is illustrated by our choice to conduct case studies. Moreover, our aim to apply 

theoretic constructs to practical company cases is in line with a pragmatist’s approach 

which “emphasizes the relation between knowledge and action” (Bechara & Van de 

Ven, 2007, p. 40) and understand both as indivisible parts of the same process. We 

agree with two further assumptions of pragmatism. First, we acknowledge that “both 

observable phenomena and subjective meanings can provide acceptable knowledge” 

(Saunders et al., 2016, p. 140). Therefore, we draw on subjective meanings like our 

interviewees’ views to what extent the changes are attributed to the SDGs in addition 

to observable changes in the Business Model Canvas. Secondly, we believe that “scien-

tific theories are not true or false but are better or worse instruments for prediction” 

(Bechara & Van de Ven, 2007, p. 54) and that “different perspectives help to interpret 

that data” (Saunders et al., 2016, p. 140). Accordingly, our conceptual framework inte-

grates different theoretic perspectives which we perceive as helpful to conceptualise 

companies’ reactions to the SDGs and, instead of claiming that the theories we apply 

are true or false, we discuss their explanatory potential in relation to the studied cases. 
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In sum, our epistemological stance combines elements of positivism, realism and prag-

matism and we are aware of the implications that this has on our research.   

In terms of axiology, a positivist stance would be that the “researcher is independent 

of the data and maintains an objective stance” (Saunders et al., 2016, p. 140) while 

interpretivists at the other end of the continuum would argue that “[r]esearch is value-

bound and the researcher is part of what is being researched” (ibid.). We neither believe 

that we can maintain a completely objective stance, nor do we perceive ourselves as 

part of what is being researched. Instead, we follow the moderate approaches and es-

pecially realist axiology, according to which “[r]esearch is value laden; the researcher is 

biased by world views, cultural experiences and upbringing. These will impact the re-

search” (Bechara & Van de Ven, 2007, p. 140).  

In terms of data collection techniques, a pragmatist approach is quite flexible and allows 

for “[m]ixed or multiple method designs, quantitative and qualitative” (Saunders et al., 

2016, p. 140). A positivist approach typically draws on “highly structured large samples, 

measurement, quantitative, but can use qualitative” (ibid.) and a realist approach argues 

that the “methods chosen must fit the subject-matter, quantitative or qualitative” 

(ibid.). We follow the latter approach and, in the following we argue why a qualitative 

case study approach fits our subject matter.  

4.2 Research Design 

 Literature review 

The Literature review serves to contextualise a research topic both historically and in 

terms of existing research (Webster &Watson, 2002; Hart, 2003). This allows to identify 

research gaps and to develop a theoretical framework (ibid.). The private sector’s reac-

tion to the SDGs was identified as a research gap. To find a relevant theoretical per-

spective that can help us close this research gap, we reviewed literature on the private 

sector’s role in sustainable development more generally. Thereby, we identified the 

business model perspective as a promising approach. Accordingly, the second part of 

our literature review explores theoretical foundations and important concepts within 

business model literature. Finally, we summarise what we know and what we do not 

know about business models and business model innovation in the context of sustain-

able development and the SDGs.  
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Moreover, the literature review forms the basis our theoretical framework. It is used to 

identify relevant concepts and theories and helps to elaborate the propositions which 

lead the data collection and analysis. Accordingly, the propositions help “to focus at-

tention on certain data and to ignore other data” (Yin, 2003, p. 112). Moreover, Yin 

(2003) explains “theoretical propositions about causal relations – answers to ‘how’ and 

‘why’ can be extremely useful in guiding case study analysis” (p. 112). In this manner, 

the data gathering, and analysis is structured by proposition and results in determining 

the cases within the developed classification tool. 

 Multiple case study  

The present study adopts a multiple-case study approach with business models as unit 

of analysis. Yin (1984) defines the case study research method as “an empirical inquiry 

that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context; when the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which 

multiple sources of evidence are used” (p.23). Myers (2013) adapts this definition to 

case research in business which tends to focus the study on one or more organisations. 

Therefore, we adopt the following business-specific definition of case studies by Myers 

(ibid.): 

Case study research in business uses empirical evidence from one or more or-

ganisations where an attempt is made to study the subject matter in context. 

Multiple sources of evidence are used, although most of the evidence comes 

from interviews and documents (p. 78).  

Context-specific case research is an appropriate approach to study the nexus of sus-

tainable development and business models, since both sustainable development and 

business models are understood as context-dependent (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; 

Roome & Louche, 2016).  

Moreover, case research is seen as an appropriate method in the early, exploratory 

stages of research (Saunders et al., 2016). Since, little is known about business model 

innovation in reaction to the SDGs, a case study is a suitable approach to explore the 

phenomenon of how and why companies innovate their business model in reaction to 

the SDGs (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Yin, 2013; Saunders et al., 2016). According to 

Schramm (1971), a case research is an ideal approach to “illuminate a decision or set of 
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decisions: why they were taken; how they were implemented, and with what result” (p. 

6). When testing a well-developed theory or researching a particularly rare phenome-

non, a single case study can be appropriate (Yin, 2003). In turn, for our exploratory 

study we choose a multiple case design because “[t]he evidence from multiple cases is 

often considered more compelling, and the overall study is therefore regarded as being 

more robust” (ibid., 2003, p. 45). Scheyvens et al. (2016) find a “[l]ack of coherence 

within and among private sector actors’ approaches” (p.17) to sustainable development. 

This suggest that companies may innovate their business models in different ways. 

Therefore, we see a multiple case study as the most valuable research approach even 

though it is very resource- and time-consuming (Yin, 2003). By conducting a multiple 

case study, we seek to capture a variety of approaches to business model innovation in 

reaction to the SDGs which may reveal certain patterns.  

 Theory elaboration and abductive reasoning  

The forms of logical reasoning that case study research allows for are subjects of a 

controversial debate as it is a contested issue whether case studies are more suitable for 

testing or building theory and hypotheses (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Myers, 2013). It is argued 

that case study research, in fact, can be used for both theory testing and theory building 

(ibid.). Additionally, it can be used to elaborate on a previously existing theory (Ketokivi 

& Choi, 2014). Theory testing implies deductive reasoning while theory development 

is said to follow inductive reasoning and theory elaboration typically draws on abduc-

tive reasoning (ibid.). Most commonly, case study research is used in theory building 

(Myers, 2013). According to Eisenhardt (1989), the strengths of case research for the-

ory building include the likelihood of generating novel theory which is likely to be both 

testable and empirically valid. However, there is a risk that case study research may yield 

overly complex and/or narrow and idiosyncratic theory. When applied in theory test-

ing, Flyvbjerg (2006) refutes the common claim that case study research contains a bias 

towards verification. In turn, he argues that the in-depth approach adopted in case 

study research makes falsification more likely.  

In the present study, we apply case study research for both investigating previously 

formulated propositions and further developing the classification model of company 

types in terms of SDG implementation. In the early phase of the study, our approach 

to develop propositions based on existing literature can be seen as deductive. However, 
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the propositions have been revised throughout the research process and our research 

was guided by the aim to improve the initial conceptual framework. In Ketokivi and 

Choi (2014) terms, this approach represents ‘theory elaboration’ and is associated with 

abductive reasoning.  

Abduction can be described as a combination of induction and deduction (Eisenhardt, 

1989). According to Dubois and Gadde (2002), “[i]n studies relying on abduction, the 

original framework is successively modified, partly as a result of unanticipated empirical 

findings, but also of theoretical insights gained during the process” (p. 559). Abductive 

reasoning is seen as especially suitable when a lot of knowledge about the chosen topic 

can be found in one context while far less information exists in another context (Saun-

ders et al., 2016). This applies to our research. Academic research on business models 

has started to flourish in the 1990s (Osterwalder et al., 2005). By now, business models 

have received significant attention in academic literature (Zott et al., 2010) but business 

models for sustainable development are still a relatively new and underexplored phe-

nomenon in academic research. Literature in this field is still seen as ‘emerging’ and ‘in 

the theorisation phase’ (Lüdeke-Freund & Dembeck, 2017). Finally, the SDGs repre-

sent a new context for research on business models and business model innovation for 

sustainable development. Therefore, abductive reasoning for the modification of exist-

ing theory appears to be a suitable approach for our research.  

4.3 Data Collection  

 Case company selection 

The selection of the case companies was led by an information-based approach 

(Flyvbjerg, 2006; Seawright & Gerring, 2008). The aim was to identify large Danish 

companies that have adopted the SDGs and to provide information about their SDG 

engagement. Accordingly, the 50 largest Danish companies by revenue were identified 

and their annual reports and sustainability reports on the SDGs analysed4 (Børsen, 

2017). Within the sample, we chose two types of companies for our case study: The 

first category of companies, represents those who do not only mention the SDGs in 

their annual and sustainability reports, but also provide more detailed information 

                                                
4 The underlying analysis can be found in the appendix, p. 134-135. 



 
 

45 

about their engagement. The second category of companies, mentions their SDG en-

gagement in the annual report without further explaining or describing it. By choosing 

companies that report on their SDG engagement, we make sure that our case compa-

nies are aware of the SDGs and that they have, at least to some extent, considered how 

the global goals relate to their business model. Moreover, we assume that companies 

who report about the SDGs in both their annual and their sustainability reports are 

more likely to see the SDGs as relevant for the core of their business than the ones that 

exclusively deal with the SDGs in their sustainability report.  

The strategic selection of cases was chosen to increase their generalizability and to re-

veal the highest amount of information on the approach on how the SDGs can trigger 

business model innovation possible (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Seawright & Gerring, 2008). 

Thus, extreme cases were selected which “activate more actors and mechanisms in the 

situation studied” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 13). In contrast, a representative case or a ran-

dom sample may not provide such insights. Accordingly, we chose the companies who 

provide the most information about the way they integrate the SDGs in their business. 

The sample consists of extreme single cases, which are early movers in adopting the 

SDGs and, thus, we expected to gain insights on how the SDGs can trigger business 

model innovation (Flyvbjerg, 2006). The information-based selection of extreme cases 

anticipates deep-rooted information of the problem or challenge and the consequences.  

 Semi-structured interviews 

In contrast to quantitative research, qualitative research is best for in-depth analysis of 

a few cases and for investigating new areas of research, in which only a few articles 

have been published (Myers, 2013). The present study researches how business model 

innovation takes place in reaction to the SDGs. Since not much research has been 

conducted regarding business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs, qualitative 

research is a suitable approach to investigate this new phenomenon. Sources for quali-

tative research include observations, interviews and questionnaires, documents and 

texts (Myers, 2013; Yin, 2003). 

The main tool for data gathering are semi-structured interviews. During semi-struc-

tured interviews new questions can emerge and be asked to understand the underlying 

situation (Myers, 2013; Desai & Potter, 2006). This allows the interviewees to bring in 

aspects which the interviewers had not foreseen (Willis, 2011). However, the answers 
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highly depend on the involvement and motivation of the interviewee to participate and 

might end in irrelevant answers. Thus, the interviewer needs to guide and ask appro-

priate questions during the conversation. 

We conducted semi-structured interviews with representatives from our case compa-

nies. Every interview dealt with a similar set of topics, namely the different elements of 

the company’s business model before and after the SDGs. We also formulated guiding 

questions for the different topics, but they served more as an inspiration than as a 

checklist. In addition to the case companies, we conducted an interview with a repre-

sentative from the Confederation of Danish Industries. This interview served to get a 

deeper understanding of the Danish context and possible ways for Danish companies 

to integrate the SDGs into their business models.  

Most of the targeted participants are in senior (management) positions within the sus-

tainability or partnership department and have worked for the company for at least 

three years. An overview of the participants is provided in Table 4.  

Table 4 Interview participants 
Interviewee Interviewee N Interviewee Ø Interviewee G Interviewee D Interviewee DI 
Company Novo Nordisk  Ørsted Grundfos Danfoss Dansk  

Industri 
Position Senior Project 

Manager 
Sustainability 
Advisor 

Director 
Global  
Partnerships 

Sustainability 
Director 

Head of  
Strategy and  
Organisational 
Development 

Department Corporate  
Affairs,  
Corporate  
Environmental 
Strategy 

Group  
Sustainability 

Grundfos  
Lifelink A/S 

Group  
Sustainability 

Strategy and 
Organisational 
Development 

Years within 
the company 

12  3 8 33 13 

Date of the  
interview 

13 April 2018 11 April 2018 6 April 2018 19 April 2018 20 April 2018 

Duration of 
the interview 

1:02:28 1:23:47 1:28:06 1:21:59 00:45:07 

 

The interview guides (see appendix, pp. 136-137) are semi-structured and start with 

introductory questions, giving the interviewee the possibility to first adjust with the 

situation and feel comfortable. Furthermore, the interview questions are based on the-

ory which was gathered in the literature review, before the research. We developed an 

innovative data collection method based on Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business 

Model Canvas. The method was tested in a pilot interview with an employee from 
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Ramboll’s sustainability department before applying it to the case companies. During 

the interview, one person was leading the questioning of the company representative 

whereas the other person asked probing questions. After the introductory questions, 

the first Business Model Canvas was filled in, dealing with the business model as before 

the SDG implementation. Thereby, the person not interviewing was writing down the 

elements mentioned by the expert on post-its and matched them with the fitting build-

ing block. In that way, our interviewees had the possibility to confirm and comment 

on our understanding. After the successful completion of the first, we continued with 

the second Business Model Canvas, which focused on the business model after the 

SDG integration. This method allows to detect changes in the business model and to 

find out whether these changes represent a reaction to the SDGs. At the same time, it 

facilitates a comparison of the different cases.  

 Secondary data 

In addition to the interview, we collected secondary data for each case company. This 

includes mainly annual reports, sustainability reports, company brochures, information 

from the company’s webpages and newspaper articles. The data was obtained from 

interviewees as well as through desk research. By complementing the interviews with 

secondary data, we applied data triangulation, which allows “to realise a more accurate 

analysis and explanation" (Cox & Hassard, 2005, p. 111). In our study, secondary 

sources are used to compare and contrast the statements made in our interviews with 

Figure 5 Example of a business model canvas from the interview with Ørsted (own picture) 
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other company sources to reduce bias. Often, the secondary data provided further sup-

port and more detailed information to back up the claims made by our interviewees. In 

some cases, data triangulation also allowed us to identify business model aspects that 

our interviewees saw as a core element of the business model, while they rather appear 

to be pilot projects or minor activities in the overall picture. Accordingly, we developed 

a triangulated version of the Business Model Canvas for each company. This was sent 

for approval to our interviewees. 

4.4 Data Analysis 

The data analysis follows the structure of our analytical framework and the proposi-

tions. First each case is summarized, and the building blocks of the business model are 

presented. Thereby, business model innovation and mechanisms for sustainable devel-

opment are identified. Subsequently, we apply the four propositions to our cases and 

classify the companies according to or company types.  

 Coding  

For the analysis we coded our primary data from the interviews as well as the secondary 

data. Babbie (2015) describes coding as “the process of transforming raw data into a 

standardized form” (p. 309), which is essential for the content analysis. Since we con-

ducted our interviews with the Business Model Canvas, the statements of our inter-

viewees were automatically coded within the nine building blocks. The codes for each 

building block can be summarized under the theme ‘content of building block’. Addi-

tionally, we coded the secondary data with regards to the building blocks.  

In a second step, we coded the primary and secondary data with regard to the theme 

‘mechanisms for sustainable development’. Differentiating between the three dimen-

sions of sustainable development (economic, ecologic, social), we used the nine mech-

anisms described in our analytical framework as codes to summarize our findings. For 

the second part of our coding, we used the qualitative data analysis software NVivo. 

This was useful to track our evidence for the findings and triangulate the statements of 

our interviews with secondary data sources.  

For both themes we used the concept driven coding method (Gibbs, 2007). The un-

derlying concepts are the Business Model Canvas by Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) 
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and the mechanisms for sustainable development by Bocken et al. (2014) and Ritala et 

al. (2018). Coding is useful to structure our data and to compare the results between 

our case companies (Miles & Hubermann, 1994). Accordingly, they help us to identify 

patterns among our cases and links between the innovation of building blocks and the 

mechanisms for sustainable development. 

 Case-by-case and cross-case analysis 

The case analysis consists of two parts (1) a case-by-case presentation and analysis and 

(2) a cross-case analysis. The case-by-case presentation and analysis starts out with a 

brief overview of the company and its approach to integrate the SDGs. Subsequently, 

we describe the different building blocks of the company’s business model and how 

they were innovated in reaction to the SDGs as well as the mechanisms for embedding 

sustainable development that relate to each building block and how they have been 

innovated in reaction to the SDGs. Thereby, we seek to preserve the essence of the 

cases (Khan & VanWynsberghe, 2008; Livne-Tarandach et al., 2015). In the next step 

we apply a cross-case analysis with the aim of producing new knowledge by comparing 

and contrasting cases (ibid.). Our approach is a combination of variable- and case-ori-

ented cross-case analysis (Khan & VanWynsberghe, 2008). The independent variable 

we seek to isolate is a company’s adoption of the SDGs and its implications for the 

business model building blocks and mechanisms for embedding sustainable develop-

ment (dependent variables). Additionally, cross-case analysis can be used to support 

the development of typologies (Khan & VanWynsberghe, 2008; Stretton, 1969). Ac-

cording to Khan & VanWynsberghe (2008), “[s]ets of cases are categorized into clusters 

of groups that share certain patterns or configurations” (p. 5). In the same way, we use 

cross-case analysis to apply and further develop our typology of company approaches 

to SDG adoption.  

4.5 Limitations 

In the following a critical view on our research is provided to share the limitations, 

especially with regard to our methods. For this purpose, the constraints are identified 

and measures to mitigate their impacts explained. The structure of this chapter is led 

by the overall organisation of the paper.  
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Literature Review 

The literature review provides an overview of relevant business articles within academia 

on sustainable development and business models. Due to the recent adoption of the 

SDGs in 2015, the discussion of the global goals within academia is relatively limited. 

Nevertheless, we identified existing literature, used specific reports from international 

organisations (e.g. Business and Sustainable Development Commission, UN), consul-

tancies (e.g. PwC) and linked other relevant business literature to our topic. Based on 

these sources we developed our own analytical framework to contribute to closing the 

lacuna in literature.  

Analytical Framework 

With regards to our analytical framework, we included some simplifications due to the 

complexity of the SDGs. Instead of linking the business model to the 17 SDGs and 

their 169 targets it is linked to a comprehensive but not exhaustive typology of nine 

mechanisms that companies can employ to embed sustainable development in their 

business models (Bocken et al., 2014; Ritala et al., 2018). Like the SDGs, the typology 

reflects the triple-bottom line of environmental, social and economic development. 

The simplification was necessary to compare the results between the cases and to focus 

on the business model as unit of analysis.  

As it was furthermore not possible to include every single minor aspect of companies’ 

business model within the given scope of our thesis project, we focused on key ele-

ments of each business model. Still, we found that it was challenging for some of our 

interview partners to distinguish between key and other elements of the business 

model. In order to verify the given statements, we triangulated our gathered data from 

the interviews and compared or added information from the sustainability reports, an-

nual reports and other external sources of the regarding company. Thereby, we tried to 

diminish the risk to only rely on gathered data from the interviews. Common mislead-

ing points from the interviews were pilot projects mentioned by the interviewees. 

Those comments were neglected in the presentation of the cases since they do not 

represent a key operation of the analysed case company. 

To answer the research question, it was necessary to differentiate if the business model 

innovation occurred as a reaction to the SDGs or due to other circumstances. Despite 

data triangulation, we primarily rely on our interviewee to understand whether a busi-
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ness model innovation has occurred due to the SDGs or due to other drivers. There-

fore, we selected participants who usually had several years of experience within the 

company and who joined before the adoption of the SDGs. Thus, we tried to probe 

and clarify with our interview partner the reason for the change in the business model. 

An initial concern was that participants might attribute nearly all innovation to the 

SDGs, but we experienced our interviewees as very reflective. They clearly acknowl-

edged when a part of the business model was not innovated in reaction to the SDGs 

and when business model innovation was also driven by other factors in addition to 

the SDGs. This can also be explained by the fact that the interviewees do not neces-

sarily see an advantage of having innovated the business model in response to the 

SDGs. 

Case Company Selection  

Our initial idea was to study a sample of large Danish companies that describe the 

SDGs and their approach not only in their sustainability reports, but also in their annual 

reports. We see this as an indicator for engagement with the SDGs beyond the level of 

CSR. Due to the unavailability and the lacking interest in collaboration from some 

companies it was not possible to work exclusively with companies that describe their 

SDG engagement in both, their sustainability reports and their annual reports. Two of 

the four case companies fulfil the criterion described above while the other two fulfil 

to the second-best criterion by having described their SDG-approach for example in 

their sustainability report and having briefly mentioned it in their annual report.  

Data Collection 

For this research, we purposefully selected a qualitative approach. Business model in-

novation in reaction to the SDGs is still an unexplored topic and some basic under-

standing is needed to develop future quantitative research. Most of the business model 

innovation has been identified in dialogue between the interviewer and the interviewee. 

The dialogue also secured a similar understanding of the business model, as the inter-

viewee had the possibility to ask questions. In contrast, a survey might not have been 

able to grasp that information and would have led to different conceptualizations of 

the business model.  

The chosen unit of analysis is the business model as depicted by Osterwalder and 

Pigneur (2010). Based on this we developed posters as data collection tools to visualise 

companies’ business models (ibid.). Nevertheless, we acknowledge that other business 
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model concepts exist. For the purpose of this paper, the Business Model Canvas rep-

resents an innovative tool to engage with our interviewees and capture their key busi-

ness operations. Additionally, their Business Model Canvas has recently been used in 

several studies and is, according to Ovans (2015), the most comprehensive (Zandoval 

Bonazzi & Ari Zilber, 2013; Panum & Hansen, 2014; Verrue, 2014; Gabriel & Kirk-

wood, 2016; Crotty et al. 2017; França et al. 2017; Meertens et al, 2017; Urban et al., 

2018). Finally, we asked our interviewees at the end of every interview if there were 

important aspects that could not be captured by the canvas tool. However, this was 

never the case. Instead, several interviewees highlighted that the tool improved their 

understanding of how the business model of the company they work in is linked to the 

SDGs and how it has been innovated in reaction to the SDGs (Interviewee G; Inter-

viewee Ø).  

Since the interview guide is mainly based on the business model it would have been 

beneficial to include some questions specifically targeting the mechanisms for embed-

ding sustainable development in the business model. Hence, the mechanisms could 

have been linked in cooperation with the interviewee to specific building blocks of the 

business model. To compensate for that lack of data we coded the interview and addi-

tional sources to complement our gathered data. Finally, the participants had the op-

portunity to review the case analysis of the company they represent. 

Regarding our interviewees, we would have preferred someone in the company who 

has an overview of the operations and who is, additionally, familiar with the company's 

sustainability agenda and the SDGs. In most of the cases this lead us to the CEO, 

although we tried to get a meeting with the top management level, but the responsible 

person was usually not available for a meeting. As a result, we mainly interviewed sus-

tainability and partnership experts of our case companies. The selected interviewees 

had an understanding of the SDGs, several years of experience within the company 

and we validated their statements with annual and sustainability reports. Again, data 

triangulation helped us to get a broader picture of the company's business operations.  

Lastly, we need to address that most of the data stems from the companies own publi-

cations and staff. Accordingly, the derived messages may be subjective, contextual and 

contain an interpretative character. It can be argued that the data is rather subjective 

since it represents the company’s own view of their operations. By including several 
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cases, secondary data and by developing our own framework we aimed to be as trans-

parent as possible (Cox & Hassard, 2005). 

Findings 

It is often discussed to what extent findings from context-specific case research can be 

generalised (Yin, 2003; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Easton, 2010). In this context, low (statistical) 

representativeness is usually seen as a key constraint (Easton, 2010). However, 

Flyvbjerg (2006) argues that “formal generalization is overvalued as a source of scien-

tific development, whereas ‘the force of example’ is underestimated” (p. 228). Moreo-

ver, case study scholars suggest that the generalizability of case studies depends on the 

case and how it is chosen (Yin, 1994; Flyvbjerg, 2006). Generalisability from case stud-

ies can be increased due to theoretical embeddedness and a strategic selection of cases 

(ibid.; Easton, 2010). Therefore, we have developed a theory-based classification in 

which we embed our cases and we applied an information-oriented case-selection ap-

proach which allows us to “maximise the utility of information from small samples and 

single cases” (Flyvberg, 2006, p. 230). Based on this, we seek to make tentative analyt-

ical generalisations for the specific context of business model innovation in large Dan-

ish companies that have adopted the SDGs and match our selection criteria. Neverthe-

less, we do not claim to make our findings an absolute and invite future research to 

further investigate the phenomenon.   

In sum, our methodical choices entail a number of strengths despite the limitations 

mentioned above. First, the purposeful selection allowed us to identify case companies 

that have adopted the SDGs. Secondly, we developed a data collection method to cap-

ture business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs. Thirdly, we constructed an 

analytical framework to analyse business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs. 

Fourthly, we collected empirical evidence from four case companies.  

 

5 RESEARCH CONTEXT 

Our case company selection targets large companies, which are headquartered in Den-

mark. Accordingly, the following chapter gives a general introduction of Danish firms 

and how they approach the SDGs. Subsequently, we elaborate on the nexus between 

company size and sustainable development. The aim of this chapter is to familiarise the 

reader with the research context of the present study.  
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5.1 Danish Companies 

According to the SDG Index and Dashboards Report 2018, Denmark ranks second of 157 

countries in terms of its SDG performance (Sachs et al., 2018). Nevertheless, some 

major challenges must be overcome if the country is to meet the goals (ibid.). The 

challenges relate to SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption & Production) and 14 (Life 

below water) (ibid.). 

Regarding the regulatory framework, Denmark has a long tradition in fostering com-

panies’ contribution to sustainable development. In 1995, the country was a first mover 

in adopting regulations for mandatory environmental reporting (Holgaard & Jørgensen, 

2005) and since 2009, Danish legislation has required large listed companies to report 

on their corporate social responsibility efforts (Danish Business Authority, n.d.). Like-

wise, the country has been quick in adopting a national action plan for the SDGs and 

a new development and humanitarian strategy that is based on the SDGs (Danish Min-

istry of Foreign Affairs, 2017; DANIDA, 2017). Both reflect increasing incorporation 

of the private sector (ibid.).  

The SDGs highlight both opportunities and challenges that Danish companies are fac-

ing. While government officials tend to emphasise that the SDGs will bring about new 

market opportunities and business models (Danish Ministry of Finance, 2017), business 

experts add that the SDGs also entail challenges for Danish businesses (Interviewee 

DI). For example, the target to reduce municipal waste will make the business model 

of a company that uses municipal waste obsolete (ibid.). However, experts from the 

Confederation of Danish Industries highlight that many of the Danish companies have 

deep insight and can provide innovative solutions within areas represented by these 

goals (Interviewee DI). This applies particularly to SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), SDG 6 

(Clean Water and Sanitation), SDG 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy) and SDG 11 (Sus-

tainable Cities and Communities) (Dansk Industri, 2016). Another characteristic of 

Danish companies is that many of them are either owner-managed or foundation-

owned (Interviewee DI; Interviewee G; Interviewee N). This is highlighted by both 

business experts and company representatives as an enabler to develop long-term strat-

egies and to incorporate the SDGs (ibid.). The figure below shows some concrete ex-

amples of opportunities for business model innovation that the SDGs offer for Danish 

companies:  
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Figure 6 Opportunities for business model innovation for Danish companies. Own elabora-
tion based on Interviewee DI. 

 

Examples of companies that enact these opportunities can be found among both large 

Danish companies and SMEs (Dansk Industri, 2016; DIEH, 2018; Interviewee DI). 

However, experts from the Confederation of Danish Industries agree that large Danish 

companies are already further ahead towards adopting and integrating the SDGs into 

their business models than Danish SMEs who need more support (Interviewee DI; 

Lyngklip Svansø, 2017). 

Currently, several initiatives in Denmark seek to support companies with business 

model innovation based on the SDGs. Two prominent examples are the SDG Acceler-

ator project by the United Nations Development programme (UNDP) and the project 

Fra filantropi til forretning (‘From Philanthropy to Business’) by the Confederation of 

Danish Industries (DI) (Interviewee DI; UNDP, 2018). The DIFehler! Textmarke 

nicht definiert. project involves both larger and smaller companies and “start[s] by 

considering all the existing business lines and thinking about their key competencies, 

key technologies and how they can maybe be used in different ways that are in line with 

the global goals” (Interviewee DI, appendix, p. 190). In turn, the UNDP project draws 

on the experience of large Danish companies that are experienced in integrating sus-

tainable development into innovation and business strategy, but support is exclusively 

Which opportunities  do the S DGs  offer for Danis h companies  to 
innovate the different building blocks  of the bus ines s  model?

Key Partnerships Key Activities Value Propositions

Key Resources

Cost Structure Revenue Streams

Customer Relationships

Channels

Customer Segments

Companies become
more open towards
different kinds of
partnerships

more partnerships 
with civil society 
organisations

increased interest in 
PPPs, but not 
necessarily more 
successful PPPs

Some switch their line of 
business (e.g. iron smelter 
company)

More focus on R&D

Increasing international 
orientation (but also due 
to globalisation)

SDGs as key to attracting 
qualified employees

Go beyond the single 
product or service and 
consider more long-term 
impacts 

Change in customer-
supplier relationships (e.g. 
company was supplied 
with waste from 
municipalities and now 
supplies municipalities 
with consulting) 

BOP segment 

e.g. NGOs as distributors 
to reach the BOP

Higher R&D expenses New business opportunities opening up due to the SDGs

Favourable conditions for Danish companies (e.g. 
competition is based less on price and more on other 
things as well)
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provided to SMEs (UNDP, 2018). Both initiatives help to create a positive climate in 

Denmark for business model innovation in response to the SDGs.  

5.2 Large Companies 

Regarding the private sector’s potential to contribute to the SDGs, it is important to 

account for its heterogeneity. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development explicitly 

acknowledges both the importance and the diversity of the private sector’s contribution 

to the implementation of the new agenda: “We acknowledge the diversity of the private 

sector, ranging from micro-enterprises to cooperatives to multinationals. We call upon 

all businesses to apply their creativity and innovation to solving sustainable develop-

ment challenges” (United Nations General Assembly, 2015, p. 34).  

Recognising the heterogeneity of the private sector and its potential to contribute to 

sustainable development, in the following we focus on the specifics of large firms in 

comparison to small firms. Large corporations are typically defined by annual revenue 

or the number of employees. According to the definition provided by the European 

Commission (2003), large corporations are either defined by having 250 or more em-

ployees or by having a turnover higher than € 50 m. In the following, we adhere to 

Udayasankar (2008) who conceives firm size as a combination of operating scale, re-

source access and visibility. 

The nexus of company size and corporate engagement for sustainable development 

has received significant attention in literature (Clemens et al., 2008; Udayasankar, 2008; 

Gallo & Christensen, 2011; Hörisch et al., 2015). In terms of scale, a significant share 

of the responsibility for the emergence of sustainable development challenges, such as 

poverty and climate change, is attributed to large firms. For example, Heede (2014) 

found that 90 corporations account for nearly two-thirds of all industrial CO2 and me-

thane emissions between 1751 and 2010. On the other hand, scholars often highlight 

the particular strengths of large and especially multinational companies that can help 

to solve global challenges (Kolk & Van Tulder, 2010; Scheyvens et al., 2016; Blazejew-

ski & Hörisch, 2017). Firms with larger-scale operations are seen as more capable of 

efficiently allocating and exploiting their resources to offer specialised and effective 

sustainability initiatives without incurring high additional costs (Brammer & Millington, 

2006; Udayasankar, 2008). Firms with smaller-scale operations cannot replicate these 
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advantages. Instead, they might engage in sustainability initiatives as part of a differen-

tiation strategy which is designed to compensate for the lack of scale-advantages (ibid.).  

Regarding the interaction of large incumbents and smaller start-ups in industry trans-

formation towards sustainable development, start-ups and small businesses’ sustaina-

bility initiatives often characterise the initial phase of industry transformation and are 

seen as more radical. Large pioneering incumbents mimic some of their initiatives but 

achieve a broader impact because they have the potential to reach out to a mass-market 

audience (Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010; Bocken et al., 2014). Relating scale to the 

SDGs, Sachs (2012) emphasises that large-scale solutions and a world-wide reach are 

essential to achieve the global goals.  

In terms of resources, larger companies possess more financial and human resources 

that enable them to gather information and develop expertise concerning sustainability 

management tools. In other words, the existing stock of human and financial resources 

makes it easier for companies to develop knowledge as a third important resource for 

corporate contributions to sustainable development and unlock the potential benefits 

associated with it (Udayasankar, 2008; Hörisch et al., 2015). Moreover, several scholars 

agree that larger companies possess more slack resources which makes them more 

likely to accept the initial costs and to commit the necessary personnel to implement 

sustainability initiatives (Udayasankar, 2008; Gallo & Christensen, 2011; Hörisch et al., 

2015). In contrast, smaller companies may engage in sustainability activities to improve 

their resource access (Udayasankar, 2008). Research on how companies use their exist-

ing resources to implement the SDGs barely exists so far. However, Teng (2017) em-

phasises that organisations which have matured in their approach and reveal more 

meaningful attempts towards integrating sustainability and the SDGs are the ones with 

abundant financial resources at hand. 

In terms of visibility and legitimacy, scholars argue that the high visibility of large com-

panies may increase stakeholder pressure, but also the gains resulting from enhanced 

legitimacy and reputation (Udayasankar, 2008; Hörisch et al., 2015). In turn, smaller 

companies may engage in sustainability initiatives to increase their visibility 

(Udayasankar, 2008). With regard to the SDGs, Donoher (2017) argues that, if the ben-

efits resulting from corporate engagement are clear, adopting the SDGs may even in-

crease a company’s legitimacy and justify SDG-engagement vis-à-vis critical stakehold-

ers.  



 
 

58 

Furthermore, large and small companies are likely to differ in their ability to adapt to 

changes. Scholars see small firms as more flexible and large firms as slower to change 

and more prone to institutional inertia and path-dependence (Sydow et al., 2009; Hock-

erts & Wüstenhagen, 2010; Ritala et al., 2018). Organisations are described as path-

dependent when self-reinforcing processes lead to the emergence of a dominant pat-

tern of action and a loss of flexibility. This may result in inefficient organisations, be-

cause more efficient alternatives may arise, but are not adopted (Sydow et al., 2009). 

Yet, scholars have suggested ways in which large corporations can overcome path de-

pendence, for example by creating a ‘radical innovation hub’ (Leifer et al., 2001) or 

cooperating with outside venture capitalists (Chesbrough, 2000). In relation to the 

SDGs, it still needs to be investigated how large and small companies adapt to the new 

agenda.  

The differences between large and small companies in terms of operational scale, re-

source access, stakeholder pressure and visibility and organisational flexibility suggest 

that researchers should distinguish between large and small companies when analysing 

businesses’ responses to the SDGs. In the present paper, we seek to close a lacuna in 

the literature by investigating large companies’ responses to the SDGs.  

 

6 CASE COMPANY INTRODUCTION AND ANALYSIS  

In the following, we present our four case companies Novo Nordisk, Ørsted, Grundfos 

and Danfoss. All our selected cases are large Danish companies which were already 

committed to sustainable development before the adoption of the SDGs. Each case is 

introduced by giving a brief overview of the company and the sector in which it is 

operating. Moreover, the company’s approach to sustainability and the SDGs is ex-

plained. After a brief overall introduction, the different building blocks of each case 

company’s business model are described. Thereby, we focus on how the building 

blocks were innovated in reaction to the SDGs. Furthermore, we describe how the 

building blocks reflect mechanisms for embedding sustainable development, if appli-

cable.  



 
 

59 

6.1 Novo Nordisk  

Novo Nordisk A/S is a global healthcare company that was established as a result of 

the merger between Nordisk Insulinlaboratorium and Novo Terapeutisk Laboratorium 

in 1989 (Novo Nordisk, 2011a). The company is share-owned, and the Novo Nordisk 

Foundation is the principal owner possessing 28% of the company’s capital and 76% 

of the voting rights, including all non-tradable A-shares (Novo Nordisk, 2018). In 2017, 

42,682 people were employed by Novo Nordisk in 79 countries (ibid.) and the global 

healthcare company marketed its products in more than 170 countries (Novo Nordisk, 

2011a; Novo Nordisk, 2018). This generated a revenue of DKK 111.7 bn in 2017 of 

which the largest share (81%) was generated by diabetes care (Novo Nordisk, 2018). 

Already before the merger, Novo established an independent environmental unit in 

1975 shortly after the first environmental protection act was passed in Denmark in 

1974 (Novo Nordisk, 2011a). Inspired by the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, the recently 

established company Novo Nordisk strengthened its focus on sustainable develop-

ment. In the following year, Novo Nordisk was the first Danish firm and one of the 

first companies worldwide to prepare environmental reporting. Additionally, the com-

pany published its first report on corporate social responsibility in 1993. Besides other 

memberships in sustainability initiatives, Novo Nordisk has been a member of the UN 

Global Compact since 2002 and joined the Global Compact LEAD Initiative in 2011 

(Novo Nordisk 2011a; Novo Nordisk, 2011b). In 2004, the management adopted the 

Triple-Bottom-Line approach and adapted the Articles of Association so that they in-

corporate the company’s ambition to “strive to conduct its business in a financially, 

environmentally and socially responsible way” (Novo Nordisk, 2011a, p. 46). Since 

then, environmental and social performance have been presented alongside financial 

results in the annual report (ibid.).  

During the preparation phase of the SDGs, Novo Nordisk was engaged in elaborating 

the new global goals for sustainable development through its membership in the Global 

Compact LEAD group and the World Economic Forum (WEF) (Novo Nordisk, 2014; 

Pingeot, 2014). The Global Compact fed directly into the post-2015 process through 

its report to the UN Secretary-General, promoted direct participation of its LEAD 

initiative members and supported the work of the High-Level Panel of Eminent Per-

sons on the Post-2015 Development Agenda (HLP) (Pigneot, 2014). Novo Nordisk 

used these fora to advocate for “a focus in the SDGs on healthy people and a healthy 
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planet, and the potential synergies between the two” (Novo Nordisk, 2014, p. 19). In 

2015, Novo Nordisk published its positioning on the SDGs, expressing support for 

the goals and targets and especially appreciating the recognition of the growing burden 

of diabetes and other non-communicable diseases (Novo Nordisk, 2015b). Moreover, 

Novo Nordisk participated in defining the Blueprint for Business Leadership on the SDGs 

together with the UN Global Compact and other partners. The blueprint seeks to in-

spire all businesses to take action which supports the achievement of the SDGs (Novo 

Nordisk, n.d.; UN Global Compact, 2017).  

 In practical terms, the company has employed a three-fold approach to the SDGs 

(Novo Nordisk, n.d. – The Sustainable Development Goals). This includes (1) a mate-

riality assessment showing that the company can have the biggest impact on goal 3 

(Good health and well-being) and goal 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), 

(2) the aim to work in partnership with others to development transformative solutions 

to the challenges pinpointed by the SDGs and (3) the investigation of ways to increase 

the company’s impact by applying the SDGs.  

Customer Segments  
Novo Nordisk’s customer base comprises government agencies, wholesalers, retail 

pharmacies, managed care and other customers (Novo Nordisk, 2015a; Novo Nordisk, 

2018). A special feature regarding Novo Nordisk’s customer segments is that the buyers 

or payers are typically not the users of the products. Depending on the national health 

insurance infrastructure either government agencies or health insurances (in countries 

where pharmaceuticals are not covered by taxes) are delegated to buy diabetes and hae-

mophilia treatments at the national level (Interviewee N). In turn, the end consumers 

of Novo Nordisk’s products are the patients in the different countries. Even tough 

Interviewee N notices increasing environmental concerns and the importance of the 

SDG-agenda especially among younger generations, this development has not led 

Novo Nordisk to innovate its customer segments in reaction to the SDGs.   

Value proposition 

Novo Nordisk’s provides diabetes care and other chronic disease care products in 180 

countries (Novo Nordisk, 2015a; Novo Nordisk, 2018). The company’s value propo-

sition is based on clinical efficacy, safety and price (Novo Nordisk, 2015a; Novo 

Nordisk, 2018; Interviewee N). Interviewee N emphasises that “what counts is that you 

are able to treat the illness in the most effective way with the least possible side effects 
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and at the price which is preferably the lowest price on the market” (appendix, p. 149) 

because the aging world population draws on countries’ healthcare budgets and puts 

national buyers under economic pressure (ibid.).  

Indirectly, there is a link between the TBL approach and the SDGs on the one hand 

and Novo Nordisk’s value proposition on the other hand because Novo Nordisk is 

perceived as “doing the right thing” (Interviewee N, appendix, p. 152). Moreover, it 

was discussed whether Novo Nordisk should explicitly align its value proposition with 

the SDGs, but the company decided against it (Interviewee N). This resulted from the 

Novo Nordisk’s consideration of appropriate motivations behind corporate engage-

ment for sustainable development. For Novo Nordisk, conducting sustainable business 

in line with the SDGs is part of the company’s identity rather than a commercial pa-

rameter. Therefore, it is inscribed in the Articles of Association and not in the value 

proposition. Yet, Novo Nordisk has recognised that other companies are coupling their 

value proposition to the SDGs. Depending on the demands of stakeholders and espe-

cially shareholders, Novo Nordisk might reconsider aligning its value proposition with 

the SDGs in the future. However, such considerations would also be accompanied by 

the fear to lose credibility and be accused of greenwashing (Interviewee N). Therefore, 

Novo Nordisk has not innovated its value proposition in reaction to the SDGs (Novo 

Nordisk, 2015a; Novo Nordisk, 2018; Interviewee N). 

By responding to the rise in diabetes and providing diabetes care to millions of end 

consumers in 180 countries, Novo Nordisk’s value proposition reflects the mechanism 

‘Develop sustainable scale-up solutions’. Moreover, this represents a way of proactively 

engaging with stakeholders to ensure their long-term health and well-being and there-

fore relates to the mechanism ‘Adopt a stewardship role’. 

Channels  

Novo Nordisk interacts with major customers through key account managers which 

are understood as “key employees in the company who build up one-to-one relation-

ships with the purchasing officers in each country and negotiate the prices for our 

products at a country level” (Interviewee N, p. 150). This has not changed since the 

company has adopted the SDGs (ibid.). Therefore, Novo Nordisk has not innovated 

its major channels for customer interaction in reaction to the SDGs.  
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Customer relationships  

As mentioned above, Novo Nordisk’s key account managers in the marketing and sales 

department build one-to-one relationships with the buyers of the company’s products. 

Ideally, these relationships are of a long-term nature (Novo Nordisk, 2015a; Inter-

viewee N). If customers are perceived as the people who pay for Novo Nordisk’s prod-

uct, then the SDGs have not lead to innovate the way in which the company designs 

its customer relationships. Neither does Novo Nordisk experience that its customers 

push for an implementation of the SDGs as long as the company is seen as “doing the 

right thing” (Interviewee N, appendix, p. 152). In turn, Novo Nordisk’s stakeholders 

see it as a prerequisite and take it for granted that the company acts socially and envi-

ronmentally responsible and abides to the SDGs. Therefore, it is expected that neglect-

ing corporate sustainability and the SDGs would negatively impact Novo Nordisk’s 

relationships with customers and other stakeholders (ibid.).  

Revenue streams  
Some of the Novo Nordisk’s brands are among the top selling pharma brands in the 

world and the company’s sales amounted to DKK 88.8 bn in 2014 (Novo Nordisk, 

2015a). Over the last years, the Novo Nordisk’s sales have increased to DKK 111,7 bn 

in 2017 (Novo Nordisk, 2018). However, the additional revenue is not directly at-

tributed to the implementation of the SDGs and Novo Nordisk has not innovated its 

revenue streams in reaction to the SDGs. Again, the indirect impact of the SDGs is 

emphasised, meaning that if a scandal occurred which demonstrated that the company 

was not living up to the SDGs, this is presumed to negatively impact the revenue (In-

terviewee N).   

Key Resources  
The foundation-based ownership structure and the related financial resource availabil-

ity as well as water, energy and the production facilities represent key resources of Novo 

Nordisk (Novo Nordisk, 2015a; Interviewee N). Additionally, employees are seen as 

an important resource and the lack of qualified employees is perceived as a bottleneck 

in Denmark (Interviewee N). Novo Nordisk’s latest annual report provides more de-

tailed information about the company’s most internal and external resources. Accord-

ingly, important external resources are the capital provided by investors, insights from 

patients and expertise from academic and educational institutions, raw materials, water 

and energy. Internally, financial resources to invest in R&D, production capacity and 
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customer outreach, biological research and manufacturing facilities and a skilled and 

diverse workforce are highlighted (Novo Nordisk, 2018). In addition, the SDGs are a 

new important resource for Novo Nordisk since they represent a “common language” 

(Interviewee N, appendix, p. 151) which enables companies to exchange their experi-

ences with corporate sustainable development and a level playing field that allows for 

cross-company comparison and benchmark. Therefore, we conclude that Novo 

Nordisk has innovated its key resources in reaction to the SDGs.   

Key Activities 
R&D and production are key activities of Novo Nordisk. In terms of revenue, R&D is 

seen as the major driver because it leads to the development of new diabetes treatments. 

In terms of employees, production is a key activity since more than half of the employ-

ees work in the field of production. Moreover, the increased production efficacy during 

the last ten to twenty years contributed to higher revenues (Interviewee N). Addition-

ally, the energy and water projects implemented in 2017 are expected to achieve annual 

savings of 18,000 GJ energy and more than 100,000 m³ water from 2018 onwards 

(Novo Nordisk, 2018). As Novo Nordisk believes to have been “quite ahead of the 

game when the SDGs came” (Interviewee N, appendix, p. 151), the company has 

mainly innovated its communication and aligned it with the SDGs: “For us, for Novo 

Nordisk, it was more like changing the language and using slightly different terminology 

around some of the topics and matching what we were doing with the SDGs” (ibid.). 

Since Novo Nordisk has innovated its communication to show how its other activities 

relate to the SDGs, we conclude that Novo Nordisk has innovated its key activities in 

reaction to the SDGs. Regarding mechanisms to embed sustainable development, the 

energy and water savings in Novo Nordisk’s production reflect the mechanism ‘Max-

imise material and energy efficiency’.  

Key Partnerships  
Novo Nordisk has various partnerships, but most of them are on a project level. How-

ever, in environmental terms the climate partnership with the energy company Ørsted 

(formerly DONG Energy) provides an example of a partnership with a major impact 

on the company-level and, in social terms, the multi-stakeholder partnership Cities 

Changing Diabetes is highlighted. The climate partnership with DONG Energy has 

existed since 2007 (Andreasen & Larsen, n.d.). Novo Nordisk has benefitted from the 

partnership through energy savings, cost savings and progress towards its target of 
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100% renewable energy on the production sites in Denmark by 2020 (Novo Nordisk, 

2018; Ørsted, n.d.). In 2016, Novo Nordisk’s annual energy savings reached 100 million 

kilowatt-hours and since 2007, Novo Nordisk has reduced its energy bill by DKK 270 

million (Ørsted, n.d.). Moreover, 79% of the company’s production is currently based 

on renewable energy (Novo Nordisk, 2018). At the same time, Novo Nordisk’s com-

mitment to purchase power from the offshore wind farm Horns Rev II helped to se-

cure the financial basis for the construction (Ørsted, n.d.) 

The social partnership Cities Changing Diabetes involves multiple stakeholders such as 

academia, city authorities, urban planners, community leaders, businesses, the Univer-

sity College London in the United Kingdom and Stene Diabetes Center in Denmark 

(Novo Nordisk, 2015a). It is “a partnership programme to identify and address the root 

cause of urban diabetes in major cities around the world” (ibid., p. 34). With the ambi-

tion to “improve the lives of many people and save billions of dollars in the cost to 

society, thereby stimulating market growth and enhancing business opportunities for 

all the players involved” (Novo Nordisk, 2013, p. 2), Cities Changing Diabetes can 

create value for all partners involved, including beneficiaries at the bottom of the pyr-

amid. Novo Nordisk benefits from the partnership by improving its understanding of 

diabetes and its customer relations in the participating regions (Novo Nordisk et al., 

2015).  

When Novo Nordisk started working with the SDGs, the two partnerships mentioned 

above were continued and conceded an important role in the implementation of the 

global goals. With regard to the climate partnership, the construction work to convert 

the power plant Asnæs from being coal-fired to burning wood chips started in October 

2017. “With this change, it is expected that all Novo Nordisk production in Denmark 

by 2020 will be based on renewable energy delivered as power, heating and steam” 

(Novo Nordisk, 2018, p. 13). Similarly, the Cities Changing Diabetes partnership has 

grown so that it currently includes 16 cities and more than 100 expert partners (Cities 

Changing Diabetes, 2017; Novo Nordisk, 2018).  

Further key partnerships highlighted in the context of Novo Nordisk’s implementation 

of the SDGs are different UN organisations, especially the UN Global Compact and 

additionally the Dow Jones Sustainability Index and the Carbon Disclosure Project 

(CDP). These partnerships had existed before Novo Nordisk started working with the 

SDGs, but the global goals have increased their significance. Since other companies 
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also integrate and report on the SDGs, corporate engagement has become more com-

parable across companies. Therefore, following the reporting requirements of organi-

sations such as the UN Global Compact has become more important to Novo Nordisk 

in order to maintain its reputation as a frontrunner on the sustainability agenda:  

Before we could just look inwards and do what we believe was the right thing 

from a Novo Nordisk perspective. Now we also have to keep an eye on what 

other companies are looking into and communicating about, so that we don’t 

suddenly get seen as inferior just because we happen to not pay attention in our 

report in the way that these rating companies want you to report (Interviewee N, 

appendix, p. 151). 

In response to the SDGs, Novo Nordisk has innovated its key partnerships, since some 

previously existing partnerships have gained more importance.  

Regarding mechanisms for embedding sustainable development, Novo Nordisk’s part-

nerships with stakeholders serve to demonstrate and ‘Adopt a stewardship role’. The 

climate partnership with Ørsted additionally reflects efforts to ‘Maximise energy and 

material efficiency’ and to ‘Substitute with renewables and natural processes’. Moreo-

ver, the Cities Changing Diabetes partnership seeks to ‘Encourage sufficiency’ and ‘De-

velop sustainable scale-up solutions’ by preventing 100 million new cases of diabetes 

until 2045 (Novo Nordisk, 2018). Additionally, both partnerships represent a form of 

‘Inclusive value creation’ highlighting the close collaboration with stakeholders and in 

the case of Cities Changing Diabetes, also the inclusion of previously underserved seg-

ments at the bottom of the pyramid.  

Cost Structure  
Novo Nordisk’s major cost factors in descending order are sales and distribution, cost 

of goods sold, R&D and administration (Novo Nordisk, 2015a; Novo Nordisk, 2018). 

The implementation of the SDGs is not seen to have impacted the cost structure be-

cause Novo Nordisk had already been doing business based on the triple-bottom-line 

before. Therefore, the company saw no need for major changes in its business model 

which could have resulted in significant costs (Interviewee N).     
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The following table summarises how the different building blocks have been innovated 

in reaction to the SDGs. Moreover, it shows which mechanisms for sustainable devel-

opment are reflected in the different buildings blocks and which mechanisms have been 

newly adopted in reaction to the SDGs, if applicable.  

Table 5 Case summary Novo Nordisk 
Building 
Block 

 
 Innovation Mechanisms for  

Sustainable Development  
Customer 
Segments   

Value  
Proposition   Adopt a stewardship role 

Develop sustainable scale-up solutions 
Channels   
Customer  
Relationships   

Revenue 
Streams   

Key  
Resources Innovated – SDGs as a new resource  

Key  
Activities 

Communication innovated to show 
how other activities relate to the 
SDGs 

 
Maximise material and energy efficiency 
 

Key  
Partnerships 

Innovated – Previously existing part-
nerships have gained more im-
portance 

Maximise energy and material efficiency 
Substitute with renewables and natural 
processes 
Adopt a steward-ship role  
Encourage sufficiency 
Inclusive value creation 
Develop sustainable scale-up solutions 

Cost 
Structure   

Note: Mechanisms that a building block only reflects due to business model innovation in reaction 
to the SDGs are marked in bold. No mechanisms are marked in bold here because Novo 
Nordisk has not adopted additional ones in reaction to the SDGs.  

6.2 Ørsted  

Ørsted (formerly DONG Energy) is an energy company that focuses on the generation 

and distribution of renewable energy from wind, biomass and thermal power (Ørsted, 

2018a). Ørsted’s history begins with the Danish state-owned company Dansk Naturgas 

A/S which was founded in 1972 to manage gas and oil resources in the Danish North 

Sea (Rüdiger, 2013). In the 2000s, the company started to expand into the electricity 

market and in 2006 DONG Energy was established as a result of mergers and acquisi-

tions with five electricity producers and distributors (ibid.). When they divested their 
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oil and gas business in 2017, the company changed their name to Ørsted because 

DONG as the abbreviation of Dansk Olie og Naturgas (Danish Oil and Natural Gas) 

was no longer perceived as an appropriate name (Ørsted, 2017).5  

Ørsted is a share-owned company with the Danish State as its majority shareholder. 

The Danish State is represented by the Danish Ministry of Finance which holds 50.12% 

of Ørsted’s company shares (Ørsted, 2018a). In 2017, 5,638 people were employed at 

the Danish headquarters and the company operated in Denmark, Germany, the UK, 

the U.S., Taiwan and the Netherlands (ibid.). Additionally, it sold power in Sweden 

(Ørsted, 2018b). Ørsted’s annual revenue in 2017 amounted to DKK 59.5 bn, but the 

company prefers to work with EBITDA (earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation 

and amortization) as a performance measure (Interviewee Ø; Ørsted, 2018a). The 2017 

EBITDA was 22.5 bn DKK of which 91.6% were generated by the business unit Wind 

Power (Ørsted, 2018a).  

When Ørsted was established in 2006, only 15% of power and heat produced stemmed 

from renewable energy or CO2 neutral fuels, while 85% were based on oil, gas and coal 

(DONG Energy, 2009). However, the merger gave rise to an increasing consideration 

of sustainable development issues at Ørsted. In 2006, Ørsted became a signatory of the 

UN Global Compact and began to report annually on its environmental, economic and 

social performance (DONG Energy, 2007). The year after, the company published an 

environmental strategy which focused on emission and waste reduction as well as cli-

mate change mitigation (DONG Energy, 2008). The environmental strategy was ex-

tended to a firm sustainability strategy in 2014, thereby strengthening the company’s 

focus on social responsibility (DONG Energy, 2015b).  

Ørsted’s major turning point with regard to sustainable development was in 2009 when 

the CEO laid out the 85/15 vision (DONG Energy, 2010). This vision aims at inverting 

the percentages of green and black energy produced by Ørsted. The target for 2020 is 

to increase the share of renewable energy to 85% and to reduce the share of fossil-fuel-

based energy to 15% (Interviewee Ø; Ørsted, 2018a; Ørsted, n.d.). By 2023, Ørsted 

strives to generate at least 95% percent of its energy production from renewable 

sources, to phase out coal and to reduce its CO2 by 100% compared to the base year 

                                                
5 The new name Ørsted refers to the Danish scientist Hans Christian Ørsted who who discovered 

electromagnetism in 1820. To ensure consistency, we will refer to the company as Ørsted both 
before and after the name change.  
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2006 (Interviewee Ø; Ørsted, 2018b). Last year, Ørsted divested its oil and gas business. 

With currently 64% of power and heat generation from wind and biomass, the com-

pany has undergone a significant business model transformation towards sustainable 

development since the company was established (Interviewee Ø; Ørsted, 2018a).  

Due to the company’s transformation process towards renewable energy, Ørsted be-

lieves to have worked with and implemented the SDGs even before they had been 

established (Interviewee Ø). Since the SDGs came into force in 2016, Ørsted has been 

communicating about the global goals (DONG Energy, 2017). The most recent sus-

tainability report specifies on which goals the company can have the biggest impacts 

and how it contributes to the achievement of the respective goals and targets (Ørsted, 

2018b). According to the company’s internal assessment, it can have the biggest impact 

on SDG 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy) and SDG 13 (Climate Action) (Interviewee 

Ø; Ørsted, 2018b). Through 20 sustainability programmes across the company’s busi-

ness units Ørsted takes concrete action to support the SDGs. The programmes are 

related to the key areas of Ørsted’s sustainability strategy, namely creating “A world 

that runs entirely on green energy”, “Enabling sustainable growth” and safeguarding 

“Business integrity” (Ørsted, 2018b, pp. 26-27). Additionally, most of the programmes 

are directly linked to specific SDG-targets (ibid.). 

Customer Segments 
Ørsted serves both residential and business customers (DONG Energy, 2015a; Inter-

viewee Ø; Ørsted, 2018b). Moreover, since Ørsted has started developing wind parks, 

governments across Europe have become important customers because it is a political 

decision to establish wind parks which are financially supported by government grants 

(Interviewee Ø; Ørsted, 2018a). In response to the company’s adoption of the SDGs, 

Interviewee Ø perceives Ørsted’s customer segments to have stayed the same. Further-

more, Ørsted’s customers appreciate both the way in which the company is governed 

and the overall transformation towards green energy. However, no customer segment 

has been pushing for the integration of the SDGs. Interviewee Ø explains that Ørsted 

adopted the SDG-agenda at an early stage. Otherwise, the minister of finance, the min-

ister of energy and the parliamentarians would probably have pushed Ørsted’s adoption 

of the SDGs.  
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Value Proposition  
Already before Ørsted adopted the SDGs, the company had proposed to “develop and 

enable energy systems that are green, independent and economically viable” (DONG 

Energy, 2015a, p. 4), thereby “serving the energy needs of our customers and the soci-

eties that we are part of” (DONG Energy, 2015a, p. 11). The energy company does so 

by making use of natural energy resources and turning them into “products and solu-

tions that enable our customers to live their daily lives and run their businesses” (ibid.). 

Due to both the company’s green transformation strategy and the adoption of the 

SDGs, the value proposition has been slightly adapted and is now framed as providing 

solutions to critical global issues, such as climate change and access to power (Inter-

viewee Ø). This is reflected in the value propositions for customers and society which 

refer to issues like reduced emissions and energy efficiency6. Society is helped by “de-

veloping green, independent and economically viable energy systems that reduce green-

house gas emissions” (Ørsted, 2018a, p. 11). Customers’ energy needs are fulfilled 

through “green, innovative and efficient energy solutions” (ibid.). Moreover, the focus 

on providing renewable energy was intensified (Interviewee Ø). Nowadays, Ørsted 

guarantees all Danish residential and B2B customers that the energy they receive stems 

from renewable sources (Interviewee Ø; Ørsted, 2018a). In sum, in response to the 

SDGs, Ørsted has innovated its value proposition by highlighting how the company 

contributes to developing solutions for global challenges. Moreover, Ørsted’s business 

model reflects the mechanisms ‘substitute with renewables and natural processes’ and 

‘develop sustainable scale-up solutions’ by providing renewable energy to millions of 

customers. 

Channels 
In terms of distribution, Ørsted relies on modern grid infrastructure to transport energy 

from the production sites to the consumers. This has not changed since the company 

adopted the SDGs (DONG Energy, 2015a; Ørsted, 2018a). 

In terms of communication, Ørsted targets its customers and other stakeholders 

through a variety of channels, including the annual report, the annual sustainability re-

port, stakeholder meetings, media, web and intranet (DONG Energy, 2015a; DONG 

                                                
6 Additionally, value is created for shareholders by generating “competitive total re-turns” (Ørsted, 

2018a, p. 11) and employees enjoy a “great and safe place to work” (ibid.). 
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Energy, 2015b). The use of channels is customised according to the different customer 

segments. In the business-to costumer (B2C) market the major communication channel 

is social media, in the business-to-business (B2B) market customer communication oc-

curs through key account managers. Additionally, the corporate strategy department 

holds bi-annual meetings with the ministry of finance as well as other larger sharehold-

ers (Interviewee Ø).  

In response to the SDGs, Ørsted has not innovated the communication channels the 

company uses “because the SDGs haven’t been around for that long” (Interviewee Ø, 

appendix, p. 159). However, the company has innovated the ways of how it uses the 

different communication channels, namely to position itself as a renewable energy com-

pany. Specifically, for communicating about the SDGs, Ørsted relies principally on so-

cial media, such as Facebook or LinkedIn and communication is not only directed to-

wards customers, but also to the general public (Interviewee Ø). In conclusion, Ørsted 

has not innovated its distribution channels in response to the SDGs, but the company 

has innovated its use of communication channels.  

Customer Relationships 

Ørsted’s business and governmental customers typically receive personal assistance 

whereas there is seldom direct contact with residential customers (Interviewee Ø). 

However, both residential and business customers have access to consulting services 

that lead to significant reductions in energy consumption (Ørsted, 2018b). Moreover, 

the climate partnerships (see below) helped to align interests and build strong relation-

ships with the companies’ business customers (DONG Energy, 2015b). Before imple-

menting the SDGs, Ørsted clearly acknowledged that its customer relationship and 

reputation “could be better” (DONG Energy, 2015b, p. 36) – especially among private 

customers where only 67% perceived the company positively and the company’s ethical 

behaviour was ranked low (DONG Energy, 2015b). After the adoption of the SDGs, 

Ørsted fostered the dialogue with its customers and other stakeholders and the com-

pany’s reputation has improved. Besides the SDGs, two other important developments 

in 2016 influenced this innovation. First, the divestment of the oil and gas business 

enabled Ørsted to position itself as a green energy company. Secondly, the fact that 

Ørsted in the meantime got listed on the stock exchange has led to a closer communi-

cation with the investors (Interviewee Ø). In sum, Ørsted has innovated its customer 
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relationships by strengthening its communication with customers and other stakehold-

ers. This was partially a reaction to the SDGs.  Regarding mechanisms for embedding 

sustainable development, the fact that Ørsted helps its customers to save energy reflects 

the mechanism ‘Encourage sufficiency’.7  

Revenue Streams  
Between 2014 and 2017, Ørsted’s annual revenue has fallen from DKK 67.0 bn to 

DKK 59.5 bn (DONG Energy, 2015a; Ørsted, 2018a). A large share of the revenue is 

generated from energy trading; therefore, the company focuses on its EBITDA as a 

performance measure (Interviewee Ø). Before Ørsted started to integrate the SDGs, 

the largest share of the EBITDA was still generated by energy produced from oil and 

gas (DONG Energy, 2015a). In 2017, the largest share of the EBITDA (91.6%) was 

generated by the business unit Wind Power (Ørsted, 2018a). This marks a significant 

change in the company’s financial flows. According to Interviewee Ø, the SDGs sup-

port Ørsted’s expansion of wind energy: “[i]f you only look at our revenue, the SDGs 

don’t have much impact, but they impact how much money we earn due to our wind 

operations especially” (Interviewee Ø, appendix, p. 162). In sum, in response to the 

SDGs, Ørsted does not see an innovation of its revenues streams but highlights that 

the SDGs support the company’s ambition to scale up wind power, which is reflected 

in the EBITDA. Overall, we classify this as innovation. The major share of Ørsted’s 

EBITDA derives from wind power and therefore reflects the mechanism ‘Substitute 

with renewables and natural processes’.  

Key Resources  
Ørsted’s key resources are summarised as financial capital, energy assets, natural re-

sources, a skilled workforce, an innovative culture and a constructive stakeholder en-

gagement (Ørsted, 2018b). After adopting the SDGs, Ørsted has relied on the same 

resources as before. However, the relative importance of different resources has 

changed (Interviewee Ø). In 2014, oil and gas still accounted for 75% of the fuels fired 

at power stations (DONG Energy, 2015a). In 2017, 64% of the power and heat gener-

ated by Ørsted stemmed from wind and biomass and the energy generated from oil 

and coal was reduced to 0.3% and 19%, respectively (Ørsted, 2018a). This transfor-

mation is in line with the SDGs, but it is also seen as a continuation of the strategy that 

                                                
7 Additional mechanisms are enacted in relation to the customers that Ørsted has climate partner-

ships with (see key partnerships). 
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Ørsted had laid out before the SDGs (Interviewee Ø). Nevertheless, we argue that 

Ørsted has innovated its key resources in reaction to the SDGs because the SDGs 

strengthen the company’s focus on wind and biomass as key resources (Interviewee 

Ø). Regarding mechanisms for delivering sustainable development, the importance of 

wind and biomass reflects the mechanism ‘Substitute with renewables and natural pro-

cesses’.  

Key Activities  
Since the beginning of Ørsted’s transformation to renewable energy, the activity focus 

has successively shifted from extrapolating and buying fossil fuels to building infra-

structure for renewable energy, generating and distributing wind power and conducting 

R&D in the field of storage, waste-to-energy, onshoring and solar energy. Moreover, 

the company divested its oil and gas business in 2017 (Interviewee Ø). As illustrated 

below, Ørsted’s current key activities include development and construction, opera-

tions and maintenance and sales and optimisation in the business units Wind Power, 

Bioenergy & Thermal Power and Distribution & Customer Solutions, respectively (Ør-

sted, 2018a): 

Table 6 Core activities of Ørsted. Adapted from Ørsted (2018a, p.11) 

 

Develop and 
construct 

Operate and 
maintain Sell and optimise 

Wind Power 

Develop and build 
offshore wind farms. 
Five wind farms are 
under construction 

Own 23 offshore 
wind farms of which 
Ørsted operates 19 

Utilise a partnership 
model and crystallise 
value 

Bioenergy & Ther-
mal Power 

Convert the CPH 
plants from coal to 
sustainable biomass 

Own and operate ten 
plants in Denmark 
and one plant in the 
Netherlands 

Enter into long-term 
contract with heat 
customers and sell 
power to the market 

Distribution & 
Customer Solutions 

Modernise the power 
distribution in Den-
mark 

Operate and maintain 
the grid infrastructure 

Manage the Group’s 
overall energy portfo-
lio and provide gas, 
power and energy so-
lutions to customers 

 

For integrating the SDGs, divesting black energy, investing in renewable energy and 

opening up to investing new energy types like onshore wind, solar and storage are per-

ceived as important activities (Interviewee Ø). Regarding these changes in Ørsted’s key 

activities, Interviewee Ø comments that the SDGs have not been the major driver, but 

that they represent a new frame for Ørsted’s global business activities. Additionally, 
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one activity-level innovation at Ørsted induced by the SDGs is that the company de-

votes increased attention towards the social aspects of sustainable development, espe-

cially in terms of compliance with human rights and anti-corruption guidelines through-

out the whole supply chain. To ensure compliance, Ørsted conducts audits. In the fu-

ture, human rights are expected to receive even more attention at Ørsted, mainly due 

to expansion to the Taiwanese market, and the company plans to set out specific guide-

lines for tracking performance (Interviewee Ø). In conclusion, Ørsted has innovated 

its key activities in reaction to the SDGs.   

Ørsted’s key activities reflect the mechanisms ‘Maximise material and energy efficiency’ 

(e.g. through providing energy efficient grind infrastructure) and ‘Substitute with re-

newables and natural processes’ by scaling up energy production from renewable 

sources. Additionally, the Ørsted’s proactive engagement with stakeholders to support 

human rights and anti-corruption reflects the mechanism ‘Adopt a stewardship role’.   

Key Partnerships 

Important partners of Ørsted include suppliers of wind turbines like Vestas and Sie-

mens, NGOs, the Confederation of Danish Industry, Wind Europe, the American 

Wind Association, the UN Global Compact and other companies such as Novo 

Nordisk and Novozymes (Interviewee Ø). Among others, supplier partnerships are the 

most important ones because the industry needs to develop and standardise compo-

nents and processes to reduce the costs of wind energy (DONG Energy, 2015a). More-

over, the so-called climate partnerships with customers who commit to purchasing re-

newable energy as well as additional investor partnerships enable Ørsted to expand its 

wind energy capacity (ibid.). Another initiative is the Sustainable Biomass Partnership 

(SBP) which has developed a certification system for woody biomass as internationally 

there are were no mutually agreed legal guidelines for sustainable biomass are missing 

(ibid.) 

After Ørsted adopted the SDGs, the same partnerships remain important and some 

even increase in significance. Especially the climate partnerships are crucial for imple-

menting the SDGs as they enable Ørsted to scale up its renewable energy capacity (In-

terviewee Ø). Moreover, since the SDGs are a UN initiative, the interaction with UN 

partners like the UN Global Compact is relevant for integrating the SDGs. Further-

more, NGOs are key partners acting as watchdogs and advisors. While relationships 

with environmental NGOs like Greenpeace had been strong before, social NGOs like 
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Amnesty International have become more important partners since the SDGs have 

further increased Ørsted’s focus on human rights (Interviewee Ø). In sum, Ørsted has 

innovated its key partnerships in reaction to the SDGs because some existing partners 

like the UN Global Compact and social NGOs have gained more significance.  

Ørsted’s key partnerships indicate that the company ‘adopt[s] a stewardship role’, for 

example by developing a certification for sustainable biomass in the SBP, by extending 

partnerships with social NGOs and by proactively engaging with customers in climate 

partnerships. Moreover, the climate partnerships relate to the mechanisms ‘encourage 

sufficiency’ and ‘maximise material and energy efficiency’ as the collaboration helps 

Ørsted’s climate partners to reduce their energy consumption and, hence, makes their 

operations more energy efficient. Furthermore, the climate partners commit to pur-

chasing renewable energy from Ørsted which relates to the mechanism ‘substitute with 

renewables and natural processes’. The close collaboration and mutual benefit for Ør-

sted and its climate partners represents an example of ‘inclusive value creation’. Finally, 

both the climate partnerships and Ørsted’s partnerships illustrate the mechanism ‘de-

velop sustainable scale-up solutions’ since they are both crucial for Ørsted’s large-scale 

expansion of wind energy.  

Cost Structure 

The principal element of Ørsted’s cost structure are costs of sales, followed by fixed 

costs and employee costs (DONG Energy, 2015a; Ørsted, 2018b). This has not 

changed due to the adoption of the SDGs. Likewise, a focus on reducing the costs of 

wind energy has been maintained (DONG Energy, 2015b; Ørsted, 2018a). The overall 

direct cost of implementing the SDGs is not calculated. However, the SDGs support 

the expansion of wind parks and therefore entail an increase in the costs for purchasing 

windmills and constructing wind parks (Interviewee Ø). Moreover, it is noted that the 

increased attention that Ørsted draws to compliance in global value chains as a result 

of the SDGs leads to extra costs. This is seen as an innovation in Ørsted’s cost struc-

ture. Nevertheless, Ørsted emphasises that the company “can’t afford not to integrate 

the SDGs” (Interviewee Ø, appendix, p. 157). On the other hand, efforts to support 

the SDGs are only undertaken as long as the costs do not jeopardize the company’s 

remaining activities. This is affirmed by Interviewee Ø “[w]e are a very purpose-driven 

company, but we are also a very shareholder-driven company” (appendix, p. 162).  



 
 

75 

Ørsted’s cost structure reflects two mechanisms for delivering sustainable develop-

ment, namely to ‘adopt a stewardship role’ for compliance in global value chains and 

to ‘substitute with renewables and natural processes’ when expanding wind parks.  

The following table summarises how the different building blocks have been innovated 

in reaction to the SDGs. Moreover, it shows which mechanisms for sustainable devel-

opment are reflected in the different buildings blocks and which mechanisms have been 

newly adopted in reaction to the SDGs, if applicable.  

Table 7 Case summary Ørsted 
Building 
Block 

 
 Innovation Mechanisms for  

Sustainable Development  
Customer 
Segments   

Value Propo-
sition  

Value proposition innovated by high-
lighting how the company contributes 
to developing solutions for global 
challenges 

Substitute with renewables and natural  
processes 
Develop sustainable-scale up solutions 

Channels Innovated how different communica-
tion channels are used to position Ør-
sted as a renewable energy company 

 

Customer  
Relationships 

Innovated customer relationships by 
strengthening communication with 
customers 

Encourage sufficiency 

Revenue 
Streams 

Innovated – increase wind power, 
which is reflected in the EBITDA 

Substitute with renewables and natural 
processes 

Key  
Resources 

Innovated – wind and biomass as 
more important resources 

Substitute with renewables and natural 
processes 

Key  
Activities 

Innovated – divestment of black en-
ergy, increase in energy generation 
from wind power and biomass, activ-
ities to strengthen compliance with 
human rights and anti-corruption 
guidelines (e.g. audits) 

Maximise material and energy efficiency 
Substitute with renewables and natural 
processes 
Adopt a stewardship role 

Key  
Partnerships 

Innovated – existing partnerships 
strengthened, especially with social 
NGOs 

Maximise material and energy efficiency 
Substitute with renewables and natural 
processes 
Adopt a stewardship role 
Encourage sufficiency 
Inclusive value creation 
Develop sustainable scale-up solutions 
 

Cost 
Structure 

Innovated – increased expenses for 
expansion of wind parks and compli-
ance activities  

Substitute with renewables and natural 
processes 
Adopt a stewardship role 

Note: Mechanisms that a building block only reflects due to business model innovation in reaction 
to the SDGs are marked in bold. No mechanisms are marked in bold here because Novo 
Nordisk has not adopted additional ones in reaction to the SDGs.  
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6.3 Grundfos  

Grundfos A/S provides advanced pump solutions, water technologies and related ser-

vices (Grundfos, 2018a).  The company got founded in 1944 and in 1975 the founder 

also established the foundation which nowadays owns 87.6% (2017) of the share capital 

in Grundfos A/S. In 2017, 18,596 employees were working for Grundfos in 56 coun-

tries (Grundfos, 2018b). All 83 companies of the Grundfos holding accumulated a rev-

enue of DKK 25.6 bn in 2017 (Grundfos 2018a, Grundfos 2018b).  

After the global oil crisis in the 1970s, Grundfos started their research on how to em-

ploy renewable energy sources in their pump solutions (Grundfos, n.d.). During a solar 

pump system competition financed by the UNDP, Grundfos invented a solar-powered 

pump that could supply drinking water for a village of 1,000 people (ibid). In 1996, the 

Grundfos Group research and development department and the first production com-

panies were environmentally certified (Grundfos, 2002). Thus, Grundfos claims to be 

the first pump industry company, which obtained environmental management certifi-

cation according to the international standard ISO 14001. At the same time, Grundfos 

decided that all of its production facilities should be environmentally certified accord-

ing to the same environmental standard (Grundfos, 2005). The first annual environ-

mental report was published in 1997 and the first social report (only for Denmark) in 

2001(Kakabadse & Morsing, 2006). Both reports complemented the annual reports and 

have become part of the sustainability reports since 2005 onwards (Grundfos, 2006). 

Grundfos adopted the UN Global Compact in 2002, by following their ten principles 

within its business operations. As part of the commitment, Grundfos supports the 

CEO Water Mandate. Thereby, the company shares best practices, engages in multi-

stakeholder partnerships and addresses the challenges regarding clean water access and 

sanitation.  

Moreover, in the Sustainability Report of 2005, Grundfos highlights the objective to 

contribute to the UN Millennium goals (ibid). In 2010, Grundfos joined the World 

Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) and signed the “Manifesto 

on Energy Efficiency Buildings” to support the development of new global guidelines 

on energy efficiency within pump systems. The first sustainability strategy was pub-

lished in 2012 and spans over five years until 2017. The management agreed on six 

focus areas: sustainable product solutions, people competences, environmental foot-

print, workplace, community and responsible business conduct (Grundfos, 2013).  
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Before the adoption of the Sustainable Development Agenda in 2015, the management 

was in contact with the CEO of Nestlé to promote the establishment of an SDG espe-

cially dedicated to water (SDG 6) (Interviewee G). In its 2016 sustainability report, the 

company communicated its commitment to the SDGs and highlighted its special role 

and business opportunities in contributing to SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation) and 

SDG 13 (Climate Action). According to the report, the main aim is to “operationalise 

the SDGs and create replicable business cases […] and at the same time identify the 

SDGs market opportunities” (Grundfos 2017b, p. 8). An internal company assessment 

identified which of the SDGs were most relevant for the company in terms of impact 

and opportunity, by linking them to the four means of change: “sustainability is our 

business, water is our passion, social responsibility is our commitment, ethics and in-

tegrity are our foundation” (Grundfos 2017b, p. 9).8 Moreover, CEO Mads Nipper 

joined the Business and Sustainable Development Commission in 2016, which was a 

two-year initiative created to make the business case for the SDGs (ibid).  

Before the publication of the 2017 sustainability report a refocus of the priority SDGs 

took place by applying a gap analysis. Thereby, Grundfos linked the SDGs with their 

four strategic impact areas. As a result, Clean Water and Sanitation (SDG 6) stayed the 

most relevant and is complemented by Climate Action (SDG 13); Decent Work and 

Economic Growth (SDG 8); Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions (SDG 16) (Grund-

fos 2018b).  

Customer Segments 

Primarily, the customers of Grundfos operate within water utility, commercial build-

ings, domestic buildings, industry or other niche markets (Interviewee G). Distributors, 

installers and consulting engineers are especially relevant for Grundfos, since they spec-

ify, select, install and service the products (Grundfos, 2018c). Other big customer seg-

ments are Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) and wholesalers (Grundfos, 

2018d). Some buy directly from Grundfos and others install and maintain the products. 

Accordingly, the customers of Grundfos pump solutions, are not necessarily end-users.  

After the adoption of the SDGs by Grundfos, the customer segments did not change. 

However, Interviewee G emphasizes the relevance of developing novel customer bases 

                                                
8 The outcome of the mapping exercise is presented in the appendix, p. 142.  
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by engaging in new partnerships with governments and water utilities (in middle-in-

come countries) and NGOs or international organisations (in low-income countries). 

Moreover, customers such as water utilities and industry customers invest in 

wastewater treatment and energy efficiency to mitigate their environmental risks and 

Grundfos “can help them to find the solutions that are affordable” (Interviewee G, 

appendix, p. 167). Yet, no new customer segments were developed, but due to the 

SDGs sales with NGOs and water utilities increased. In this manner, Grundfos accom-

plished innovation.  

The innovation within customer segments shows an increase in sales to NGOs, inter-

national organisations and water utilities in developing countries. Thereby, Grundfos 

reflects the mechanism of ‘inclusive value creation’, ‘develop sustainable scale up solu-

tions’ and ‘adopt a stewardship role’. Giving rural communities and low-income seg-

ments, called the Base of the Pyramid (BOP), access to clean water supports their well-

being and serves consumers who were excluded before.  

Value Proposition  

Grundfos provides pump solutions, water technologies and related services for world-

wide customers (Grundfos, 2015a). Interviewee G emphasizes the fact that the com-

pany thereby creates “global solutions with an impact on people and planet” (appendix, 

p. 167). New technologies developed by Grundfos aim to increase energy efficiency, 

minimise overall life cycle costs and thereby strengthen environmental responsibility 

(Grundfos, 2015b). For 30 years Grundfos has provided stand-alone systems for solar-

powered pumps (Grundfos, n.d.). Moreover, in 2009, Grundfos introduced LIFE-

LINK, a range of products which targets the BOP segments in developing countries 

(Andersen, 2013). LIFELINK delivers value to rural communities by connecting dif-

ferent stakeholders in which each “add[..] significant value to the product being offered 

to the customer” to get a reliable source for water (Andersen, 2013, p. 1). This shows 

a turning point in the company’s value proposition, from a hardware supplier to a 

“business network architect and developer, matching engineering excellence with ‘soft 

skills’” (ibid). 

The SDGs have increased the consciousness of the company on sustainable develop-

ment and validate past investments made by the company in future innovations regard-

ing energy efficiency (Interviewee G). Furthermore, customer needs have adapted, as 

they look for more sustainable pump solutions, which minimise the use of electricity, 
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water and employ sources of renewable energy. The SDGs contributed to Grundfos’s 

ability to co-create with their customers. As a result, the one-solar-panel pump was 

launched, which serves off-grid local communities in Africa (ibid). Thus, Grundfos 

innovated the value proposition in response to the SDGs. 

The value proposition of Grundfos reflects four different mechanisms contributing to 

sustainable development. By responding to the need of customers for energy efficient 

pumps, Grundfos reveals the mechanism of ‘maximising material and energy effi-

ciency’. The LIFELINK business unit provides access to drinking water for rural com-

munities and BOP markets, thus adapting the mechanism of ‘inclusive value creation’ 

(Grundfos, 2015b; Interviewee G). Furthermore, by expanding the LIFELINK pro-

jects across developing countries and by providing more energy efficient pumps 

Grundfos demonstrates the mechanism ‘develop sustainable scale-up solutions’ 

(Grundfos, 2015b). Due to the distribution and production of solar panel pumps, 

Grundfos additionally employs the mechanism ‘substitute with renewables and natural 

processes’. 

Channels  

Grundfos sells its pump solutions and water technologies directly through local sales 

offices in the client’s country or indirectly through distributors and wholesalers (Inter-

viewee G). Thereby, face-to-face contact is the main platform of interaction with cus-

tomers (ibid). Especially in Africa, the global presence by local offices has been in-

creased in the last years. From a global perspective, distributors are still the main con-

tact point for pump purchases.  

The appearance of the SDGs facilitated and initiated platforms for personal interaction 

with NGOs and governments, also through distributors. Thus, the SDGs enabled 

Grundfos to use them as door openers for a more direct engagement with key stake-

holders in the water sector (ibid). Although the types of channels for communication 

did not change, Grundfos uses the SDGs to be part of the dialogue with NGOs and 

governments, which we define as innovation. 

Customer Relationships 

Grundfos has service centres in more than 50 countries and 600 service partners, of-

fering personal assistance for customers, during the set-up and after the purchase of a 

product (Grundfos, 2018e). Long-term and big customers receive dedicated personal 
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assistance through a key account manager, which is the case for the OEM market seg-

ment. By building a customer-centric and highly collaborative company culture, Grund-

fos aims for an increase in customer loyalty (Grundfos 2016).  

Moreover, in some markets, the customer relationship of Grundfos changed from 

transactional to transformational due to the SDGs (Interviewee G). Accordingly, the 

process of bidding on tenders and selling through distributors was complemented by 

genuine forms of collaboration with public institutions. For example, Grundfos signed 

a memorandum of understanding with the Ministry of Water in Uganda, mapping fu-

ture areas for partnerships. The contract does not specify any amount of pump sales 

but focuses on capacity building in the ministry and collaboration to identify future 

needs and customer needs within the market. Through such collaborations, Grundfos 

developed the one-solar-panel pump, which can serve up to 300 people in a community 

off grid and hence replace hand pumps (ibid). Accordingly, the introduction of co-

creation within Grundfos’s business development is vital and a form of innovation. 

Due to the innovation within customer relationships, launching the one-solar-panel 

pump by co-creation, Grundfos reflects the mechanisms ‘substitution with renewables 

and natural processes’, ‘develop sustainable scale up solutions’ and ‘inclusive value cre-

ation’ (Interviewee G). The pump allows Grundfos to replace hand-pumps and thereby 

target off-grid villages with less than 300 inhabitants (ibid).  

Revenue Streams  

Most of Grundfos’ revenue stems from selling pumps (Interviewee G). In 2014, the 

revenue accounted for DKK 23.6 bn, whereas in 2017 the revenue increased to DKK 

25.6 bn. Since the revenue streams have not been innovated due to the SDGs pumps 

are still the main source of revenue. However, Interviewee G comments that the SDGs 

are a “revenue creator” activating more funding in the water sector (appendix, p. 172). 

In the upcoming years, Grundfos would like to offer service aspired solutions and in-

troduce leasing models for revenue sharing. Digitalisation is also considered a key area 

for future revenue streams through big data. However, no type of innovation regarding 

revenues has occurred so far.  

Key Resources 

The resources of Grundfos are primarily financial and human, which are essential for 

research and development (Interviewee G). Additionally, the annual report highlights 
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Grundfos’s strong market position within pump systems (Grundfos 2015a). The main 

resources have not been innovated due to the SDGs.  

Key Activities 

Manufacturing as well as providing services for pumps and water technologies are the 

key activities of Grundfos (Grundfos, 2015b). Moreover, activities include branding 

and communication, partnerships and alliance building, and research and development, 

including digitalisation (Interviewee G). With the introduction of the SDGs Grundfos 

strengthened the communication to external and internal stakeholders. As such the 

SDGs are an important branding tool, which differentiates Grundfos from its compet-

itors. Hence, Grundfos innovated the key activities by intensifying internal and external 

communication.  

Key Partnerships 

Grundfos engages in a variety of partnerships with private and public entities (Inter-

viewee G). The clients’ market conditions influence the collaborations Grundfos par-

ticipates in. In most cases, water markets are regulated by government so that compa-

nies need its consent to collaborate with water utilities. Grundfos’s main partners are 

distributors (commercial customers, industry partners), governments and water utili-

ties. Additionally, in developing countries NGOs (e.g. World Vision, Danish Refugee 

Council), international donors (e.g. World Bank, African Development Bank, 

DANIDA, US aid, DFID) and private investors play a vital role. Yet the investments 

made by private entities are relatively low, due to the high regulatory burden in the 

water sector. One example of closer cooperation with private clients can be found 

within the OEM segment where HVAC systems are jointly developed (Grundfos, 

2016a). In 2009 Grundfos launched LIFELINK in Kenya (Grundfos, 2015b, Ander-

sen, 2013). Cooperating closely with World Vision, LIFELINK provides water solu-

tions for rural communities. In Northern Uganda, Grundfos initiated a cooperation 

with the Danish Council for refugees to replace the water trucks with decentralised 

water pumps and a pay as you go payment system in the refugee camps. Thereby, 

Grundfos reached the BOP market and gained attention in the growing water sector 

of Africa. As a common ground and global language, the SDGs facilitated more stra-

tegic partnerships with governments and international organisations (Interviewee G). 

Interviewee G identifies the SDGs as a triggering mechanism, which gave Grundfos 

“more attention to strategic partnerships, long-term partnerships and also moving from 
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transactions to transformation” (appendix, p. 171). Moreover, the lack of finance is a 

high burden for the implementation of the SDGs in developing countries. To over-

come this lack in Africa, Grundfos engaged in new partnerships with investors such as 

private pension funds and IFU9. In 2016, Mads Nipper (CEO) joined the Business and 

Sustainable Development Commission (BSDC), with the aim to create the business 

case for the SDGs (Grundfos, 2016). As result of the BSDC, a collaboration with other 

companies, the public sector and civil society, the Better Business, Better World Report 

was published in 2017. This report demonstrates how the private sector can have a 

positive societal and environmental impact by taking the advantage of business oppor-

tunities. Hence, the new collaboration with private investors enabled Grundfos to in-

novate their partnerships by making them strategic (ibid). In the future, alliances with 

businesses and the non-profit sector are likely to gain importance. Grundfos is espe-

cially interested in increasing its strategic long-term partnerships, to understand which 

upcoming solutions are needed and co-create.  

Grundfos’s partnerships contribute twofold to sustainable development. First, by en-

gaging in partnerships with NGOs ensuring the access to a reliable source of drinking 

water which supports long-term health and the well-being of the reached communities. 

Which is an example of the mechanism of ‘adopt a stewardship role’. Secondly, the 

Grundfos’s LIFELINK business unit demonstrates ‘inclusive value creation’ by 

providing access to clean water for the BOP segment (Grundfos 2015b, Interviewee 

G). 

Cost Structure  

In 2015, the main costs derived from production accounting for DKK 15.1 bn (Grund-

fos, 2015a). Other costs occurred within sales and distribution (DKK 4.0 bn), research 

and development (DKK 1.3 bn), and administration (DKK 2.3 bn). These costs include 

payroll costs and costs of sales as well as indirect costs including salaries, amortisation, 

depreciation and write-downs. According to Interviewee G and the annual reports of 

2015 and 2017, the main cost drivers have not been innovated due to the SDGs. It can 

be noted that production (DKK 15.1 bn) and research and development (DKK 1.3 bn) 

costs were maintained, whereas costs in sales and distribution (DKK 4.1 bn) have 

slightly increased and marginally decreased in administration (DKK 2.2 bn) (Grundfos, 

2018a). Investments in research and development, especially in the area of energy and 

                                                
9 Investeringsfonden for Udviklingslande (engl.: Investment Fund for Developing Countries) 
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water efficiency, are seen as a means to differentiate Grundfos from its competitors 

(Interviewee G).  

The following table summarises how the different building blocks have been innovated 

in reaction to the SDGs. Moreover, it shows which mechanisms for sustainable devel-

opment are reflected in the different buildings blocks and which mechanisms have been 

newly adopted in reaction to the SDGs, if applicable.  

Table 8 Case summary Grundfos 
Building 
Block 

 
 Innovation Mechanisms for  

Sustainable Development  
Customer 
Segments 

Innovated – New customer bases cus-
tomer bases with governments, water 
utilities, NGOs, international organi-
sations. 
Customer awareness on wastewater 
treatment and energy efficiency in-
creased.  

Adopt a stewardship role 
Inclusive value creation 
Develop sustainable scale-up solutions 

Value Propo-
sition  Innovated - Increased consciousness 

on sustainable development and fu-
ture investments in energy efficiency. 
Adaptation of customer needs.  
Ability to co-create with customers. 

Maximising material and energy effi-
ciency 
Substitution with  
renewables 
Inclusive value creation 
Develop sustainable scale-up solutions 

Channels Innovated – Use SDGs as a platform 
for personal interaction with NGOs 
and governments. 

 

Customer re-
lationships Innovated from transactional to 

transformational. 
Co-creation. 

Substitution with  
renewables 
Inclusive value creation 
Develop  
sustainable scale-up  
solutions 

Revenue 
Streams   

Key  
Resources   

Key  
Activities 

Innovated - Strengthen communica-
tion to external and internal stake-
holders.  

 

Key  
Partnerships 

Innovated - More strategic, long-term 
and transformational partnerships 
(e.g. Business and Sustainable Devel-
opment Commission). 

Adopt a stewardship role 
Inclusive value creation 

Cost 
Structure   

Note: Mechanisms that a building block only reflects due to business model innovation in reaction 
to the SDGs are marked in bold.   
 



 
 

84 

6.4 Danfoss 

The Danfoss Group is a global engineering company providing products and services 

within refrigeration, air conditioning, heating, power and water solutions, renewable 

energy and communal energy infrastructure (Danfoss 2018a). Mads Clausen founded 

Danfoss in 1933 in Nordborg, Denmark. Today the Bitten and Mads Clausen Founda-

tion holds 50.16% of the shares in Danfoss A/S10 and controls 86.12%11 of the voting 

rights. In 2017, Danfoss had 26,625 employees and served more than 100 countries 

globally (ibid). In the same year Danfoss had revenues worth DKK 43.3 bn with the 

business segment of power solutions accounting for the largest share of 32%, cooling 

27%, drives 24% and heating 17%, respectively (ibid).  

In the beginning of the 90s, Danfoss joined the ICC Business Charter for Sustainable 

Development and thereby committed itself to respecting the 16 principles for environ-

mental management (Danfoss, 2004). In 2002, Danfoss joined the UN Global Com-

pact and communicated to its 9 principles regarding labour rights, human rights and 

the environment (ibid). In 2004 a 10th principle got adopted by the UN, which Danfoss 

subsequently joined, regarding anti-corruption (Danfoss, 2005a). The first accessible 

corporate citizenship report regarding environmental and social communication stems 

from 2005 (Danfoss, 2005b). In December 2013, the management approved a sustain-

ability program for the group, which provided a framework with targets in the areas of 

ethical behaviour, product compliance and transparency, energy efficiency and envi-

ronment, health and safety (Danfoss, 2014b; Danfoss, 2015b).  

After the adoption of the SDGs in 2015, Danfoss assessed its impact on all 17 goals 

and identified twelve on which the company has a moderate or very direct influence 

(Danfoss, 2017b).12 With the Global Compact summit in June 2016, Danfoss deter-

mined six SDGs, which are the most significant for their business operations (ibid). 

The 2017 sustainability report of Danfoss reveals that Danfoss now limited their atten-

tion to four central SDGs, namely SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation), SDG 7 (Af-

fordable and Clean Energy), SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities) and SDG 

12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) (Danfoss, 2018a; Danfoss 2018b). At 

the same time Danfoss clarified that those focus goals should not be seen isolated from 

                                                
10 Parent company of Danfoss Group 
11 This due to the issues of two type of shares: Class A, which dedicates to ten voting rights and 

Class B which dedicates to one voting right per DKK 100 share.  
12 The overview of the SDG assessment is depicted in the appendix on p. 144. 
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each other and that the company’s operations influence all of them, in one way or 

another (ibid).  

Customer Segments  

Danfoss offers a broad product range to a variety of customers. According to Inter-

viewee D, 90% of the sales are generated on a business to business basis. Most of the 

businesses are OEMs, which Danfoss provides with essential parts of the final product 

(Danfoss, 2015a). Other clients include wholesalers, distributors, installers and end-

users. Interviewee D reveals that the emergence of the SDGs has not resulted in inno-

vation regarding the acquisition of new customer segments for Danfoss.  

Value Proposition  

Danfoss offers products and services within its four business segments of power solu-

tions, cooling, drives and heating (Danfoss, 2015a; Interviewee D). Thereby, Danfoss 

provides solutions for customer needs within mobile hydraulics, variable speed drives, 

heating and cooling (ibid.). Danfoss focuses on energy efficiency in its own operations 

as well as in its products (Danfoss, 2014b). Product developments include solar invert-

ers, wind power converter and energy storage systems (Danfoss, n.d.). Additionally, 

Danfoss constructed the largest solar power plant in the Nordic region (2.1MW) and 

started the construction of a solar power plant for one of the production sites in India 

with an expected capacity of 1 MW (Danfoss, 2014b). Reacting to the SDGs, the prod-

ucts offered by Danfoss are the same, but Interviewee D notes that the value proposi-

tion has been innovated in the sense that it is related to SDGs 6, 7, 11, and 12.  

Due to Danfoss’s commitment to provide energy efficiency in its products and opera-

tions, the company reveals the mechanism to ‘maximise material and energy efficiency’ 

(Danfoss, 2014b). By producing components needed for renewable energy plants and 

the investments in renewable energy production facilities, Danfoss reflects the mecha-

nism ‘substitute with renewables and natural processes’. Moreover, by providing prod-

ucts within renewable energy and energy efficiency globally, Danfoss demonstrates the 

mechanism of ‘develop sustainable scale up solutions’. 

Channels 

Danfoss mainly sells its products through sales engineers via face-to-face customer 

contact or through its participation in fairs and exhibitions while online sales and the 

digital customer experience increasingly gain importance as well (Interviewee D). The 
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SDGs profoundly changed how Danfoss communicates with its customers. Danfoss 

thoroughly changed its communication with customers in reaction to the SDGs: the 

social media and the general webpage are linked to the global goals (ibid), which in-

cludes Twitter and posts on Facebook or LinkedIn. Moreover, offline material such as 

posters and presentations at conferences and exhibitions are used to brand Danfoss as 

a supporter of the SDGs. The sustainability and annual report of Danfoss now also 

have a section regarding the SDGs (Danfoss, 2018a; Danfoss, 2018b). Thus, the chan-

nels of communication to customers and other stakeholders have been innovated. 

Customer Relationships 

Danfoss’s most important customers are OEMs (Interviewee D). Due to their rele-

vance, Danfoss provides them with customized products and services, which usually 

result in long-term supplier-buyer-partnerships. The biggest customers have their own 

key account manager within the company as a single contact point. The customer rela-

tionships have not changed due to the SDGs (ibid).  

Revenue Streams  

In 2014, the total net sales accounted for DKK 34.4 bn, which increased to DKK 43.3 

bn in 2017 (Danfoss 2015a, Danfoss 2018a). In 2014 Danfoss business operations were 

still divided in only two segments: climate & energy and power solutions. Most of the 

sales were generated by climate & energy which generated 67% of the sales, the remain-

ing 33% were generated by Power Solutions (Danfoss 2015a). After the adoption of 

the SDGs the revenue streams stayed nearly the same within segments. Now, the busi-

ness segments were divided in four business segments. The segment climate & energy 

was separated in drives, cooling and heating, whereas power solutions remained. In 

2017, power solutions (32%) accounted for most of the sales, followed by cooling 

(27%), drives (24%) and heating (17%) (together 68%) (Danfoss 2018a). Interviewee 

D confirms that the SDGs have not caused any changes in the revenue streams of 

Danfoss.  

Key Resources  

The key resources of Danfoss are the employees and their knowledge (Interviewee D). 

Furthermore, financial resources and the production facilities play an important role 

(ibid). Although the SDGs have not triggered any changes regarding the key resources, 

Interviewee D stresses the fact that they are crucial for branding the company as a 

responsible employer. To integrate the SDGs in the business model, Interviewee D 
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highlights that the employees need to understand their significance and meaning and 

how their adoption impacts working routines. For this purpose, Danfoss established a 

training program for employees. Interviewee D explains, that “[t]he SDGs are just what 

we do. We don’t have to use a lot of time and energy to explain to people” (appendix, 

p. 181). For Danfoss this is highly important, because employees meet stakeholders 

and, thus, have to link business operations to the SDGs and communicate how 

Danfoss provides sustainable solutions. Due to the SDGs, Danfoss enabled their em-

ployees to advocate for the global goals, provided them with training and thereby in-

novated part of their key resources. By advocating how employees can use the SDGs 

within their everyday working life, Danfoss innovates the key resources and simultane-

ously reflects the mechanism of ‘develop sustainable scale up solutions’.  

Key Activities 

The main activities of Danfoss consist of manufacturing of components, servicing and 

repairing, consumer consultancy, and research and development (Interviewee D). 

Thereby, research and development account for approximately 4% of the turnover an-

nually (Interviewee D; Danfoss, 2018a). So far, the SDGs have not triggered any sig-

nificant change in the key activities of Danfoss.  

The research and development of Danfoss facilitates the invention of new products 

and services and the improvement of existing solutions (Danfoss, 2014b). Especially in 

the field of energy efficiency and renewable energy investments have been executed 

and researchers financed (Euroheat, 2018; Interviewee D; Danfoss, 2018c). Accord-

ingly, the key activities of Danfoss demonstrate the mechanisms of ‘maximising mate-

rial and energy efficiency’ and ‘substitute with renewables and natural processes’.  

Key Partnerships 

Before the adoption of the SDGs, Danfoss engaged in several partnerships with big 

OEMs, European universities (e.g. UNITECH International network), UNDP, the In-

ternational Energy Agency (IEA) and ECOFYS (energy and climate consultancy) 

among others (Interviewee D). Due to the SDGs several new partnerships developed. 

Danfoss initiated a project with the municipality of Sønderborg and the consultancy 

Sustainia. Core of the project is the SDG ambassador program which raises awareness 

on the global goals by providing training for interested citizens enabling them to spread 

the word about the SDGs. Moreover, Danfoss commenced the Global Goals World 

Cup, where only female teams from all over the world participated to promote women’s 
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rights and the SDGs. Besides that, the partnership with the UNDP intensified, which 

was not only due to the SDGs, but also facilitated by initiatives of members of the 

Danish UN Global Compact Network. Interviewee D expects partnerships around the 

SDGs to increase and also to engage in more unconventional partnerships with, for 

example, NGOs. One example is an initiative by the NGO Folkekirkens Nødhjælp to 

prevent food loss in Uganda by improving the cold chain of crops to the local and 

Danish supermarkets. Thereby, Danfoss provides a component for the cooling tech-

nology. Since 2015, Danfoss has been working with Sustainable Energy for All 

(SEforALL) and became an official delivery partner in 2018 (Euroheat, 2018; Danfoss, 

2018c). SEforALL is an NGO initiated by the former United Nations General Secre-

tary Ban Ki-moon aiming to provide universal access to energy, improve energy effi-

ciency and increase the use of renewables in the global energy mix (Danfoss, 2018b; 

SEforALL, 2018). Accordingly, the initiative supports SDG 7 (Affordable and Clean 

Energy) and provides a platform for governments, businesses and civil society organi-

sations to discuss the progress of achieving universal access to sustainable clean energy 

by 2030 (ibid). As part of the initiative, Danfoss (Bitten and Mads Clausen Foundation) 

has been funding three district energy experts at the UNEP-DTU13campus to support 

the District Energy in Cities Initiative (Euroheat, 2018). For Danfoss, the main focus 

within SEforALL lies in advancing efficient district heating and cooling services, scal-

ing-up energy efficiency policy and investments to double the global energy efficiency 

improvement rate (ibid). The SDGs have triggered Danfoss to innovate their partner-

ships by strengthening collaboration with already existing partners and by engaging 

with new ones.  

Reacting to the SDGs, Danfoss innovated parts of their partnerships. The innovation 

also demonstrates new mechanisms for sustainable development. By engaging in 

SEforALL, Danfoss reveals the mechanism ‘maximise material and energy efficiency’. 

Moreover, by bringing energy-efficient solutions to the world, Danfoss reflects the 

mechanism ‘develop sustainable scale-up solutions’. All the partnerships mentioned 

above also ensure a proactive engagement with different stakeholders, demonstrating 

the mechanism ‘adopt a stewardship role’.  

                                                
13 United Nations Environmental Program – Danmarks Tekniske Universitet (Technical University 

of Denmark) 
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Cost Structure  

In 2014, the majority of Danfoss’s costs derived from sales (73%), selling and distribu-

tion (17%), administration expenses (5%) and research and development costs (5%). 

Since the SDGs, the major costs have remained the same (Interviewee D; Danfoss, 

2015a). Hence, in 2017 only minor changes within costs can be observed (Danfoss, 

2018a). The costs of sales (75%) still represent the highest expense, followed by selling 

and distribution (16%), administration expenses (5%) and research and development 

(4%). However, Interviewee D highlights that some additional costs were added since 

the SDGs. Among others, the sponsorship of the Global Goals World Cup, the project 

with Sustainia in Sønderborg and the attendance of conferences have increased ex-

penses. Moreover, since 2015 Danfoss (Bitten and Mads Clausen Foundation) has been 

financing three researchers who investigate energy efficiency within district heating at 

the UNEP-DTU campus (DKK 9 m over three years) (Euroheat, 2018). Due to some 

additional costs innovation occurred within the cost structure.  

The innovation in the cost structure, is related to Danfoss’s engagement in new part-

nerships and projects. Through conferences, the Sustainia project in Sønderborg and 

the financing of three scientists at the UNEP-DTU campus Danfoss embeds the mech-

anisms ‘develop sustainable scale up solutions’, ‘maximise material and energy effi-

ciency’ and ‘adopt a stewardship role’. 

The following table summarises how the different building blocks have been innovated 

in reaction to the SDGs. Moreover, it shows which mechanisms for sustainable devel-

opment are reflected in the different buildings blocks and which mechanisms have been 

newly adopted in reaction to the SDGs, if applicable.  

Table 9 Case summary Danfoss 
Building 
Block 

 
 Innovation Mechanisms for  

Sustainable Development  
Customer 
Segments   

Value Propo-
sition  

Innovated - Relate value proposition 
to SDGs 6, 7, 11, and 12.  

Maximise material and energy efficiency 
Substitute with renewables and natural 
processes 
Develop sustainable scale-up  
solutions 
 

Channels Innovated - Communication linked to 
the SDGs.  
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Customer re-
lationships   

Revenue 
Streams   

Key  
Resources 

Innovated - by offering training on 
the SDGs for their employees. 

Develop sustainable scale-up solu-
tions 

Key  
Activities  

Maximise material and energy efficiency 
Substitute with renewables and natural 
processes 

Key  
Partnerships 

Innovated - Existing partnerships in-
tensified and new partnerships with 
Sustainia, Sønderborg, Global Goals 
World Cup, Folkekirkens Nødhjælp 
and SEforALL. 

Maximise material and energy  
efficiency 
Adopt a stewardship role 
Develop sustainable scale-up solu-
tions 

Cost 
Structure Innovated - Sponsorship of the 

Global Goals World Cup, Sustainia 
project in Sønderborg and of three re-
searchers at the UNEP-DU campus. 

Maximise material and energy  
efficiency 
Adopt a stewardship role 
Develop sustainable scale-up  
solutions 

Note: Mechanisms that a building block only reflects due to business model innovation in reaction 
to the SDGs are marked in bold.   

 

6.5 Case Presentation Summary  

The following table represents a short summary of the four case presentations. It illus-

trates which building blocks have been innovated and which building blocks reflect 

mechanisms for sustainable development.  

Table 10 Overview of innovation of building blocks and adopted mechanisms for sustaina-
ble development per case company. 

Building 
Block 

 

   

 Inno-
vation  

Mecha-
nism  

Inno-
vation  

Mecha-
nism  

Inno-
vation  

Mecha-
nism  

Inno-
vation  

Mecha-
nism  

Customer 
Segments     ✓ ✓   

Value Propo-
sition   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Channels   ✓  ✓  ✓  
Customer 
Relationships   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

Revenue 
Streams   ✓ ✓     

Key  
Resources ✓  ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ 

Key  
Activities ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ 

Key  
Partnerships ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Cost 
Structure   ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ 
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7 CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS 

The following cross-case analysis links the company cases with the propositions stated 

in the analytical framework. Thus, it allows to identify differences and similarities 

among the four companies. The cross-case analysis is structured by propositions. It 

shows by which case companies a respective proposition is supported. In addition, we 

compare the different companies’ approaches to innovate their business model (P1) 

and apply the different mechanisms for sustainable development (P2). Thereby, we 

focus on the building blocks where innovation occurs and the mechanisms that are 

applied and/or innovated. Finally, we classify the case companies’ SDG reactions ac-

cording to these to parameters. 

7.1 P1: Building Block Innovation   

Overall, it can be noted that all four case companies innovated their business models 

in reaction to the SDGs. The following analysis differentiates between the change of 

few and most building blocks of the business model.  

Danfoss, Grundfos and Ørsted support proposition P1.a:  

Reacting to the SDGs, large Danish companies innovate most building blocks of their business model. 

In response to the SDGs, Danfoss innovates five, Grundfos six and Ørsted eight build-

ing blocks of their business models. All three companies innovate their value proposi-

tion, key partnerships and channels. Additionally, Ørsted and Danfoss innovate their 

key resources and cost structure. Furthermore, Ørsted and Grundfos innovate their 

customer relationships.  

Two building blocks are only innovated by one company each: Grundfos is the only 

company to innovate the customer segments and Ørsted is the only company to inno-

vate the revenue streams. Since, Ørsted, Grundfos and Danfoss innovate five or more 

building blocks, proposition P1.a can be confirmed. 

Value Proposition 

Danfoss, Grundfos and Ørsted have innovate their value proposition as a reaction to 

the SDGs. Whereas Danfoss and Ørsted innovated how they communicate their value 

proposition, Grundfos innovated a product as a result of co-creation. Danfoss and 
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Ørsted linked their current business operations to the SDGs (Interviewee Ø; Inter-

viewee D). In contrast, Grundfos co-created a one-solar-panel pump to serve small off-

grid communities in Africa (Interviewee G).  

Key Partnerships 

All three companies innovated their key partnerships in reaction to the SDGs. Thereby, 

the potential of present partnerships was exploited and, in some cases, new collabora-

tions were initiated. Ørsted increased the climate partnerships and collaborations with 

social NGOs (Interviewee Ø). Due to the engagement in more strategic partnerships, 

Grundfos enhanced its collaborations with their customers (water utilities, govern-

ments, NGOs and international organisations) (Interviewee G). In contrast, the SDGs 

have triggered Danfoss’s engagement in new partnerships by joining the SEforALL 

initiative, starting the SDGs ambassador program with the city of Sønderborg and by 

organizing the first Global Goals World Cup (Danfoss, 2018b; Danfoss, 2018c).  

Channels 

The communication channels of all three companies were innovated in a similar man-

ner, by linking their current business operations to the SDGs and branding their SDG 

engagement (Interviewee Ø; Interviewee G; Interviewee D). For Grundfos the SDGs 

are also an instrument to engage in more personal interaction and a door opener to 

approach new customers (Interviewee G).  

Key Resources 

Reacting to the SDGs, Ørsted and Danfoss innovated their key resources. Whereas 

Ørsted prioritizes biomass and wind power as their predominant source of energy, 

Danfoss’s employees receive training on how the SDGs affect their daily working rou-

tine (Interviewee D; Ørsted, 2018a).  

Cost Structure  

Ørsted and Danfoss innovated their cost structure due to new expenses. Danfoss had 

to finance the previously mentioned new partnerships and Ørsted new wind parks as 

well as the reinforcement of human rights audits, which caused additional costs (Inter-

viewee Ø; Interviewee D; Euroheat, 2018). 
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Customer Relationships 

Ørsted and Grundfos innovated their customer relationships by strengthening the dis-

course with their clients and other stakeholders (Interviewee Ø; Interviewee G). As a 

common language and framework, the SDGs give Grundfos the possibility to act more 

personally with their customers and use them as a door opener to get in contact with 

new clients (Interviewee G). 

Key Activities 

Ørsted and Grundfos innovated their key activities in very different ways. In response 

to the SDGs, Grundfos strengthened its internal and external communication promot-

ing the company’s alignment with the SDGs (Interviewee G). The key activities of Ør-

sted were innovated as part of the divestment of their black energy segments and refo-

cus on green energy, such as wind (Interviewee Ø). In reaction to the SDGs, Ørsted 

strengthened the focus on energy production from renewables as well as on human 

rights and anti-corruption efforts in the supply chain (ibid).  

Customer Segments 

Grundfos is the only company within the case study which innovated the customer 

segments. As a global framework, the SDGs give Grundfos the opportunity to increase 

their sales with governments, NGOs and water utilities (especially in developing coun-

tries) (Interviewee G). Moreover, the demand of Grundfos’s customers increasingly 

focuses on waste water treatment and energy saving products (ibid). 

Revenue Streams 

Ørsted is the only case company which innovated the revenue streams when trans-

forming into a green energy company (Interviewee Ø). Accordingly, more revenue was 

generated from wind power (Interviewee Ø; Ørsted, 2018a).  

Novo Nordisk supports proposition P1.b:  

Reacting to the SDGs, large Danish companies innovate no or few building blocks of their business 

model. 

Proposition P1. b is supported by Novo Nordisk as it innovated less than four building 

blocks of its business model. The three innovated building blocks are key partnerships, 

key activities and key resources. The performed business model innovation is mainly 
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incremental by adapting existing business operations. We find that Novo Nordisk in-

novated their key resources by using the SDGs as a new resource within their business 

model (Interviewee N). Similarly, the way of communication with customers was im-

proved by linking its business operations to the SDGs and, thereby, strengthening in-

ternal and external communication on the global goals (Interviewee N). Moreover, 

Novo Nordisk continued the Climate Partnership with Ørsted and the Cities Changing 

Diabetes programme, which got launched in more cities (Cities Changing Diabetes, 

2017). Figure 7 provides an overview of the building blocks which have been innovated 

in the respective case company: 

Figure 7 Building block innovation per company 

 

Degree of business model innovation  

Although we did not focus on analysing which companies performed either incremen-

tal or radical innovation, we noticed that most of the business model innovation which 

is occurring due to the SDGs at Ørsted, Grundfos and Danfoss and Novo Nordisk, is 

incremental. Ørsted also experiences some radical innovation, which is mainly a result 

of the divestment of the company’s black business operations. The restructuring of the 

company is in-line with and reinforced by the SDGs and reinforced by the SDGs but 

the decision to change had already been made before adopting them in 2015 (Inter-

viewee Ø). 

Business Model Innovation

Key Partnerships Key Activities Value Propositions

Key Resources

Cost Structure Revenue Streams

Customer Relationships

Channels

Customer Segments
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7.2 P2: Mechanisms for Sustainable Development  

In the present chapter we analyse the mechanisms for embedding sustainable develop-

ment as reflected in the case companies’ business models. We consider both the mech-

anisms employed before the SDGs and at the current stage of SDG integration. 

Thereby, we seek to investigate how case companies’ business models had already en-

tailed environmental, social and economic mechanisms for contributing to sustainable 

development before the SDGs. On the other hand, this allows us to analyse if business 

model innovation in reaction to the SDGs makes the companies adopt further envi-

ronmental, social or economic mechanisms to embed sustainable development in their 

business models. This part of the analysis is based on the previous mapping of the case 

companies’ business models and the innovation that occurs within their business mod-

els in response to the SDGs. Moreover, the analysis is limited to the mechanisms for 

contributing to sustainable development which are outlined within the analytical frame-

work. Thereby, we acknowledge that the case companies may adopt further mecha-

nisms for contributing to sustainable development which are not captured by the pre-

sent analysis.  

The four cases of Novo Nordisk, Ørsted, Grundfos and Danfoss all support proposi-

tion P2.a by revealing a combination of environmental, social and economic mecha-

nisms: 

Reacting to the SDG, large Danish companies reflect at least one environmental, one social and one 

economic mechanism for embedding sustainable development in their business model. 

Consequently, none of our cases supports proposition P2.b:  

Reacting to the SDGs, large Danish companies do not reflect environmental as well as social and 

economic mechanisms for embedding sustainable development in their business model. 

Table 11 provides an overview of the mechanisms for delivering sustainable develop-

ment which are reflected in the business models of Novo Nordisk, Ørsted, Grundfos 

and Danfoss before and after the companies adopted the SDGs: 
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Table 11 Mechanisms for embedding sustainable development in the business model, be-
fore and after the adoption of the SDGs.  

Mechanisms / 
Case Companies 

 

   

Environmental Mechanisms 
Maximise material 
and energy  
efficiency 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Generate value 
from waste     

Substitute with re-
newables and  
natural processes 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Social Mechanisms 
Deliver functional-
ity rather than 
ownership 

    

Adopt a steward-
ship role ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Encourage  
sufficiency ✓ ✓   

Economic Mechanisms 
Repurpose for  
society/ 
environment  

    

Inclusive value cre-
ation ✓ ✓ ✓  

Develop sustaina-
ble scale-up  
solutions  

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Note: Mechanisms marked with blue have been adopted in reaction to the SDGs.   
 

The table illustrates that Novo Nordisk, Ørsted, Grundfos and Danfoss reveal a ten-

dency to employ and disregard the same of the nine mechanisms for delivering sustain-

able development. Environmental mechanisms are slightly more represented than so-

cial and economic mechanisms. All companies employ the mechanisms ‘maximise en-

ergy and resource efficiency’, ‘substitute with renewables and natural processes’, ‘adopt 

a stewardship role’ and ‘develop sustainable scale-up solutions’. Additionally, Novo 

Nordisk and Ørsted adopt the mechanisms ‘encourage sufficiency’ and Novo Nordisk, 

Ørsted and Grundfos adopt the mechanism ‘inclusive value creation’. In turn, no com-

pany adopts the mechanisms ‘generate value from waste’, ‘deliver functionality rather 

than ownership’ or ‘repurpose for society/environment’. In the following, the mecha-

nisms which find application in our case companies are presented in more detail.   
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Maximise Material and Energy Efficiency 

Novo Nordisk, Ørsted and Danfoss address the mechanism ‘maximise material and 

energy efficiency’ through their key activities and operations. In terms of key activities, 

this occurs through energy and water savings in the company’s own production (Novo 

Nordisk, 2018), through providing an energy efficient grid infrastructure (Ørsted, 

2018a) or through conducting R&D that serves to improve a product’s energy effi-

ciency (Euroheat, 2018; Interviewee D). Likewise, the climate partnership between Ør-

sted and Novo Nordisk reflects both companies’ commitment to energy efficiency 

(Novo Nordisk, 2018; Ørsted, 2018b; Ørsted, n.d.) and, in reaction to the SDGs, 

Danfoss also fosters energy efficiency through new partnerships like SEforALL 

(Danfoss, 2018b; SEforALL, 2018). This is also visible in the company’s cost structure 

(Euroheat, 2018). Additionally, Grundfos’s and Danfoss’s value propositions reflect 

the mechanism by responding to customer needs for energy efficient pumps and heat-

ing solutions (Grundfos, 2015b; Danfoss, 2014b).  

 Substitute with Renewables and Natural Processes 

At Ørsted, Grundfos and Danfoss the mechanism ‘substitute with renewables and nat-

ural processes’ forms part of the value propositions. Ørsted offers renewable energy to 

its customers while providing products that are run with renewables energy or represent 

components of renewable energy technologies (Ørsted, 2018a). Furthermore, by co-

creating a one-solar-panel pump together with customers in reaction to the SDGs, 

Grundfos’ customer relationships incorporate the mechanism ‘substitute with renewa-

bles and natural processes’ (Interviewee G). At Danfoss, R&D is conducted to develop 

and improve products related to renewables. Therefore, the company reflects substitu-

tion with renewables in its key activities and cost structure (Euroheat, 2018; Interviewee 

D; Danfoss, n.d.). Moreover, Ørsted is a special case in terms of renewables. In addition 

to the value proposition, substitution with renewables is reflected in Ørsted’s EBITDA 

(mainly generated from wind energy), key resources (wind and biomass), key activities 

(energy generation from renewable sources), key partnerships (climate partnerships) 

and cost structure (costs of wind park expansion) (Ørsted, 2018a; Interviewee Ø). As 

this mechanism is related to the majority of Ørsted’s building blocks, the company 

resembles the overall business model archetype ‘substitute with renewables and natural 

processes’.  
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Adopt a Stewardship Role 

All four case companies reflect the mechanism ‘adopt a stewardship role’ in their key 

partnerships. Examples are Novo Nordisk’s partnership Cities Changing Diabetes, rep-

resenting a multi-stakeholder partnership to tackle the challenge of rising diabetes 

(Novo Nordisk, 2018), Ørsted’s partnerships with social NGOs to improve compliance 

in supply chains (Interviewee Ø), Grundfos’s partnerships with NGOs to provide ac-

cess to water (Interviewee G) and Danfoss’s proactive engagement to improve energy 

efficiency in the SEforALL partnership (Euroheat, 2018). In contrast to the other com-

panies, Danfoss has first taken on a stewardship role through partnerships in reaction 

to the SDGs. This is also reflected in the company’s cost structure (ibid.). By adopting 

a stewardship role in reaction of the SDGs, Danfoss – as the only company that had 

not reflected this dimension prior to the SDGs – incorporates a mechanism of the 

social category for embedding sustainable development. This is crucial for supporting 

the proposition that companies reflect mechanisms related to all three dimensions of 

sustainable development in reaction to the SDGs (P2.a). Additional manifestations of 

the mechanism ‘adopt a stewardship role’ can be found in different building blocks of 

the other case companies. Novo Nordisk’s value proposition reflects a stewardship role 

by interacting with many stakeholders to provide diabetes care in 180 countries and 

thereby improving global health (Novo Nordisk, 2018). An increasingly important ac-

tivity and cost factor for Ørsted in reaction to the SDGs is to ensure compliance and 

conducting audits in global value chains in collaboration with social NGOs (Inter-

viewee Ø). By providing water access solutions for the BOP, Grundfos’s value propo-

sition reflects a stewardship role (Interviewee G). In reaction to the SDGs, the com-

pany has expanded its stewardship role through co-creation approaches with its cus-

tomers (ibid.).  

Encourage Sufficiency 

The mechanism ‘encourage sufficiency’ is reflected in Novo Nordisk’s and Ørsted’s 

key partnerships as well as in Ørsted’s customer relationships. Novo Nordisk’s part-

nership Cities Changing Diabetes seeks to prevent 100 million new cases of diabetes 

until 2045 (Novo Nordisk, 2018). Ørsted provides advice on how to save energy to 

both their climate partners and regular customers. Thereby, both companies engage in 

activities reducing demand for their own products (Ørsted, 2018b). 
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Inclusive Value Creation 

Novo Nordisk, Ørsted and Grundfos all adopt forms of inclusive value creation 

through key partnerships. At Novo Nordisk, Cities Changing Diabetes represents an 

example of ‘inclusive value creation’ that underlines both the close collaboration with 

various stakeholders as well as the inclusion of the BOP which represents an under-

served segment in terms of diabetes medication (Novo Nordisk, 2013; Cities Changing 

Diabetes, 2017). Similarly, Grundfos’s LIFELINK business represents an example of 

close collaboration with a range of partners which entails a high branding value for 

Grundfos and access to water for the BOP, among others (Grundfos, 2015b, Inter-

viewee G). Even though Ørsted is not serving the BOP, the company’s climate part-

nerships still represent a form of simultaneous value creation for Ørsted. Among oth-

ers, this comprises establishing and securing Ørsted’s customer base for renewable en-

ergy and realising partner’s energy savings potentials (DONG Energy, 2015a). Due to 

the LIFELINK business unit, which creates value for both Grundfos (branding value) 

and the NGO customers (fulfilling their social mission) while serving the BOP, the 

mechanism of inclusive value creation is also reflected in Grundfos’s value proposition 

and customer segments (Interviewee G). Recent co-creation approaches with NGOs 

in reaction to the SDGs lead to the additional incorporation of this mechanism in 

Grundfos’s customer relationships (ibid.).  

Develop Sustainable Scale-up Solutions 

All case companies ‘develop sustainable scale-up solutions’ and reflect this mechanism 

both in their value proposition and their collaboration with customers or other key 

partners. Novo Nordisk provides diabetes medication in more than 170 countries and 

collaborates with multiple stakeholders to prevent 100 million new cases of diabetes 

(Novo Nordisk, 2015; Novo Nordisk, 2018). Ørsted provides energy from renewable 

resources and scales up wind power operations with the help of climate partners, who 

commit to purchasing the energy from the new wind farms, and capital from investors 

(DONG Energy, 2015a). Grundfos’s large-scale production of energy- and water-effi-

cient pumps and co-creation approaches with customers to serve additional customers 

at the BOP with solar pumps represent another manifestation of the mechanism (In-

terviewee G). Similarly, Danfoss provides energy-efficient solutions at a large scale and, 

in reaction to the SDGs, contributes to worldwide initiatives like SEforALL (Danfoss, 

2014b; Danfoss, 2018b; SEforALL, 2018). Contributing to this global initiative by fi-
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nancing researchers working on district heating forms part of Danfoss’s costs (Euro-

heat, 2018). Another new approach to ‘develop sustainable scale-up solutions’ in reac-

tion to the SDGs relates to Danfoss’s employees as one of the company’s key resources 

(Interviewee D). Danfoss fostered the employees’ familiarity with the SDGs so that 

they could subsequently develop sustainable solutions in their area of expertise related 

to the goals.  

The table below summarizes the results of the cross-case analysis. It illustrates in which 

building blocks the different mechanisms for embedding sustainable development are 

reflected. In addition, the table depicts where business model innovation in reaction to 

the SDGs leads to the incorporation of additional mechanisms or to the extension of 

mechanisms to further building blocks.
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Table 12 Overview, connection of building blocks and mechanisms for sustainable development. Mechanisms incorporated in reaction to the SDGs are highlighted blue. 

     
Building 
Block/ 
Mechanisms 

Mechanisms for Sustainable  
Development 

Mechanisms for Sustainable  
Development 

Mechanisms for Sustainable  
Development 

Mechanisms for Sustainable  
Development 

Customer 
Segments   

Adopt a stewardship role 
Inclusive value creation 
Develop sustainable scale-up solutions 

 

Value  
Proposition  Adopt a stewardship role 

Develop sustainable scale-up solutions 
 

Substitute with renewables and natural 
processes 
Develop sustainable-scale up solutions 

Maximising material and energy efficiency 
Substitution with renewables 
Inclusive value creation 
Develop sustainable scale-up solutions 

Maximise material and energy efficiency 
Substitute with renewables and natural pro-
cesses 
Develop sustainable scale-up 
solutions 

Channels     
Customer  
Relationships  Encourage sufficiency 

Substitution with renewables 
Inclusive value creation 
Develop sustainable scale-up 
solutions 

 

Revenue 
Streams  Substitute with renewables and natural pro-

cesses   

Key  
Resources  Substitute with renewables and natural pro-

cesses  Develop sustainable scale-up 
solutions 

Key  
Activities Maximise material and energy efficiency 

Maximise material and energy efficiency 
Substitute with renewables and natural pro-
cesses 
Adopt a stewardship role 

 
Maximise material and energy efficiency 
Substitute with renewables and natural pro-
cesses 

Key  
Partnerships 

Maximise energy and material efficiency 
Substitute with renewables and natural pro-
cesses 
Adopt a stewardship role 
Encourage sufficiency 
Inclusive value creation 
Develop sustainable scale-up solutions 

Maximise material and energy efficiency 
Substitute with renewables and natural pro-
cesses 
Adopt a stewardship role 
Encourage sufficiency 
Inclusive value creation 
Develop sustainable scale-up solutions 

Adopt a stewardship role 
Inclusive value creation 

Maximise material and energy 
efficiency 
Adopt a stewardship role 
Develop sustainable scale-up 
solutions 

Cost 
Structure 

 
Substitute with renewables and natural pro-
cesses 
Adopt a stewardship role 

 

Maximise material and energy 
efficiency 
Adopt a stewardship role 
Develop sustainable scale-up 
solutions 
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Building Blocks that Reflect Mechanisms for Sustainable Development  

The overview underlines that mechanisms for embedding sustainable development can 

be reflected in the majority of the nine building blocks of a business model. The only 

building block where none of the case companies reflects a mechanism are channels. 

On the other hand, none of the four companies shows mechanisms for embedding 

sustainable development in all its building blocks. Novo Nordisk reflects mechanisms 

for fostering sustainable development in three building blocks, namely value proposi-

tion, key activities and key partnerships. Grundfos demonstrates mechanisms in four 

building blocks comprising the customer segments, the value proposition, the customer 

relationships and the key partnerships. Danfoss reflects mechanisms in five building 

blocks. These are the company’s value proposition, key resources, key activities, key 

partnerships and cost structure. Ørsted reflects mechanisms for contributing to sus-

tainable development in all building blocks apart from the company’s customer seg-

ments and channels. By reflecting the mechanism ‘substitute with renewables and nat-

ural processes’ in the majority of the building blocks, Ørsted is very close to represent-

ing the business model archetype ‘substitute with renewables and natural processes’. 

Additionally, the mechanism ‘maximise material and energy efficiency’ is quite promi-

nent in Danfoss’s business model by being linked to four of the building blocks, namely 

value proposition, key activities, partnerships and cost structure. Apart from that, the 

case companies do not resemble archetypes of business models for sustainable devel-

opment because they do not mainstream a particular mechanism in all the building 

blocks of their business model. Instead, the case companies employ between four and 

six different mechanisms. These are typically reflected in one to four building blocks 

of their business models.  

Innovation in Terms of Mechanism for Sustainable Development in Reaction to the SDGs 

Table 12 illustrates also through which building blocks new mechanisms have been 

integrated and to which further building blocks previously employed mechanisms have 

been extended. In reaction to the SDGs, Danfoss has integrated a mechanism that the 

business models did not reveal before the SDGs. This is because Danfoss has inte-

grated the mechanism ‘adopt a stewardship role’ through new partnerships like 

SEforALL in which the company engages in reaction to the SDGs. Thereby, the com-

pany now integrates a social mechanism in addition to the previously employed envi-

ronmental and economic ones. SEforALL can be seen as a large-scale initiative through 
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which Danfoss contributes to improving energy efficiency. Therefore, the two mecha-

nisms ‘develop sustainable scale-up solutions’ and ‘maximise material and energy effi-

ciency’ that had previously been integrated in other building blocks are now extended 

to Danfoss’s key partnerships. The innovation regarding Danfoss’s partnerships and 

the related mechanisms (‘maximise material and energy efficiency’, ‘adopt a stewardship 

role’ and ‘develop sustainable scale-up solutions’) are also reflected in the company’s 

cost structure. Furthermore, in reaction to the SDGs, Danfoss also integrated the 

mechanism ‘develop sustainable scale-up solutions’ to its key resources. This happened 

by establishing an SDG ambassador-project through which Danfoss’s employees fa-

miliarised with the SDGs. This enables the employees to relate the SDGs to their work 

and to develop new solutions based on the global goals. 

Similarly, Grundfos extended some previously adopted mechanisms to a further build-

ing block, namely customer relationships. In reaction to the SDGs, Grundfos has 

adopted a co-creation approach with its customers which served the development of 

solar-powered water pump that can be installed in numerous small villages without 

access to electricity. This approach simultaneously reflects three mechanisms for em-

bedding sustainable development, namely ‘substitute with renewables and natural pro-

cesses’, ‘inclusive value creation’ and ‘develop sustainable scale-up solutions’. There-

fore, the three mechanisms are now reflected in the building block customer relation-

ships. In contrast, Novo Nordisk and Ørsted have neither incorporated new mecha-

nisms for embedding sustainable development nor have they extended previously em-

ployed mechanisms to further building blocks.  

In sum, the business models of Novo Nordisk, Ørsted, and Grundfos had included 

mechanisms of the environmental, the social and the economic dimensions before the 

companies started to integrate the SDGs. Danfoss, in contrast, exclusively revealed 

environmental and economic mechanisms before implementing the SDGs. Due to 

Danfoss’s innovation in key partnerships in reaction to the SDGs, the company now 

also reflects the social mechanism ‘adopt a stewardship role’. 

 



 
 

104 

7.3 Classification of the Case Companies 

In the present chapter, we apply the classification tool that we developed at the end of 

our analytical framework to the four case companies. Based on the results of the pre-

vious analysis, we can classify the case companies according to the number of inno-

vated building blocks and the mechanisms through which they embed sustainable de-

velopment in their business models.   

Although the companies show differences in the number of adopted mechanisms, all 

of them integrate mechanisms from the environmental, social and economic dimen-

sion. Thereby, they reflect the triple-bottom-line approach to sustainable development 

on which the SDGs are based. This classifies them as ‘sustainable’ in the sense that they 

reflect the three dimensions of sustainable development.  

The assessment of building blocks affected by business model innovation shows that 

all case companies innovated a different amount of building blocks in response to the 

SDGs. Whereas Novo Nordisk innovated few building blocks as reaction to the SDGs, 

Ørsted, Grundfos and Danfoss innovated the majority of their building blocks, includ-

ing their value proposition. Therefore, we classify Novo Nordisk as ‘incumbent’ while 

Ørsted, Grundfos and Danfoss qualify as ‘innovators’. 

Combining these two dimensions, we can describe which type of business model inno-

vation in reaction to the SDGs is represented by the different case companies. Due to 

the triple-bottom-line approach and the innovation of few building blocks we classify 

Novo Nordisk as ‘Sustainable Incumbent’. Since, Ørsted, Grundfos and Danfoss do 

not only adopt a triple-bottom-line approach, but also innovated the majority of their 

building blocks, we classify them as ‘Sustainable Innovators’. Figure 8 summarizes our 

findings by illustrating how the case companies are situated in our framework: 
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Figure 8 Classification of case companies’ business model innovation in reaction to the 
SDGs. 

SDGS BUSINESS MODEL INNOVATION 

MECHANISMS 

FOR  

SUSTAINABLE 

DEVELOPMENT 

 no/few building blocks most building blocks 

no/few dimensions Conventional Incumbents Conventional Innovators 
 

all dimensions 

 

Sustainable Incumbents 
 

Sustainable Innovators 

 

 

In the following, we link our findings to existing literature and discuss their implications 

for business research and practice.  

 

8 DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Based on our analysis and findings the following chapter derives the implications for 

business practice and for business research. Besides linking our findings to existing 

literature and elaborating on complementary explanations for business model innova-

tion, the first part presents a guide for practitioners to implement the SDGs in their 

company. Moreover, the second part focuses on our theoretical contributions and 

methods, including the classification tool. Both chapters suggest areas for future re-

search.  

8.1 Discussion and Implications for Business Practice 

The present chapter elaborates on what we have learned about large Danish companies’ 

business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs. Thereby, we relate our findings to 

existing literature. Moreover, we seek to explain the given business model innovation 

by forwarding four complementary explanations. These comprise (1) the significance 

of the SDGs as a driver of business model innovation, (2) the fit between companies’ 

previous business models and the SDGs, (3) the impact of company size and (4) the 

impact of time. Finally, we show how these learnings can be of use for other companies 

c 
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that face the question if and how they should innovate their business model in reaction 

to the SDGs.  

Business Model Innovation in the Majority of Building Blocks  

Applying a business model perspective to large Danish companies’ reaction to the 

SDGs has proven valuable for developing an understanding of this new phenomenon. 

Overall, our findings suggest that large Danish companies which adopt the SDGs sub-

sequently innovate their business models. Nevertheless, our results confirm previous 

literature stating that there is no one-size-fits-all approach (Scheyvens et al., 2016). We 

find a partial overlap in terms of innovated building blocks and adopted mechanisms 

for embedding sustainable development, but differences remain. One pattern we see is 

that three out of four companies innovate the majority of their building blocks. This 

provides support to proposition 1.a (Reacting to the SDGs, large Danish companies innovate 

most building blocks of their business model.) but shows at the same time that proposition 1.b 

(Reacting to the SDGs, large Danish companies innovate no or few building blocks of their business 

model.) cannot be discarded. Yet, the only building block innovated by all case compa-

nies is key partnerships. This supports previous research arguing that partnerships play 

an important role in the transition towards sustainable development (Elkington, 1998). 

Moreover, our findings provide support to Dahan et al.’s (2010) argument that busi-

nesses might draw on cross-sector partnerships with NGOs to co-create new business 

models.  

Employment of Environmental, Social and Economic Mechanisms for Embedding Sustainable De-

velopment in Reaction to the SDGs 

Furthermore, our findings suggest that companies, which adopt the SDGs employ en-

vironmental, social and economic mechanisms for embedding sustainable develop-

ment. Thereby, proposition 2.a (Reacting to the SDG, large Danish companies reflect at least 

one mechanism each of the environmental, social and economic dimension.) is supported, while the 

findings do not provide support for proposition 2.b (Reacting to the SDGs, large Danish 

companies reflect mechanisms that foster at maximum two of the three dimensions of environmental, 

social and economic development.). As the business models reflect a triple-bottom line defi-

nition of sustainable development, this is in line with the 2030-Agenda and the SDGs 

(United Nations General Assembly, 2015) as well as the predominant understanding of 

sustainable development in the business model literature (Lüdeke-Freund & Dembeck, 

2017).  
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Three Sustainable Innovators and One Sustainable Incumbent 

Based on the number of innovated building blocks and the adopted mechanisms for 

embedding sustainable development, Ørsted, Grundfos and Danfoss can be classified 

as ‘sustainable innovators’ and Novo Nordisk as ‘sustainable incumbent’. Analysing 

which mechanisms for contributing to sustainable development the case companies 

had adopted before the SDGs and which mechanisms they are employing now, we find 

that Novo Nordisk, Ørsted and Grundfos had already adopted environmental, social 

and economic mechanisms before the SDGs. Danfoss reflected environmental and 

economic mechanisms before the SDGs and incorporated the social dimension in re-

action to the SDGs. Overall, this suggests that large Danish companies which have 

adopted the SDGs were already committed to sustainable development before the 

SDGs. Existing literature repeatedly claims that business model innovation is required 

if companies are to contribute to sustainable development (Lovins et al., 1999; Hart & 

Milstein, 2003; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008; Wells, 2008; Lüdeke-Freund, 2010; Schaltegger 

et al., 2012; Bocken et al., 2014). Based on our findings, we take a more nuanced stance 

towards this claim and argue: Whether business model innovation is required to con-

tribute to sustainable development depends on how a present business model already 

contributes to sustainable development.  

Incremental Innovation  

Another pattern we find regarding business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs 

is that companies rarely adopt more of the nine mechanisms for contributing to sus-

tainable development. Some innovations are mainly related to communication. For ex-

ample, Ørsted and Danfoss innovate their value proposition by linking existing prod-

ucts and services to global challenges and the SDGs rather than developing new prod-

ucts and services (Interviewee Ø; Interviewee D). Moreover, we find that companies 

rather tend to innovate existing elements of the building blocks than to add new ele-

ments. This means that previously existing resources or partnerships gain relatively 

more importance than the acquisition of new resources or partnerships. Norman and 

Verganti (2014) define incremental innovation as “improvements within a given frame 

of solutions (i.e. ‘doing better what we already do’)” (p. 82) while radical innovation 

entails “a change of frame (i.e. ‘doing what we did not do before’)” (ibid.). This suggests 

that the business model innovation currently revealed by large Danish companies in 

reaction to the SDGs is rather incremental than radical. Thereby, we confirm previous 

research stating that large firms are more likely to adopt incremental innovation for 
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sustainable development than to innovate radically (Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010; 

Ritala et al., 2018). 

Room for Further Innovation  

Based on the business model innovation that we find in large Danish companies in 

reaction to the SDGs, both dimensions – building blocks and mechanisms for sustain-

able development reveal room for further innovation. In both cases the innovation 

could be broader, as well as deeper. On the one hand, innovation could be extended to 

more building blocks or occur in a way that changes building blocks more radically. On 

the other hand, existing mechanisms could be extended to further building blocks or 

innovation could lead to increased adoption of additional mechanisms for embedding 

sustainable development. This supports literature according to which firms are likely to 

be situated on a continuum between exclusively profit-oriented to holistically sustaina-

ble business models (Rudnicka, 2017; Upward & Jones, 2016). The two questions that 

derive from these observations are: Is it necessary that companies maximise their con-

tribution to sustainable development in all dimensions? And: Why do we see the given 

business model innovation? 

Previous research reveals that companies tend to focus on the same SDGs while some 

are never chosen as priorities (PwC, 2015). Similarly, our research reveals that compa-

nies tend to focus on the same mechanisms for embedding sustainable development, 

while some mechanisms are never adopted. This results in a gap regarding both targeted 

SDGs and employed mechanisms for contributing to sustainable development. How-

ever, to what extent this gap should be filled by companies rather than governments or 

civil society actors is a political question which lies beyond the scope of our thesis. 

Instead, we focus on the second question – why do we observe the given business 

model innovation? In the following, we present four complementary explanations.   

1. The SDGs as Driver of Business Model Innovation 

We find several examples of business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs. By 

identifying instances of business model innovation that were influenced by the SDGs, 

we suggest that the SDGs are a new driver of business model innovation. However, 

this does not mean that the SDGs are the only driver of the observed business model 

innovation. Previous literature refers to external stakeholder pressure (Hall & Vreden-

burg, 2003; Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010), visionary CEOs (Stubbs & Cocklin, 
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2008), costs and cost reduction, risks and risk reduction, sales and profit margins, rep-

utation and brand value and attractiveness as employer (Schaltegger et al., 2012) as 

drivers of business model innovation for sustainable development. All of these drivers 

are mentioned by at least one and often several case companies (Interviewee Ø; Inter-

viewee G; Interviewee D; Interviewee N). In most cases, the business model innovation 

we find in reaction to the SDGs is positively related to other drivers and hence im-

proves reputation, saves costs, reduces risks etc. (Interviewee Ø; Interviewee G; Inter-

viewee D; Interviewee N). Especially the case of Ørsted illustrates that innovation is 

rarely driven only by the SDGs (Interviewee Ø). Future research might further investi-

gate the interaction of the SDGs and other drivers of business model innovation. In 

particular, researchers might focus on instances where the SDGs do not support but 

oppose other drivers so that companies are faced with trade-offs. This could help to 

understand the relative importance of the SDGs compared to other drivers.  

2. High Degree of Fit Between Previously Existing Business Models and SDGs  

Our case companies reveal a high degree of fit between their previous business models 

and the SDGs. Typically, one or several SDGs are identified as closely related to the 

companies’ core business. For example, for Novo Nordisk these are SDG 3 (Good 

Health and Well-Being) and SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) 

(Novo Nordisk, n.d.). Referring to literature, two complementary explanations can be 

found. On the one hand, the challenges described by the SDGs have existed before the 

adoption of the global goals (Kolk & Van Tulder, 2010). Even though the SDGs are 

the first overall development agenda that explicitly calls upon private sector engage-

ment, previous initiatives like the UN Global Compact pursued the aim of encouraging 

businesses to contribute to sustainable development (Scheyvens et al., 2016). Addition-

ally, the Confederation of Danish Industries highlights that Danish companies have 

long-standing experience in developing sustainable solutions, especially in the areas of 

food, water, energy and sustainable cities (Dansk Industri, 2016). Therefore, it is not 

surprising that some large Danish companies – including our case companies – started 

to develop business models that provide solutions to these challenges before the SDGs.  

The second explanation relates to the drafting process of the SDGs in which compa-

nies were involved in (Pingeot, 2014). This also applies to our case companies Novo 

Nordisk and Grundfos who lobbied for SDGs on health and water respectively (Novo 

Nordisk, 2014; Interviewee G). Therefore, we conclude that the SDGs do not only 
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Figure 9 The interrelation of business models and the SDGs. 

influence companies’ business models (as proposed before), but companies’ business 

models also influenced the content of the SDGs.  

 

                           Business model        SDGs  

Future research could examine companies that do not have a business model with a 

high degree of fit with sustainable development. The analysis could reveal insights on 

how companies may interact with the global goals that do not yet include sustainable 

development in their business operations. 

3. Company Size Matters for Business Model Innovation in Reaction to the SDGs 

Business scholars suggest that large companies’ existing resource stock (in terms of 

financial, human, knowledge and slack resources) reduces the burden of implementing 

business models for sustainable development (Udayasankar, 2008; Gallo & Christen-

sen, 2011; Hörisch et al., 2015). Our results partially support this claim. On the one 

hand, Grundfos has got enough available assets to subsidise its LIFELINK business 

(Interviewee G). On the other hand, Ørsted accesses a key share of the capital for 

establishing and expanding wind parks from partnerships with external investors (Ør-

sted, 2018b). Moreover, Danfoss illustrates how some important resources for SDG 

integration like human resources exist, but others like knowledge about the SDGs need 

to be developed (Interviewee D). Consequently, the companies possessed some of the 

relevant resources while others needed to be created or accessed through partnerships. 

Furthermore, literature argues that the high visibility of large companies may increase 

the stakeholder pressure for corporate engagement in sustainable development 

(Udayasankar, 2008; Hörisch et al., 2015). Novo Nordisk has experienced peer pressure 

in initiatives like the UN Global Compact which requires its members to report on 

their SDG engagement (Interviewee N). Yet, overall, our case companies have not ex-

perienced much external stakeholder pressure to integrate the SDGs (Interviewee Ø; 

Interviewee G; Interviewee D; Interviewee N). Possible explanations for this are: (1) 

that the companies have started to work with the SDG-agenda at an early stage, namely 

even before the agenda was officially adopted by the United Nations and before their 

stakeholders would exert pressure on them (Interviewee Ø; Interviewee G; Interviewee 

D; Interviewee N) and (2) that the companies have a reputation as pioneers in the field 
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of sustainable development and their stakeholders take it for granted that they act so-

cially and environmentally responsible and adopt the SDGs (Interviewee Ø; Inter-

viewee N). In case they do not comply with this expectation, companies expect external 

stakeholder pressure to increase (Interviewee Ø; Interviewee D; Interviewee N). Sub-

sequently, being an early mover on SDG adoption may help to avoid confrontation 

with stakeholder pressure. 

Additionally, previous research has found that business model innovation is restricted 

by the existing business model and that large companies are likely to reveal a low degree 

of organisational flexibility (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002; Hockerts & Wüstenha-

gen, 2010; Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Ritala et al., 2018). In Sydow et al.’s (2009) 

words, they are path-dependent. Our findings confirm that large companies reveal a 

certain degree of path dependence. On the one hand, this can be related to the way in 

which they innovate their business models and the predominance of incremental inno-

vation. On the other hand, this relates to broader strategy and sustainability frameworks 

that underlie the business model (Richardson, 2008). Despite the adoption of the 

SDGs, all companies maintain their existing strategy or sustainability framework. Ra-

ther than substituting existing frameworks with the SDGs, the companies seek to iden-

tify a match between their existing frameworks and the SDGs. Subsequently, they in-

tegrate the SDGs into their previous frameworks. For instance, Ørsted and Danfoss 

clearly state that they follow the strategy which they had laid out before they started to 

integrate the SDGs – on green energy transformation and market growth respectively 

(Interviewee Ø; Interviewee D). Both companies implement the SDGs into their busi-

ness model, but SDG integration is limited to an extent that is in line with the current 

strategy (ibid.). Similarly, Novo Nordisk does not regard the SDGs as a substitute for 

the previous sustainability framework. Interviewee N explains why Novo Nordisk did 

not substitute the TBL approach with the SDGs: “I think SDGs is too narrow. I think 

you have to have a sustainability perception which is broader than just the SDGs be-

cause the SDGs are a small part of what a company like Novo Nordisk does” (Inter-

viewee N, appendix, p. 154). This explains why large Danish companies might not sub-

stitute their existing strategies and sustainability frameworks with the SDGs and why 

we do not see more or more radical business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs. 

Future research could further investigate the impact of different factors related to com-

pany size – like resources, visibility and path dependence – in relation to business model 

innovation in reaction to the SDGs. 
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4. Time Matters for Business Model Innovation in Reaction to the SDGs 

Time is an important factor when discussing business model innovation which has oc-

curred in reaction to the SDGs. The fact that large companies are associated with rather 

low organisational flexibility suggests that business model innovation in large compa-

nies takes time (Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010; Ritala et al., 2018). All case companies 

agree that the time passed since the adoption of the SDGs is relatively short (Inter-

viewee Ø; Interviewee G; Interviewee D; Interviewee N). With the adoption of the 

SDGs in 2015, companies first had to familiarise themselves with the global framework 

and understand the relation of their existing business model with the new global goals 

(Interviewee D; Interviewee N). All case companies expect that further business model 

innovation in reaction to the SDGs will occur in the future (Interviewee Ø; Interviewee 

G; Interviewee D; Interviewee N). However, how they will further innovate their busi-

ness models is uncertain. Interviewee Ø explains how time influences Ørsted’s ap-

proach for SDG implementation: “[T]he SDGs are here to stay and there are so many 

business opportunities in trying to implement them, but I think we will mature and they 

[the SDGs] are still fairly new, so I think in the years to come there are many ways we 

don’t know of yet that we can work with the SDGs and incorporate them into our 

business models” (Interviewee Ø, appendix, p. 163). Similarly, Danfoss and Grundfos 

are not clear about future business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs, but new 

partnerships are presumed to play a key role (Interviewee G; Interviewee D) and a 

change in consumer behaviour might further influence the direction of innovation (In-

terviewee D). Future research could therefore investigate to which extent business 

model innovation in reaction to the SDGs occurs at a later point in time.  
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Practitioners’ Guide to Business Model Innovation in Reaction to the SDGs 

Four steps to find out to how you should innovate your business model in reaction to the SDGs: 

Based on our findings, we developed a practitioners’ guide for business professionals 

who seek to work with the SDGs and consider the need of innovating their business 

model.  

1. Map the current business model: To get an overview of the current business 

model, we advise to fill in the Business Model Canvas by Osterwalder and 

Pigneur (2010). By elaborating the Business Model Canvas, the manager depicts 

the key elements of the business model. Moreover, the Business Model Canvas 

can be used as a benchmark tool to compare one’s own business model with 

the ones of competitors.  

2. Assess the company’s contribution to the SDGs: After mapping the busi-

ness model, the current status of the companies’ contribution to the SDGs may 

be identified by asking how the business model contributes to sustainable de-

velopment. In a next step, the manager can evaluate how the present business 

model may be further aligned with the SDGs.  

3. Identify the company’s ambitions: Companies need to decide on their ambi-

tions, by discussing if they rather want to comply with the minimum of what 

other companies are doing or if they want to become a sustainable frontrunner. 

Based on the company’s starting point and its ambitions, the decision on the 

business model innovation can be taken.  

4. Initiate new partnerships: Our findings suggest that key partnerships are a 

good starting point for business model innovation. All our case companies in-

novate their partnerships in reaction to the SDGs. By doing so, new mecha-

nisms for sustainable development were integrated. Through partnerships, 

companies access the following resources: knowledge, long-term sales, predict-

ability and access to new customers, among others (Interviewee Ø, Interviewee 

G; Interviewee D; Interviewee N). Accordingly, the access to new resources by 

key partnerships may facilitate the innovation of other building blocks.  

This practitioners guide adopts the inside-out approach as suggested by Joyce and 

Paquin (2016). First the current structure of the business model is mapped and after-

wards the decision on where to innovate the business model is made (ibid).  
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8.2 Implications for Future Business Research 

Developing an Academic Understanding of the Private Sector’s Reaction to the SDGs 

As the SDGs represent a new research context, academic papers on how business could 

work with the SDGs are still very limited and empirical investigations of how compa-

nies actually work with the SDGs represent a lacuna in literature (Scheyvens et al., 2016; 

Donoher, 2017; Kolk et al., 2017; Schönherr et al., 2017; Topple et al., 2017). Subse-

quently, our thesis applies an explorative and qualitative approach which allows to de-

velop an overall understanding of how companies work with the SDG-agenda and 

thereby contributes to establishing a general understanding and an academic discussion 

of the private sector’s reaction to the SDGs. Thereby, we account for the heterogeneity 

of the private sector and its potential to contribute to sustainable development 

(Udayasankar, 2008; Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010; Bocken et al., 2014; Hörisch et 

al., 2015; United Nations General Assembly, 2015) and take large Danish firms as a 

point of departure. Focusing on large Danish companies was fruitful for the present 

research as they are considered as early movers in SDG adoption (Interviewee DI). A 

multitude of other company samples remain to be explored by future research.  

Business Model Literature Applied to a New Research Context 

The business model perspective deals with a relatively broad unit of analysis. This has 

shown to be a good fit with our explorative approach because it allowed us to detect 

in which elements of the business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs occurs. 

By applying business model theory to a new research context and contributing a new 

classification tool, we feed back into the literature on business models and sustainable 

development which is still at the theorisation stage (Lüdeke-Freund & Dembeck, 2017). 

Additionally, the framework we developed and the classification it entails provide a 

terminology for the academic discussion on the new phenomenon of business model 

innovation in reaction to the SDGs. 

A New Classification Tool for Companies’ Reaction to the SDGs 

Due to the lack of theoretical frameworks that explain companies’ reactions to the 

SDGs, we developed and applied a new classification tool based on literature on busi-

ness model innovation and sustainable development (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; 

Bocken et al., 2014; Schaltegger et al., 2016; Ritala et al., 2018). Our findings suggest 

that large Danish companies’ business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs can 
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be described based on two dimensions of the framework we established. These are the 

number of innovated building blocks and the mechanisms for embedding sustainable 

development. Additionally, we find that business model innovation in reaction to the 

SDGs tends to be rather incremental than radical. Therefore, we propose that our 

framework should be extended by adding a distinction between radical and incremental 

innovation. 

Future research can help to further validate and improve the classification tool that we 

developed by integrating the distinction between incremental and radical innovation, 

as well as by applying the framework to further large companies within and beyond the 

Danish context. Moreover, we suggest applying and adapting the framework to small 

and medium-sized enterprises and to repeat the analysis in the future to see if the busi-

ness model innovation in reaction to the SDGs has increased over time.  

Alternatively, future research can use the overview from a business model perspective 

that our research provides to investigate certain building blocks in more detail. Key 

partnerships could be a point of departure as this is the building block where we find 

the most innovation and the most extensive incorporation of mechanisms for contrib-

uting to sustainable development. Another avenue for future research is investigating 

the phenomenon of companies’ reaction to the SDGs from other theoretical perspec-

tives or to link the business model perspective to other theories. For example, it could 

be interesting to link the business model approach to theories about competitive ad-

vantage (Amit & Zott, 2001; Barney et al., 2001) to analyse which competitive ad-

vantage the different approaches to business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs 

entail.  

A New Data Collection Method for Companies’ Reaction to the SDGs 

On a methodological level, our contribution to business research contains a data col-

lection method to capture business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs based 

on Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas14. The method is based 

on filling in two Business Model Canvasses for each company (one before the SDGs 

and one at the current stage of SDG implementation) while conducting in-depth inter-

views with company representatives. As expected, this method provides an overview 

                                                
14 A detailed description can be found in the methods section.  
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of changes in the different building blocks and allows to detect which innovations rep-

resent a reaction to SDGs. Beyond our expectations, the method allows to detect how 

previously existing elements of the business model can be affected by incremental in-

novation. An example of the latter is employees that have been a key resource for 

Danfoss both before and after the adoption of the SDGs. Nevertheless, innovation has 

occurred because Danfoss has increased the employees’ familiarity with the SDGs 

through trainings.  

The collected data is triangulated with additional company sources to reduce a possible 

bias that can result from a single-interview partner. Future research could improve the 

method by conducting focus group interviews with employees from different depart-

ments and external stakeholders. This could improve data quality as the data triangula-

tion has, in some instances, shown that our interviewees, who are mostly located in 

sustainability departments reveal a tendency to depict sustainability activities as key ac-

tivities. Additionally, future research could extend the collected data with a third canvas 

that depicts anticipated future innovations.  

 

9 CONCLUSION 

The aim of the present thesis has been to contribute to the academic understanding of 

the private sector’s reaction to the SDGs. We have focused on large Danish firms and 

approach their adoption of the SDGs from a business model perspective. Specifically, 

our study investigates the question of how large Danish companies innovate their busi-

ness models in reaction to the SDGs.  

Based on a literature review on business model and sustainable development, literature 

we identified affected building blocks and adopted mechanisms for embedding sustain-

able development as relevant dimensions to describe and compare large Danish com-

panies’ business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs. Subsequently, we devel-

oped four propositions and a classification tool in relation to these dimensions.  

In terms of building blocks, we proposed that large Danish companies may either in-

novate most building blocks (proposition 1.a) or none/few (proposition 1.b). The cases 

of Ørsted, Grundfos and Danfoss provide support for proposition 1.a while the case 
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of Novo Nordisk provides support proposition 1.b. In terms of mechanisms for em-

bedding sustainable development, we proposed that large Danish companies may re-

flect environmental, social and economic mechanisms (proposition 2.a). Alternatively, 

we proposed that they might not reflect mechanisms or that the mechanism they reflect 

might not cover all three dimensions of sustainable development (proposition 2.b). All 

case companies provide support for proposition 2.a while no case company provides 

support for proposition 2.b. 

Our findings suggest that large Danish companies’ business model innovation in reac-

tion to the SDGs can be characterised based on combinations of affected building 

blocks and adopted mechanisms for sustainable development. Subsequently, our 

newly-developed classification framework for business model innovation in reaction to 

the SDGs builds on two relevant dimensions. Accordingly, we have classified Ørsted, 

Grundfos and Danfoss as ‘sustainable innovators’ and Novo Nordisk represents a ‘sus-

tainable incumbent’. 

In sum, we present a threefold answer to our research question regarding large Danish 

firms’ business model innovation in reaction to the SDGs:  

1. There is no one-size-fits-all approach. Despite partial overlaps, every com-

pany represents an individual combination of innovated building blocks 

and adopted mechanisms. Our findings suggest that business model inno-

vation in reaction to the SDGs can occur in all building blocks. Yet, the only 

element innovated by all companies are key partnerships. Furthermore, the 

mechanisms for embedding sustainable development that all companies 

adopted are ‘maximise energy and resource efficiency’, ‘substitute with renew-

ables and natural processes’, ‘adopt a stewardship role’ and ‘develop sustainable 

scale-up solutions’. In turn, no company adopted the mechanisms ‘generate 

value from waste’, ‘deliver functionality rather than ownership’ or ‘repurpose 

for society/environment’. 

2. More innovation occurs in terms of building blocks than in terms of 

newly adopted mechanisms. While Ørsted, Grundfos and Danfoss all inno-

vated the majority of building blocks, only Danfoss incorporated an additional 

mechanism for embedding sustainable development. Danfoss was the only 
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company that did not cover all three dimensions of sustainable development 

before the SDGs.  

3. Both the number of building blocks and mechanisms describe innova-

tion rather in terms of breadth than of depth. As a result of our analysis, we 

identified the depth of innovation (incremental vs. radical) as another im-

portant dimension to be considered. In this regard, the case companies reveal 

predominantly incremental innovation.  

Our findings and conclusions have implications for both business research and prac-

tise. We identified four complementary factors that impact how our case companies 

innovated their business models in reaction to the SDGs. These are (1) the significance 

of the SDGs as a driver of business model innovation, (2) the fit between companies’ 

previous business models and the SDGs, (3) the impact of company size and (4) the 

impact of time. Practitioners might draw on these results when determining how they 

will innovate their business models in reaction to the SDGs. Likewise, researchers may 

further investigate the significance of the SDGs in relation to other drivers of business 

model innovation or investigate cases that differ from our case companies in terms of 

their commitment to sustainable development before the SDGs or in terms of com-

pany size. Additionally, they might investigate innovation at a later point in time. Fi-

nally, we invite future research to apply and improve both the classification tool and 

the data collection method we developed to capture and compare business model in-

novation in reaction to the SDGs.    
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11 APPENDIX  

11.1 Comparison of Millennium Development Goals and Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals 

Category  MDGs SDGs 

Year of adoption 2000 2015 

Period of pursuit 2000-2015 2016-2030 

Authors UN insiders global community 

Number of goals 8 17 

Target countries developing countries all countries 

Private Sector  
Engagement 

delivering process drafting and delivering pro-
cess 

Source: own elaboration (based on Sachs, 2012; United Nations, 2015; Langford, 2016)   

11.2 Schaltegger et al.’s (2012) Degrees of Business Model Innovation for Sus-
tainability  

Source: Schaltegger et al. (2012, p. 19) 
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11.3 Examples of How the Different Mechanisms Can Be Implemented in Different Elements of a Business Model 
Mechanism Definition Value  

proposition 
Value  
creation & delivery 

Value capture 

Maximise ma-
terial and en-
ergy efficiency 

“Do more with fewer reources, 
generating less waste, emissions 
and pollution” (Bocken et al., 
2014, p. 48) 

Products or services that use fewer re-
sources, generate less waste and emissions 
and create less pollution than prod-
ucts/services that deliver a similar func-
tionality. 

Activities and partnerships aimed at using 
fewer resources and generating little waste, 
emissions and pollution.  

Costs are reduced through the optimised 
use of materials and reducing waste, and 
compliance leading to increased profits 
and competitive pricing advantage. Posi-
tive contributions to society and environ-
ment through a minimised value capture.  

Create value 
from waste  

“The concept of ‘waste’ is elimi-
nated by turning waste streams 
into useful and valuable input to 
other production and making bet-
ter use of under-utilised capacity” 
(Bocken et al., 2014, p. 49) 

The concept of ‘waste’ is eliminated by 
turning existing waste streams into useful 
and valuable input to other production.  

Activities and partnerships to eliminate life 
cycle waste, close material loops and make 
best use of under-utilised capacity. Intro-
duction of new partnerships potentially 
across industries to capture and transfer 
waste streams.  

Economic and environmental costs are re-
duced through reusing material and turn-
ing waste into value. Positive contribution 
to society and environment through re-
duced footprint, reduced waste and re-
duced virgin materials use.  

Substitute with 
renewables and 
natural pro-
cesses 

“Reduce environmental impacts 
and increase business resilience 
by addressing resource con-
straints ‘limits to growth’ associ-
ated 
 with non-renewable resources 
and current production systems” 
(Bocken et al., 2014, p. 50) 

Reduce environmental impact and increase 
business resilience by addressing resource 
constraints associated with non-renewable 
resources and man-made artificial produc-
tion systems.  

Innovation in products and production 
process design by introducing renewable 
resources and energy and conceiving new 
solutions by mimicking natural systems. 
New value networks based on renewable 
resource supply and energy systems. New 
partnerships to deliver holistic ‘nature in-
spired solutions’. 

Revenue associated with new products and 
services. Value for the environment is cap-
tured through reducing use of non-renew-
able resources, reducing emissions associ-
ated with burning fossil fuels, reducing 
synthetic waste to land-fill.  

Deliver func-
tionality rather 
than ownership 

“Provide services that satisfy us-
ers’ needs without having to own 
physical products” (Bocken et al., 
2014, p. 50) 

Provide services that satisfy user needs 
without users having to own physical 
products. Business focus shifts from man-
ufacturing ‘stuff’ to maximising consumer 
use of products, so reducing production 
throughput of materials, and better align-
ing manufacturers’ and consumers’ inter-
ests.  

Delivery through product/services offer-
ings require significant changes within the 
firm to deliver this and may incentivise re-
design for durability, reparability and up-
gradability. Potentially more direct con-
sumer contact and consumer education to 
shift away from ownership. Supply chains 
become more integrated.  

Consumers pay for the use of the service, 
not for ownership of the products. Cost of 
ownership of physical products are borne 
by the company and/or partners. This can 
enable consumers to access previously ex-
pensive products, so expanding market po-
tential of new innovations.  

Adopt a stew-
ardship role 

“Proactively engaging with all 
stakeholders to ensure their long-
term health and well-being” 
(Bocken et al., 2014, p. 51) 

Manufacture and provision of products 
and services intended to proactively en-
gage with stakeholders to ensure their 
long-term health and well-being. Broader 
benefits to stakeholders often become an 
important aspect of the value proposition 

Ensuring activities and partners are fo-
cused on delivering stakeholder health and 
well-being. Production systems and suppli-
ers selected to deliver environmental and 
social benefits. Network reconfiguration 
may require alternative suppliers. To 

Stewardship strategies can generate brand 
value and potential for premium pricing. 
Stakeholder well-being and health generate 
long-term business benefits for the com-
pany: Healthy customers are good for the 
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by better engaging the consumer with the 
full story of production and the supply 
chain.  

achieve scale, use of third party certifica-
tion may facilitate implementation and 
monitoring.  

firm and for society, healthy happy work-
ers may claim less sick days and be more 
productive, and secure suppliers ensure 
more resilience.  

Encourage suf-
ficiency 

“Solutions that actively seek to re-
duce consumption and produc-
tion” (Bocken et al., 2014, p. 52) 

Product and service solutions that seek to 
reduce demand-side consumption and 
hence reduce production (e.g. durable, 
modular, education about reduced con-
sumption). The focus of such innovation 
is on the customer relationship and influ-
encing consumption behaviour.  

Ensuring activities, partners and customer 
relations are focused on consuming less, 
wasting less and using products longer. 
This may involve product redesign for du-
rability. It will require a fundamental shift 
in promotion and sales (no discounting, 
overselling); supplier selection based on 
durability; and incentive systems to dis-
courage ‘over-selling’ / obsolescence.  

Profitability (premium pricing), customer 
loyalty, and increased market share realised 
from provision of better products (longer 
lasting, durable/ not subject to short fash-
ion-cycles). Societal and environmental 
benefits captured: educating society, using 
less product, reuse across generations.   

Repurpose for 
society/envi-
ronment 

“Prioritising delivery of social and 
environmental benefits rather 
than economic profit (i.e. share-
holder value) maximisation, 
through close integration be-
tween the firm and local commu-
nities and other stakeholder 
groups. The traditional business 
model where the customer is the 
primary beneficiary may shift” 
(Bocken et al., 2014, p. 53) 

Prioritising delivery of social and environ-
mental benefits rather than economic 
profit (i.e. shareholder value) maximisa-
tion, through close integration between the 
firm and local communities and other 
stakeholders.  

Creating societal benefits (e.g. secure live-
lihoods), and environmental benefits (e.g. 
regenerating flora and fauna) through ac-
tivities, channels and partners. Integrating 
business with stakeholders through partic-
ipatory business approaches, which may 
include non-traditional business partner-
ships (e.g. NGOs) and embracing em-
ployee ownership.  

A meaningful enterprise, which delivers 
nutrition, health and education at a low en-
vironmental cost, while being embedded in 
community and employment rich. This 
may provide resilience by supporting 
stakeholders in times of growth and down-
turn.  

Inclusive value 
creation 

“[S]haring resources, knowledge, 
ownership, and wealth creation” 
(Ritala et al., 2018, p. 219) 

Products/services that generate value for 
different stakeholders, including under-
served segments such as the Base of the 
Pyramid (BoP). 

Value is created and delivered in collabora-
tion with partners by sharing resources, 
knowledge and ownership, e.g. by employ-
ing peer-to-peer and sharing models.  

Ensuring that created value and wealth are 
shared among the partners and customers 
involved. 

Develop scape 
up solutions  

“Delivering sustainable solutions 
at a large scale to 
maximise benefits for society and 
the environment” (Bocken et al., 
2014, p. 53) 

Scaling sustainable solutions to maximise 
benefits for society and the environment.  

Ensuring a sustainable business model so-
lution can achieve scale by employing the 
right channels and partnering with others. 
New, and potential unusual partners (e.g. 
government for infrastructure change) and 
business relationships are required to scale 
the business.  

Ensuring a variable (e.g. franchising, li-
censing) or fixed (mergers and acquisi-
tions) fee is paid for scaling up a solu-
tion/venture and that other mutual bene-
fits between partners are achieved through 
scaling up (e.g. market penetration).  

Source: adapted from Bocken et al. (2014) and Ritala et al., (2018).
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11.4 Case Company Selection  

Company Annual revenue 
(2016 in mio kr.) 

Annual report CSR report 
SDGs mentioned SDGs described SDGs mentioned SDGs described 
AR 2016 AR 2017 AR 2016 AR 2017 CSR 2016 CSR 2017 CSR 2016 CSR 2017 

A.P. Møller - Mærsk 238.687 no yes no  yes yes yes yes yes 
Danske Bank  120.530 no no no no no yes no yes 
Novo Nordisk*  111.780 yes yes no no     
ISS  79.137 no no no no no yes no yes 
Vestas Wind Systems  76.221 yes yes no  yes yes  yes yes yes 
Arla Foods  71.232 yes yes yes yes yes  yes yes yes 
DSV 67.747 no no no no yes yes yes yes 
Carlsberg 62.614 no no no no yes yes yes yes 
Danish Crown  60.038 no  yes no  yes no yes no yes 
Dansk Supermarked  57.899 no  n/a no  n/a yes  n/a yes n/a 
DONG Energy/ Ørsted 57.393 yes yes no  no yes  yes yes yes 
USTC 46.065 no  no no  no n/a n/a n/a n/a 
DLG 45.301 no  no no  no no n/a no n/a 
Danfoss 39.247 yes yes yes yes yes  yes yes yes 
Coop Danmark  38.878 no  n/a no  n/a yes  n/a yes n/a 
LEGO  37.934 no  no no  no yes  yes yes yes 
Nykredit  32.642 no  no no  no no yes no no 
Danish Agro  31.548 no  no no  no no no no no 
PFA  29.684 no  n/a no  n/a yes  n/a no n/a 
Siemens Wind Power  27.915 yes no no  no n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Grundfos 24.677 yes yes yes yes yes  n/a yes n/a 
Bestseller United 24.383 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a yes no yes 
Danske Commodities  21.484 no  no no  no n/a n/a n/a n/a 
TDC  21.031 no  yes no  no no yes no yes 
Pandora  20.281 no  yes no  no no yes no yes 
Dagrofa  18.592 no  no no  no no no no no 
NEAS Energy  18.577 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Stark Group 18.438 no  no  no  no n/a n/a n/a n/a 
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FLSmidth 18.192 no  no  no  no yes  yes yes yes 
VKR Holding  18.125 no  no  no  no no no no no 
Tryg*  16.786 no no no no     
Rockwool International 16.394 yes yes yes yes yes  n/a yes n/a 
Statoil Refining 15.978 no  n/a no  n/a  yes  n/a no n/a 
Falck  15.964 no  no  no  no yes  yes yes yes 
Rema 1000  15.795 no  n/a no  n/a yes  n/a yes n/a 
Topdanmark 15.693 no  no  no  no  no  no  no  no  
Lundbeck 15.634 no  no  no  no  n/a yes n/a yes 
Nordea Liv & Pension 15.501 no  yes no  no  yes  yes yes yes 
Jyske Bank  15.259 yes yes no yes yes yes yes yes 
Energi Danmark 15.083 yes n/a yes n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Codan Forsikring  15.068 no  n/a no  n/a yes  n/a yes n/a 
Jysk  15.052 no  no  no  no  n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Coloplast  14.681 no no  no no  yes  yes no  yes 
Schouw & Co. 14.369 no  no  no  no  no  no  no  no  
Novozymes*  14.142 yes yes yes yes     
DFDS  13.790 no  no  no  no  no  yes no  no  
Energinet.dk 13.381 no  n/a no  n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
PensionDanmark  12.758 yes no  no  no  yes  yes yes yes 
William Demant  12.002 no  no  no  no  yes  yes no  yes 
Semler Gruppen 11.983 no  n/a no  n/a no  no  no  no  

*Note: Companies marked with a * have a mixed report.  
Yellow: Companies that we have selected for our case study. 
Green: Reports that have mentioned and/or described the companies’ approach to the SDGs. 
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11.5 Interview Guide Case Companies 
Introductory questions:  

• When and how your company start integrating the SDGs into the business model? 
• What motivates your company’s SDG integration? 
• Which department is responsible for SDG integration? 
• Have you identified certain SDGs as priorities for your business? Which ones, why and 

how? 
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Closing questions:  
• Which building blocks should be adapted or added to the BMC to capture your SDG 

integration? Which are redundant? Why? 

11.6 Interview Guide Dansk Industri 

Introductory questions: 
• How big is the share of DI’s members that are aware of the SDGs? 
• How big is the share of DI’s members that is seeking to implement the SDGs? 
• On which level are DI’s members implementing or planning to implement the SDGs (strat-

egy, business model, communication etc.)? 
• What motivates DI’s members to integrate the SDGs? 
• Why might DI’s members refrain from integrating the SDGs? 
• What characterises DI’s members who implement the SDGs (company size, industry, etc.)? 
• What is DI’s role as an industry association with regards to its members’ SDG implemen-

tation? 
 

 

Closing questions:  
• Can you give us examples of companies that have realised innovations in the areas depicted 

below in reaction to the SDGs? 
• Which building blocks should be adapted or added to the BMC to capture SDG integra-

tion? Which are redundant? Why? 
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11.7 Business Model Canvas of case companies 

 Novo Nordisk 

Novo Nordisk’s Business Model Canvas before the integration of the SDGs 

 

Novo Nordisk’s Business Model Canvas after the integration of the SDGs 

 

Business Model Before SDG Integration

Key Partnerships Key Activities Value Propositions

Key Resources

Cost Structure Revenue Streams

Customer Relationships

Channels

Customer Segments

Climate
Partnership
with Ørsted

Cities changing diabetes:
academia, city
authorities, urban 
planners, community
leaders, businesses, Stene
Diabetes Center

Government agencies

Wholesalers

Retail pharmacies

Managed care

Buyers are typically
not the users of the
product

Health insurances

Diabetes care products

Chronic disease care 
products

Basis: clinical efficacy, 
safety, price

180 countries

Key account
manager

One-to-one
relationships

Long-term

Sales of pharmaceuticals

Foundation-based
ownership structure

Financial 
resource
availability

Water, energy and
production facilities

employees

R & D

Production

Sales Distribution

Cost of goods
sold

administration

R & D

Business Model After SDG Integration

Key Partnerships Key Activities Value Propositions

Key Resources

Cost Structure Revenue Streams

Customer Relationships

Channels

Customer Segments

Increasing
environmental concerns
and SDGs among
younger generations

No innovationNo innovation

No innovation

No innovation

Stakeholders expect
socially and
environmentally
responsible operations
in line with SDGs

No innovation

SDGs as resource : 
„common
language“

Aligned
communication
with SDGs

No innovation

Climate partnerhsip
with Ørsted

Cities Changing
diabetes

UN Global Compact

Dow Jones 
Sustainability ndex

Carbon Disclosure
Project
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Illustration of the climate partnership between Novo Nordisk and Ørsted (Andreasen 

& Larsen, n.d., p. 10)  

 

 Ørsted 

Total Energy Generation 2017 (Ørsted, 2018a, p. 148) 
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Ørsted SDG Assessment (Ørsted, 2018b, p. ii) 
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Ørsted’s Business Model Canvas before the integration of the SDGs 

 

 

Ørsted’s Business Model Canvas after the integration of the SDGs 

  

Bus ines s  Model Before S DG Integration

Key Partnerships Key Activities Value Propositions

Key Resources

Cost Structure Revenue Streams

Customer Relationships

Channels

Customer Segments

Suppliers of
wind turbines: 
Vestas & 
Siemens

DI

Residential 
customers

Business 
costumers

Governments

Develop and enable green
energy systems that are
green, independent and
economically viable

Serve energy needs of
customers and society

Grid
infrastructure

Personal 
assistance

No direct contact
with residential
customers

Energy trading

Financial 
capital

Natural 
resources

Energy
assets

Skilled
workforce

Buidling infrastructure for
renewable energy sources

Generating and
distributing wind power 

Sales

Fixed costs

Employees cost

Administration

R & D

Communication: 
annual report, 
sustainability
report, 
stakeholder
meetings, media, 
web and intranet

Key 
account
manager

Energy audits

Wind power

Innovative 
culture

Constructive
stakeholder
engagement

R&D

Develop and
construct

Operate and
maintain

Sell and optimise

NGO‘s

Wind Europe

The American 
Wind 
Association

UN Global 
Compact

Suppliers

Novo 
Nordisk
& 
Novozy
mes

Climate
Partnerships

Investors

Sustainable
Biomass
Partnership

Business Model After SDG Integration

Key Partnerships Key Activities Value Propositions

Key Resources

Cost Structure Revenue Streams

Customer Relationships

Channels

Customer Segments

No innovationProvide solutions to critical
global issues, such as climate
change and access to power

Position itself as a 
renewable energy company

Fostered dialogue with
customers

No innovation

Wind and biomass

SDGs as new frame for
Ørsted‘s global business
activities

Expansion of
windparks

Climate partnerships

UN Global Compact

NGOs
Develop, green, independent
and economically viable
energy systems that reduce
green house gas emissions

Green, innovative and
efficient energy solutions

Focus on providing
renewable energy

Communication about the
SDGs

Attention towards the social
aspects of sustainable
development

Human rights & anti-
corruption

Increased attention towards
compliance in global supply chains
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 Grundfos 

Outcome of the Mapping Exercise during SDG assessment (Grundfos 2017b, p.9). 

 

Grundfos’ Business Model Canvas before the integration of the SDGs 

 

 

Business Model Before SDG Integration

Key Partnerships Key Activities Value Propositions

Key Resources

Cost Structure Revenue Streams

Customer Relationships

Channels

Customer Segments

Distributors 
(commercial
customers & 
industry
partners)

Water utilities, commercial
buildings, domestic buildings,
industry.

Distributors

Installers

Provide pump solutions, 
water technologies and
related services

Global solutions with an 
impact on people and
planet.

Directly through local sales
offices

Service centres in more than
50 countries and 600 service
partners

Personal 
assistance

Selling pumps

Financial capital

Human resources

Manufacturing

Service provision for
pumps and water
technologies

ProductionSales and
distribution

Cost of
employees

Administration

R & D

Indirectly
through
distributors

Face-to-face

OEMs: key
account manager

Governments

Water utilities

International donors
(World Bank, African 
Development Bank, 
DANIDA, US aid, DFID)

NGOs 
(World 
Vision, 
Danish
Refugee
Council) 

Private 
investors

Consulting engineers

OEMs

Wholesaler

R&D: energy efficiency,
minimize overall life cycle
costs.  

Lifelink: target the bottom-
of-the pyramide in devloping
countries.

Customer-centric and highly
collaborative coompany
culture

Pump system
technology

OEMs

Lifelink
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Grundfos’ Business Model Canvas after the integration of the SDGs 

 

 

Business Model After SDG Integration

Key Partnerships Key Activities Value Propositions

Key Resources

Cost Structure Revenue Streams

Customer Relationships

Channels

Customer Segments

Consciuosness of the
company on sustainable
development

SDGs as door opener for
personal interaction with
NGOs and governments.

Change from transactional
to transformational

No innovation

No innovation

strengthened their 
communication to external 
and internal stakeholders

No innovation

More attention to
strategic partnerships
with governments and
international 
organizations

New investors: private 
funds, IFU

Business and Sustainable
Development 
Commission

Increased relevance of novel
customer bases with
governments, water utilities, 
NGOs and international 
organizations.

Higher investments in 
watewater treatment and
energy efficiency by water
utilities and industry.

Validate past investments in 
future innovations

Adaptation of customer
needs -> sustainable pump 
solutions

Co-creation: one solar-panel-
pump

Co-creation with public
institutions
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 Danfoss 

Overview of the SDG assessment. Retrieved from Danfoss (2018b, p. 10). 

 

Danfoss’ Business Model Canvas before the integration of the SDGs 

 

 

Business Model Before SDG Integration

Key Partnerships Key Activities Value Propositions

Key Resources

Cost Structure Revenue Streams

Customer Relationships

Channels

Customer Segments

OEMs OEMs

Wholesaler

Distributor

Products and services within
power solutions, cooling, 
drives and heating

Customer needs within
mobile hydraulic, variable 
speed drives, heating and
cooling

Energy efficiency
Sales engineers

Customized products and
services for OEMs

Lon-term supplier-buyer-
partnership

Climate & energy

Employees and
their
knowledge

Financial 
capital

Servicing and
repairing

SalesSelling and
distribution

Administration R & D

Participation in 
fairs and
exhibitions

Face-to-
face

Big customers own key
account manager -> single
contact point

Power solutions

Production
facility

UNITECH International 
network (academia)

UNDP

International Energy
Agency

ECOFYS

Installer

End-user

Solar inverters, wind power 
converter, energy storage
systems.

Online sales and
didital customer
experience

Manufacturing 
of components

Consumer 
consultancy

R&D
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Danfoss’ Business Model Canvas after the integration of the SDGs 

 

11.8 Coding Structure 

 Theme 2: Mechanisms for Sustainable Development 
Name Description Files References 

Mechanisms for Sustainable 
Development 

 18 203 

Economical  10 46 
Develop sus-
tainable scale up 
solutions 

“Delivering sustainable solutions at a large scale to 
maximise benefits for society and the environment” 

8 20 

Danfoss  2 4 
Grundfos  3 5 
Novo 
Nordisk 

 1 9 

Ørsted  2 2 
Inclusive value 
creation 

“[S]haring resources, knowledge, ownership, and 
wealth creation” 

10 25 

Danfoss  2 3 
Grundfos  3 7 
Novo 
Nordisk 

 2 11 

Ørsted  3 4 
Repurpose for 
society or envi-
ronment 

“Prioritising delivery of social and environmental 
benefits rather than economic profit (i.e. shareholder 
value) maximisation, through close integration be-
tween the firm and local communities and other 
stakeholder groups. The traditional business model 
where the customer is the primary beneficiary may 
shift” 

1 1 

Business Model After SDG Integration

Key Partnerships Key Activities Value Propositions

Key Resources

Cost Structure Revenue Streams

Customer Relationships

Channels

Customer Segments

No innovationRelates to SDGs: 6, 7, 
11, and 12

Social
media,
webpage

No innovation

No innovation

Employees receive
training on SDGs

SDG ambassador program
(project with Sustainia and
the city of Sønderborg)

Global Goals Worldcup

UNDP

Posters, presentations at 
conferences and exhibitions

Sponsorship of Global Goals 
Cup & project with Sustainia

Sustainability and
annual report
have a section on 
SDGs

No innovation

Danish UN Global Compact 
Network

NGOs 

Folkekirkens Nødhjælp

Sustainable Energy for all

UNEP-DTU campus

Financing of three energy efficiency
researchers at UNEP-DTU campus

Communication is linked to
the SDGs
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Danfoss  0 0 
Grundfos  1 1 
Novo 
Nordisk 

 0 0 

Ørsted  0 0 
Environmental  11 107 

Create value 
from waste 

“The concept of ‘waste’ is eliminated by turning 
waste streams into useful and valuable input to other 
production and making better use of under-utilised 
capacity” 

5 15 

Danfoss  2 7 
Grundfos  2 6 
Novo 
Nordisk 

 1 2 

Maximise mate-
rial and energy 
efficiency 

“Do more with fewer reources, generating less waste, 
emissions and pollution” 

8 45 

Danfoss  2 17 
Grundfos  3 11 
Novo 
Nordisk 

 2 7 

Ørsted  2 10 
Substitute with 
renewables and 
natural pro-
cesses 

“Reduce environmental impacts and increase busi-
ness resilience by addressing resource constraints 
‘limits to growth’ associated 
 with non-renewable resources and current produc-
tion systems” 

10 47 

Danfoss  3 8 
Grundfos  2 5 
Novo 
Nordisk 

 2 13 

Ørsted  3 21 
Social  15 50 

Adopt a stew-
ardship role 

“Proactively engaging with all stakeholders to ensure 
their long-term health and well-being” 

14 38 

Danfoss  2 4 
Grundfos  5 13 
Novo 
Nordisk 

 3 13 

Ørsted  4 8 
Deliver func-
tionality rather 
than ownership 

“Provide services that satisfy users’ needs without 
having to own physical products” 

3 6 

Danfoss  0 0 
Grundfos  3 6 
Novo 
Nordisk 

 0 0 

Ørsted  0 0 
Encourage suffi-
ciency 

“Solutions that actively seek to reduce consumption 
and production” 

4 6 

Danfoss  0 0 
Grundfos  1 1 
Novo 
Nordisk 

 1 2 

Ørsted  2 3 
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11.9 Interview Transcripts 1 

 Interview Novo Nordisk 2 

 3 
Interviewee N 4 
Position: Senior Project Manager 5 
Time: 1:02:28 6 
Date: Friday, 13th of April 2018 7 
Place: Novo Nordisk, Bagsværdvej, 2880 Bagsværd 8 
 9 
Interviewee N: Just to tell you a little bit about who I am and what I do here at Novo Nordisk, I have worked for 10 
Novo Nordisk for 12 years. I am originally trained as an agronomist and came from science and worked my way into 11 
marketing and I came to Novo Nordisk in 2006 and I have worked as a global senior product manager for 10 years 12 
and actually done a lot of branding and a lot of brand positioning in strategic marketing. Two years ago, this position 13 
came here in corporate affairs in an area of the corporate environmental strategy work. It was a new department at the 14 
time and basically our role is to build and strengthen the environmental part of the triple-bottom-line position for 15 
Novo Nordisk. I am sure that you are very familiar with the triple-bottom line and the core value of the company 16 
which is that in order to have a business in the long run we need to make it a sustainable business also in the short-17 
term and long-term perspective and by doing the rights thing and making sure that we don’t ruin our surroundings 18 
neither environmentally nor socially or financially, of course, we establish ourselves in strong position to also be in 19 
business for the next 100 years. Just to explain that my focus on a day-to-day business in on the environmental strategy 20 
work, so on the social and the environmental aspects of the triple-bottom-line, I am not an expert, but I am happy to 21 
follow-up after the interview if you have some specific questions because I work closely with people who are also in 22 
the social area. You can say, here in corporate affairs it’s pretty much organised so that we have our department, we 23 
are about ten people working on the corporate environmental strategy area and then we have some other departments 24 
that work on the corporate social responsibility areas, but still under the triple-bottom line umbrella. I was hoping 25 
actually that Anne Gadegaard could join us for this meeting because she is an expert on the sustainability area, she 26 
refers to Susanne Stormer and Susanne Stormer is of course the grand old lady – not that she is that old, but she has 27 
been with the sustainability agenda with Novo Nordisk for I think all her working life, so she is really a key person, 28 
but I can ask them some questions and get back to you.  29 
Caroline: Perfect, thanks. We would like to start the interview by getting to know a bit more about how Novo Nordisk 30 
started working with the SDGs and then our plan is to try to fill out the Business Model Canvas.  31 
Interviewee N: Which you send me and that is completely unfamiliar to me, so I just saw it and thought I hope they 32 
don’t expect me to do some pre-work for that.  33 
Caroline: No, it was just to give you an idea of what the interview s about, but we will get into that afterwards since 34 
we try to capture the business model at two different points in time. One is before you started working with the SDGs 35 
and the second one is now as you are working with the SDGs and it would be interesting to see if there are some 36 
changes or if things have stayed overall the same in your business model and which aspects are especially important or 37 
crucial for working with the SDGs and that’s why we think it could also be a helpful tool to show that companies are 38 
doing more than greenwashing.  39 
Interviewee N: Absolutely, yes. I think you have a strong case there.  40 
Caroline: Let’s maybe start with the more general part. When was it that Novo Nordisk engaged with the SDGs? 41 
Interviewee N: Well, I actually I think it’s important to understand that the SDGs are a fairly new terminology and 42 
something that is sort of in fashion at the moment, but actually Novo Nordisk started working with the triple-bottom 43 
line way back in 2002 or 2004. So, we have had more than… well, many, many more years of working with environ-44 
mental and social responsibility than what these SDGs are about. Actually, a discussion we had here is that our social 45 
and environmental responsibility program is much deeper and much broader than what you sort of think about when 46 
you look at the SDGs. They basically just use a new language for something that Novo Nordisk has already been doing 47 
for many, many years. Novo Nordisk was the first company, I think, in the world that introduced annual reporting on 48 
both environmental and social parameters for them and actually before then that was not done at all. Some companies 49 
maybe had individual reports, especially in welfare on some other more specific topics, but it was really Lise Kinko (?) 50 
when she joined Novo Nordisk those many years back who had this vision that it was important to actually combine 51 
these different aspects of running our business so that investors and the general public and people around us could 52 
actually understand what our business was based on because sometimes some environmentally or socially bad things 53 
might give you some short-term winnings financially, but obviously that you have a food for oil scandal or you have 54 
some of the other media explosions that can damage your business and actually in the medium-term or even shorter 55 
term it hasn’t been such a great way of making money because actually you have lost it all because you had to close 56 
down the activity, so this has really been going on for so much longer and  can send this after this meeting - if it’s 57 
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helpful – I think we have some materials about the history of the triple-bottom-line which might be useful for what 58 
you doing – maybe I can just make a note on that and I can give it to Hannah and she can give it to you when I see 59 
her next time.  60 
Caroline: Yes, that would be perfect. 61 
Interviewee N: So, I don’t know if that answered the question, but what I would like to make a point of here is that 62 
the SDGs is something new, but working on social and environmental responsibility is something that we have really 63 
done for many years. So, for Novo Nordisk it’s been a little bit like.. and it hasn’t been going on for that long either. 64 
Within the last two years, I would say, we have had to have a look at what has been decided on the SDGs and we have 65 
looked at all the work that we have been doing across and then we have taken this test, which have quite detailed 66 
described on the internet. Have you seen that test on the internet?  67 
Caroline: The future fit business benchmark?  68 
Interviewee N: Yes, and then there was another test which was done which basically was an external consultancy that 69 
analysed how the match is between what we are doing on the TBL and the SDGs and then they matched us up and 70 
gave us some guidance on where it is then that Novo Nordisk’s business model fits or is a good support of the SDGs 71 
and based on that analysis we have sort of identified these different areas that we feel that we contribute to as a 72 
company.  73 
Caroline: I think if I remember it correctly then number three on health and number 12 on responsible consumption 74 
and production are two of them.  75 
Interviewee N: Exactly, that is completely correctly remembered.  76 
Caroline: And that is also what you would immediately expect when you think of Novo Nordisk.  77 
Interviewee N: I just want to make sure that you have seen it because this will help you with a lot of the answers on 78 
your questionnaire. Because if you have seen this, then I think it will help you to answer the questions that we cannot 79 
cover in this interview. Have you had the chance to look through this webpage because... are you familiar with this 80 
one? 81 
Caroline: Yes, I think it’s the one where the SDGs are below? 82 
Interviewee N: Yeah, and there is so much detailed information on this webpage where we can only scratch the surface 83 
in this interview, but if you go down through all those links actually, then you get a lot of information on what we are 84 
actually doing. Now that I know that you know this, if you have studied it, send me questions afterwards.  85 
Caroline: Thanks. Which department is it that has been working with the SDG? Is it then public affairs overall that 86 
has been working with the integration of the SDGs? 87 
Interviewee N: The SDGs is a department under corporate affairs. So, you have corporate affairs which is sort of like 88 
the overall part of this organisation I am in and where Mike Ruwis (?) is heading that part and in corporate affairs, you 89 
have the TBL which is actually the department specifically looking at the TBL-agenda and also the SDGs there. Then 90 
we have all the different departments that are driving and fulfilling the SDGs the environmental area that I am in and 91 
you know you have the diabetes and pregnancies at a different department. I can show you the organigram for the 92 
whole area.  93 
Maximilian: I think we can look at it later.  94 
Caroline: But is it accessible online? 95 
Interviewee N: No, if that’s something that could be helpful, I’ll show you the structure. 96 
Caroline: So the structure does not only include the positions, but also the people holding the positions?  97 
Interviewee N: Yes, that’s why it wouldn’t be available online.  98 
Caroline: Sure, head hunters would love that.  99 
Interviewee N: So this is the overall structure of the whole management team. Corporate Affairs links in to Lars 100 
Fruergaardhimself, so that’s at the top level of the company and this is then the corporate affairs area and here you 101 
can see Corporate Environmental Strategy which is where I am. It is headed by Dorothea Nielsen, Government and 102 
Industry Relations, you would have Health Advocacy and then you have Corporate Sustainability which is where the 103 
SDGs are located and you have Corporate Branding, Reputation, Media Relations, Organisational Communication 104 
which is where all our in-house communication is based and sort of a business-support function and then actually we 105 
also have the Haemophilia Foundation under Mads’ leadership. Was that the question.  106 
Caroline: Yes, that helps a lot and then we can maybe look at our posters here. The idea beyond this poster is trying 107 
to capture Novo Nordisk’s business model before the SDGs were there – so not before you started working with 108 
sustainability, but just before you started working with the SDGs because they are the variable we are looking at.  109 
Interviewee N: Ok. 110 
Caroline: Maybe it’s easiest to start by asking which customer segments you were serving at that time. 111 
Interviewee N: Well, I think then it would be important for me to position… my answer to that will reflect, you know, 112 
who would the key customers for the triple-bottom-line approach be because before the SDGs it wasn’t called SDGs. 113 
So, before the SDGs what does Novo Nordisk have before the SDGs? Well, they have these guidelines that are actually 114 
in the articles of association about acting environmentally, socially and financially responsible. So that was what we 115 
had before then. Under that heading or under that umbrella. The key customers for that were the investors. We are a 116 
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private company, so one of the very important things for us is that investors by our shares. So, when we way back in 117 
the early zeros introduced the triple-bottom-line reporting it is as an integrated part of the annual report and the annual 118 
report is written for the investors and for the general public and the stakeholders that take an interest, but the investors 119 
would be a very important stakeholder of communication about these things.  120 
Caroline: And the key customers which were purchasing Novo’s products – which groups would that be?  121 
Interviewee N: They are countries. States have programmes to buy pharmaceuticals, so it would be authorities at the 122 
national level who are responsible for buying diabetes treatments and haemophilia treatments and so on for their 123 
countries. So, they are particular buyers in each country that decide what pharmaceuticals will be available for the 124 
patients in each country. Sorry, what was the question again? 125 
Caroline: Who are the customers purchasing your products?  126 
Interviewee N: So that was one group of customers and another group of customers would be in countries where you 127 
have a private market where it’s not tax payers paying for pharmaceuticals, but it would be health insurances then you 128 
also payers who decide what products are going to be made available to those patients who have that health scheme.  129 
Caroline: What kind of relationships do you have with these customers? 130 
Interviewee N: We have a separate kind of organisation called market access. It belongs in the commercial organisation 131 
so it’s part of the marketing and sales. They have a specialised function and that’s because the whole buying and selling 132 
function around pharmaceuticals it’s quite a specialised function. So, it’s very heavily regulated and you have key em-133 
ployees in the company who build up on-to-one relationships with the purchasing officers in each country and nego-134 
tiate the prices for our products at a country level.  135 
Caroline: Does that also mean that they have rather long-term relationships with the customers?  136 
Interviewee N: Yes, ideally, they do.  137 
Caroline: How would you describe the value proposition of Novo Nordisk?  138 
Interviewee N: The value proposition is based on clinical efficacy, safety and price. So, you could say for the purchasing 139 
officers in the countries it’s a problem that they have a growing population that is getting older and older and drawing 140 
more and more on the health care budgets and price negotiations are getting tougher and tougher. At the same time, 141 
you could say the number of pharmaceuticals companies addressing diabetes has increased very much over the last ten 142 
years. So, more and more competitors are coming into this field. So, you could say you have a situation where you 143 
have buyers that are under a lot of pressure because their budgets are not really big enough to match the growing 144 
number of sick people because there is a pandemic on diabetes and at the same time you have an increasing number 145 
of competitors supplying similar diabetes treatments and making it increasingly tough to actually compete actually in 146 
that field. So, I would say that the TBL does not really in a direct way influence the buyers. It’s neither developed as 147 
part of the value proposition on a product level. Certainly moving forward you could say it plays a role because if you 148 
have a really bad situation with either a social or an environmental situation – if Novo Nordisk was suddenly perceived 149 
as really bad – then obviously these payers would get a negative impression and it would play an indirect role. As long 150 
as we are considered a company that does the right thing they have positive expectations but it’s not part of the direct 151 
value proposition. In the direct value proposition discussions what counts is that you are able to treat the illness in the 152 
most effective way with the least possible side effects and at the price which is preferably the lowest price on the 153 
market or at least is very clearly linked to improved efficacy and safety.  154 
Caroline: Which key activities performed Novo Nordisk before 2015?  155 
Interviewee N: We had number of projects going on and probably what I need to do is to send you one of those 156 
historic magazines. I might actually be able to find one upstairs before you go if you give me just two minutes or I’ll 157 
give it to Hannah. I can give you one of those historic books because Novo Nordisk has had all sorts of campaigns. I 158 
think some of the first ones were probably around animal welfare and then we have had programme in the third world 159 
countries looking at access to care that are also old programmes that have been going on for many years. I mean 160 
diabetes is actually an illness which has a very big prevalence in the third world and of course there are areas where 161 
patients can’t get treatment and have historically not been able to get treatment. As time has progressed from a 100 162 
years ago where the first insulin was really an extract from pigs that just was the one offering, over the years you got 163 
different categories of insulin and diabetes treatments. You have human insulins which are cheaper and have more 164 
side effects and then you have the new insulins which have fewer side effects, are more efficacious, but are also much 165 
more expensive and now you have this whole range of product offerings. For a company like ours it’s a constant 166 
change to position these many different treatments so that people have treatment available they can afford, but at the 167 
same time don’t loose our competitive advantage to less ethical companies because we give our products away to 168 
cheap.  169 
Caroline: What are the key activities on an overall company level? Are these more research and development, market-170 
ing, production etc.? 171 
Interviewee N: I think it depends on what perspective you look at. If you look at, you could say the influence in the 172 
company – I would say it’s very much R&D-driven and Novo Nordisk has historically been very R&D-driven like 173 
many Danish companies. When you look at the number of people employed, then more than half of the people are in 174 



 
 

150 

production. So, it depends on what perspective you look at, but I would say that Novo Nordisk is a technology-driven 175 
company more so then a marketing-driven company.  176 
Caroline: So, the role of production and research and development would be important depending on the perspective 177 
you use to look at it.  178 
Interviewee N: Yes, exactly. And one of the reasons why I have said the last thing is very important is that in the last 179 
10, 20 years there are two factors that have really driven revenue for Novo Nordisk. The one is of course the strong 180 
R&D organisation that actually enable to launch new diabetes treatments like no other pharmaceutical company and 181 
the other one is that our production has really been able to improve efficacies so that they can produce everything and 182 
then of course we could spread out sales, but I think that it is the R&D that is the golden nugget of the company and 183 
the strong production efficacy.  184 
Caroline: What are the key resources for Novo Nordisk? 185 
Interviewee N: Well, we are owned by a foundation and that is a unique thing for Novo Nordisk which would be 186 
important for you to capture in your company analysis. The fact that we are owned by a foundation gives Novo 187 
Nordisk a very long-term investment profile and perspective and although the foundation stipulates that Novo Nordisk 188 
has to earn money for the foundation, they can in the board make some decisions which are not short-term commer-189 
cially focused, but that have more long-term perspectives and that is a huge advantage when you are running your 190 
business for the long term.  191 
Caroline: Definitely, that makes sense. So you refer to the foundation, how important are human resources or financial 192 
resources etc.?  193 
Interviewee N: I think actually human resource is really a challenge having your company in Denmark because Den-194 
mark is a small country also when it comes to getting a qualified workforce. I think Novo Nordisk is doing what it can 195 
to also use some of the money that is coming into the foundation not channel it into the education of people in high-196 
tech so that we get more qualified people. Otherwise I hear all the time that we have a bottle-neck in terms of not 197 
getting enough qualified employees in Denmark and that is at least used as a reason why a lot of Novo Nordisk’s 198 
expansion takes place outside of Denmark.  199 
Caroline: Regarding bottle necks, still before 2015, who are key partners for Novo Nordisk? 200 
Interviewee N: We have many partners. Quite a number of them are actually listed on that homepages so you can find 201 
the ones that we are working with today. Especially the social programmes are normally taking place with lots of 202 
external companies. I am thinking, probably one of the most important partnerships that we have had on the environ-203 
mental sustainability goals is the ten-year relationship with DONG because ten years ago, Novo Nordisk actually made 204 
an investment into the wind mill farm that was turning DONG from a fossil-fuel based energy company to the green 205 
company it is today and I would say Novo Nordisk has quite a big role to play in that respect. So that’s probably one 206 
of the most important partnerships from a sustainability point of view. 207 
Caroline: And then you would receive the renewable energy that DONG or now Ørsted has produced on that wind 208 
farm?  209 
Interviewee N: Yes, sort of the deal was that… or how this happened was that Novo Nordisk committed to buy the 210 
electricity from DONG at a set cost ten years ago which meant that actually as the cost of electricity production got 211 
reduced, Novo Nordisk stayed paying quite a bit more than what they would have been able to buy the electricity for 212 
at other places and financed actually also part of financing the wind mill investment at DONG. So, it was good for 213 
Novo Nordisk of course because it helped us turn the production green and we have an overall objective of turning 214 
the production green by 2020, but it was certainly also good for DONG.  215 
Caroline: Are there kinds of stakeholder groups like governments, NGOs etc. that Novo Nordisk regards as more 216 
important that others or are they all equally important?  217 
Interviewee N: It’s probably at little bit abstract to answer that at a top line because we have partnerships on a project 218 
level apart from the DONG partnerships which I think has had a very, very big overall impact on the company, there 219 
are many partnerships in R&D, in production, in marketing in many different senses. Let me make a note and see if I 220 
have an overview in some papers I have to find our what I would suggest here apart from DONG. There was another 221 
thing, I was going to find a history overview and then partnerships overview, also maybe historic, it might be in the 222 
history book I have. 223 
Caroline: What were in the past the biggest cost factors for Novo Nordisk? 224 
Interviewee N: Certainly, it’s expensive to run an R&D organisation, so the R&D investments are important. We have 225 
also had a very big investments in production because Novo Nordisk has grown in value and successfully reached 226 
more and more patients. That also entails of course expansion on the production facilities, so we have built many new 227 
production plants over the last 20 years. So, I would say some of the last big investments are probably the key costs – 228 
yeah, production and R&D. 229 
Caroline: What would you say about revenues on the other side? 230 
Interviewee N: Well, that’s selling our diabetes treatments and we have some of the top-selling brands in the farmer 231 
world at all. Novo Rapid is on the list of the ten most valuable brands in the world. So, it has made a lot of money at 232 
the company.  233 
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Caroline: That’s the insulin that my sister is using.  234 
Interviewee N: That is the brand I was managing. It’s a good product even though … is coming on the market now I 235 
would still be comfortable using it. It’s a very good product, even though I feel I might be slightly biased of course . 236 
Now I feel I have already answered some of the questions for the second line of questioning.  237 
Caroline: We can try to start with the boxes where you think that something might have changed – are there for 238 
example new partnerships coming up in the context of the SDGs? 239 
Interviewee N: There are some changes that might come in the future that I can’t actually tell you about. 240 
Caroline: Because they are not decided yet or because they are too confidential?  241 
Interviewee N: Because they are too confidential – they would go directly on the shareholders price. So better not 242 
share too much about that. There could be changes coming all the time of course. So, I think in your essay that would 243 
just be an open thing I mean businesses these days have to be very agile because you have to follow the market and 244 
the changes in the market. You could say obviously with a company like ours, globalisation is an important key word 245 
because our business is global and actually building and expanding production and sales and marketing in many of the 246 
big markets in the world is a very important factor – so much more than Denmark because Denmark is a very small 247 
part of the business today. So, I suppose that also impacts the SDGs because you would have different situations in 248 
different parts of the world. For example, I could that in Denmark water scarcity is not such a big issue, but if you 249 
look at our production facility in Brazil, then that would be a key focus area for us on some of the markets where we 250 
have water scarcity issues. Also, when we do production planning now – that would be a change that you could mention 251 
– is that today we as a company would be much more alert about looking at for example the local environmental 252 
situation trying to avoid to place a factory there. So, we would try to avoid to place a factory in a place where we now 253 
know there could be water scarcity, then we would place the factory in another place and there could be some SDG 254 
considerations that we would make today about growing our business that maybe we wouldn’t have done 20 years ago 255 
because maybe it just wasn’t on the agenda in the same way. So, it’s more important now than probably ever.  256 
Caroline: Are there partners that you perceive as especially important for Novo in integrating the SDGs because you 257 
have in some way collaborated with them on these issues.  258 
Interviewee N: Absolutely. I mean the Global Compact and the reactory report into many of these rating companies 259 
– the Dow Jones and the Global Compact and the CDP – is also one of the rators that evaluate how well we are doing 260 
and they are also becoming more important doing or have also become more important in newer times. Other com-261 
panies are also focusing very much on SDGs and where Novo Nordisk was the first company to introduce the triple-262 
bottom line reporting then since we did that, other companies have now also integrated TBL in their reporting. So, 263 
you could say maybe we need to have more of an outlooking view than we have had to before. Before we could just 264 
look inwards and do what we believe was the right thing from a Novo Nordisk perspective. Now we also have to keep 265 
an eye on what other companies are looking into and communicating about, so that we don’t suddenly get seen as 266 
inferior just because we happen to not pay attention in our report in the way that these rating companies want you to 267 
report. So things have changed like that.  268 
Caroline: So these partnerships like the Global Compact have already existed before, is that correct?  269 
Interviewee N: Yes, and the CDP is actually also an important… they are sort of like the watchdog of the whole 270 
sustainability world.  271 
Caroline: And are there new partners that you have engaged with on the SDG agenda?  272 
Interviewee N: No… I mean the UN and the whole world around that. We… Lise Kingo was also very much involved 273 
with them before. 274 
Caroline: So, it has more been a cooperation with the existing partners that has been helpful?  275 
Interviewee N: Yes, I think we were quite ahead of the game when the SDGs came. For us, for Novo Nordisk it was 276 
more like changing the language and using slightly different terminology around some of the topics and matching what 277 
we were doing with the SDGs, seeing which ones are actually relevant for a pharma industry. 278 
Caroline: So, you say one of the activities that has been affected would be communication in an SDG language?  279 
Interviewee N: Yes, I think that’s fair to say. The SDGs and the UN initiatives have introduced a whole new way of 280 
talking about these things that also companies like ours also have to match. Sometimes we actually had to change the 281 
way we have done things for many years to be able to fit into this line of communication.  282 
Caroline: Can you see that any other activities have been affected from a change?  283 
Interviewee N: I can’t say that I have noticed that it had made big changes because we had a very big change before. 284 
Caroline: That’s also not necessarily surprising finding. We have heard that from other companies before who had 285 
been very much engaged in the sustainability agenda before the SDGs.  286 
Interviewee N: Yes, it hasn’t diminished it but it hasn’t boosted it either. I think many of the problems were quite solid, 287 
but what it does of course is that it gives a platform and a common language so that you can exchange maybe where 288 
you stand and you have achieved with other companies on a more equal platform because you are maybe talking about 289 
some of the same things now and in the channels that are focusing on some of the same things.  290 
Caroline: So it makes companies more comparable in some way? 291 
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Interviewee N: Yes, and that is where these companies come into play. This I can say is definitely an areas where the 292 
whole global focus on sustainability is coming into play. This situation where Novo Nordisk is no longer in a position 293 
where we decide how to communicate. That is a change. Now we have to fit into these radar companies way of 294 
communicating and sometimes we don’t necessarily agree with the parameters they are choosing or we don’t think 295 
that they are the most correct or the best ones to use but we don’t have a say. It’s not our decision. They choose how 296 
they want to compare and we just have to fit into that.  297 
Caroline: Have you aligned the value proposition with the SDGs or changed it in the context of the SDGs? 298 
Interviewee N: We have not, but we have discussed it. That’s what has lead to this internal discussion about green 299 
washing and the risk of working sustainably for the wrong reasons because Novo Nordisk is acting socially and envi-300 
ronmentally responsible because it’s part of our raison d’être. This is what the company is built on. It’s part of our 301 
articles of association. This is the sort of company we want to be and we can afford to be this sort of company because 302 
we are owned by a foundation who finds this important. The discussion here is exactly that we don’t want this to be a 303 
commercial factor. This is about who we are and not what we can earn from it. So, it’s not really part of the value 304 
proposition. It hasn’t been so far, but we can see that other companies are coupling these things, so we are certainly 305 
talking about it and we saw also for example Christian Hansen’s way of linking the SDGs in their products and so on 306 
and actually we thought ‘no, that’s not the way we want to do it’ in Novo Nordisk, but you obviously can’t ignore that 307 
other companies take that road. It also depends on what the demand is going to be. If our investors come to an investor 308 
meeting and ask ‘How does this support your value proposition?’ then we have to rethink how we do this. At the 309 
moment, I would say it’s not considered a commercial parameter.  310 
Caroline: That is a very interesting argumentation for why it’s not integrated with the value proposition.  311 
Interviewee N: Not until now. That could be one of the things that your thesis could speculate in moving forward 312 
whether companies will be forced to make it part of the value proposition. Then I think someone like Novo Nordisk 313 
will challenge that that’s actually moving down a very dangerous path because when you start making your sustainability 314 
choices from a commercial point of view because you think you are going to make more money, are they necessarily 315 
going to be the most sustainable choices? And would the public and would patients and doctors and payers and so on, 316 
would they at some stage then question whether you are actually acting responsible if they suspect that you are doing 317 
it for a short-term commercial profit reason. I mean, Coca Cola got into a lot of trouble some time by communicating 318 
that they has these green plastic bottles with bio-degrable plastics and it turned out that it was very small part of the 319 
bottle that was actually based on certified plastics and then the whole things just explodes in your face and you lose all 320 
credibility. So, that’s why this is not actually something that we at the moment believe is the right way to go and we 321 
would like to see how much pressure we get on that.  322 
Caroline: It will be interesting to see what happens in the next years.  323 
Interviewee N: It will. How have your customer relationships developed after the SDGs were there? 324 
Interviewee N: That goes back to what I was talking to about before that when it comes to our customer relationships 325 
– if you by customers define people who pay for our products – then the SDGs do not have a direct role to play there. 326 
That is strictly a clinical benefit with figures in price. However, indirectly, license to operate you could say in the 327 
negotiations is that the customers perceive Novo Nordisk as doing the right thing. I think if there was suddenly a 328 
scandal it could jeopardise the business overall. I would say it’s in sort of this indirect way where it’s like a prerequisite 329 
you have to act socially and environmentally responsibly and then it’s taken for given, but if people found out that you 330 
were not, you lost everything.  331 
Caroline: So, customers would not suggest to work together on the SDGs, but they might complain as soon as they 332 
perceive any negative impact.  333 
Interviewee N: I don’t think that they would ever introduce the SDGs in a negotiation situation. I don’t see that at all. 334 
However, I think that these negotiations, they normally take place every one or two years, it’s not an ongoing thing. 335 
You have these occasions and then you negotiate and you get a deal for a certain period of time and then you need to 336 
negotiate it again and if during that period between two negotiations a scandal blew up where a company is miscredited 337 
for something, then maybe public opinion would be that we in this country could not deal with this company. So, this 338 
company gets blacklisted. It would be at that level I think.  339 
Caroline: Has anything changed about the channels that you use to interact with your customers or would it also still 340 
be this personal relationship with the customers? Well, I mean as I described a little time ago, the competitive landscape 341 
has changed a lot for our business, for the pharma business in general and certainly within diabetes the competitive 342 
landscape is much more competitive than it was before, but certainly not as a result of SDGs. On thing that I haven’t 343 
mentioned that is maybe also relevant here is that obviously this whole perception of a company doing the right thing 344 
and abiding to the SDGs doesn’t only impact your buying and selling situation. Companies like Novo Nordisk are also 345 
dependent on positive relationship with local policy makers and governments and so on for example establishing new 346 
policies or for improving and infrastructure around your production facilities or for expanding the airport or getting… 347 
there are many other aspects of driving big business than only the buying and selling of your goods. In that context it 348 
is also important that you are perceived as a good company that you want to have locally. So, country would rather 349 
maybe have a new production facility established by someone who could advanced green technology into the country 350 
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and share it and maybe improve the air in a local area or maybe the water for everybody than they would bring in 351 
someone where they would be afraid that they would pollute and make problems for the country. That again is one of 352 
the more indirect effects of being recognised as abiding with the SDGs or with sustainability as such. I think SDGs is 353 
too narrow. I think you have to have this sustainability perception broader than just the SDGs because the SDGs are 354 
a small part of what a company like Novo Nordisk does.  355 
Caroline: Even though some people would argue that the SDGs are such a broad agenda and maybe even too broad?  356 
Interviewee N: But companies like ours wouldn’t take on the whole SDG agenda. We would home on the ones that 357 
we feel we can make a positive difference on and these are the ones that we drive and that we can build a case for.  358 
Caroline: And digging deeper into the SDGs they would not be broad enough to capture what you are doing? 359 
Interviewee N: Exactly, then of course you do so much more than what is described.  360 
Caroline: Has anything changed about the customer segments you are serving? 361 
Interviewee N: No, I don’t think so. Only as I described before, of course the whole dynamics around a health care 362 
change globally you could say because the patient situation changes so in that way it does change, but I don’t see a 363 
remarkable change specifically related to the SDGs. Maybe one change could be that now it’s a global agenda driven 364 
very much by the United Nations, but also actually driven very much by the younger generations. The younger gener-365 
ations are very much focused on sustainability than the older generations. In that way there is maybe a change that I 366 
would expect focus to be increasing in the future. We are certainly seeing indicators that environmental concerns are 367 
increasing and that people are increasingly worried about pollution and plastics in the environment and air pollution 368 
and climate change and they are also pushing politicians to install regulations to prevent companies from ruining the 369 
surroundings for everybody.  370 
Maximilian: You talked before about the bottle neck of attracting high skilled labour here to Denmark. Are the SDGs 371 
also a way to communicate and attract high skilled employees?  372 
Interviewee N: Yes, but not so much the SDGs, but the sustainability agenda. The TBL has for many years been part 373 
of the company profile which we know is something that many identify with. I myself identify with that. When you 374 
are looking for a job at Novo Nordisk it’s a also because associate working for Novo Nordisk as working for a good 375 
company that does good. And you know, it’s a nice feeling to work for a company that does good.  376 
Caroline: Yes, that is very motivating from an employees’ perspective.  377 
Interviewee N: But that’s again not focused specifically on the SDGs, but more on the broader sustainability agenda.  378 
Caroline: Are there any additional costs that are new to Novo Nordisk because of the SDGs? Did the goals have an 379 
impact on the cost structure of the company?  380 
Interviewee N: No, I don’t think so. Not that I can think of. Not costs that we had as results of the United Nations 381 
introducing the whole SDGs. Especially because we were already doing a TBL business. I think if you had not been 382 
then there would have been changes that you would have to make, but for us it was mainstream in the first place.  383 
Caroline: What would say for the revenue side? Is there any additional revenue due to SDGs?  384 
Interviewee N: No, not sort of at a top line that I can think of. As I say, the whole sustainability and SDG agenda 385 
impacts the business in an indirect way. There I don’t think that you see the cost of not living up to the SDGs until 386 
the day or the situation where something goes very, very wrong and there you will see it because you loose revenue.  387 
Caroline: I think that covered our questions very well and we more or less sticked to the time frame not keeping you 388 
too busy on a Friday afternoon.  389 
Interviewee N: I hope I could help with the questions that you had and let me go and see if I can find that booklet for 390 
you. If you wait just two minutes, I can see if I find one.  391 
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Caroline: We thought we could maybe ask you a bit more in general when and how Ørsted started working with the 9 
SDGs and then go through these two canvasses that we printed out, put some post-its on them and try to capture 10 
what Orsted’s business model looked like before you started working with the SDGs and how it looks, which parts 11 
are especially important for working with the SDGs and if there have been some changes or innovations.  12 
Interviewee Ø: Yes, definitely. It looks very interesting. I have to say it’s a very thorough interview guide, I was very 13 
impressed when I received it. It looks very good. I think, in general, just for an introduction, I am afraid that I would 14 
ruin the theoretical framework a little bit actually because we work a lot with the SDGs and I should have brought a 15 
report for you, our sustainability report, so that I could exemplify some things, but I’ll try just to tell you on top of my 16 
head. We think that it’s a very serious way in which we work with the SDGs. The thing is we actually started working 17 
with and implementing the SDGs before they were even invented. The reason for that is that we as a company started 18 
transforming our company back in the 2000s where our CEO laid out this strategy. It used to be DONG Energy at 19 
that time and we were a company that was very big in oil and gas and earned a lot of money from exploring new oil 20 
and gas fields and using coals in our energy plants to distribute the power over all our customers in Denmark. Back 21 
then, in the mid-2000s, only 15% of our investments went into green energy, so 85% were basically black energy. He 22 
said ‘ok, in 2020 so about in 15 year time, we want to change around the figures so that 85% percent of our investment 23 
pool will go into green energy and only 15% will go into black energy.  24 
Caroline: Why was it that he took that decision? 25 
Interviewee Ø: Good question, I wasn’t part of the company back then, but I believe that already back then you could 26 
see that are some currents that were moving towards a need to transform energy systems, especially in Europe. So 27 
there was a big, I guess, demand, especially from political stakeholders, form regulatory stakeholders etc., NGOs, the 28 
UN. All different sorts of stakeholders across – multilevel stakeholders, there was a big demand for new solutions to 29 
conventional energy sources. At least something that could … you know, try out something new and see if it works 30 
out. The only thing was that it was extremely expensive at that time to build up green energy. It still is very expensive 31 
and I am afraid of jumping to conclusions, but y at least – because we have had a technological revolution in terms of 32 
offshore wind which is what operate in mainly – green energy actually now is cheaper to build than conventional 33 
energy, at least in north Western Europe where you have a very good supply chain and knowledge. So, I think the 34 
reason why he chose to go in green energy in offshore wind was because that we had already like a pioneer project in 35 
Denmark, the first offshore wind farm, a very small farm today, but at least it was a beginning. That was established 36 
in 1991, so that’s about 25 years ago and since we are a state-owned company, 51% of our shares are owned by the 37 
Danish state, there was also I guess a political demand in Denmark for being a country where you want to show-case 38 
green energy solutions and green energy technologies. Today it’s the second-largest export product that we have, next 39 
to pharmaceuticals. So, I think the CEO at that time thought that this was a great business opportunity and this was 40 
the reason why we chose to change the whole way we thought about our company.  41 
Caroline: And what was it then that made you look into the SDGs?  42 
Interviewee Ø: The SDGs were agreed upon in 2015, as you know. This was actually one of the first times where you 43 
saw that there was a big international commitment to these sustainable development goals that, I think, were actually 44 
more credible than it had been before. This is mostly, I guess my own opinion, but it has been very surprising to me 45 
to see how the SDGs have actually been implemented into the mindsets of not only corporations and nations, but also 46 
NGOs and even people, such as ourselves, at least academic people – a lot them actually know about the SDGs and 47 
it is a way of thinking for us to know what is the way ahead for us as countries and as customers and as companies 48 
and to me at least, the SDGs started out as a national project for the UN member countries, so something at a state 49 
level and I am biased because I work in a company that really likes working with the SDGs, but it has been surprising 50 
to me at least to see how companies across the world have picked up on the SDGs and it’s almost like a battle, you 51 
know, ‘how much can we contribute to the different SDGs?’. That’s a good thing because it’s a race to the top. The 52 
only worry that I have about the SDGs since I work with sustainability reporting is that when I read other companies’ 53 
sustainability reports, a lot of the times it is about making check-marks to the SDGs. Sometimes you get the impression 54 
that people want to squeeze in all the SDGs into their business model which I believe is wrong because there is no 55 
expectation that companies contribute to all of the SDGs, but at least as a serious company you should have an opinion 56 
about most of them and we are mostly focused on number seven and number thirteen which has to do with reliable 57 
energy, clean energy and climate change.  58 
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Caroline: How did you identify them as priorities? 59 
Interviewee Ø: I think it was really obvious that those were the ones that we mainly contribute to. So, we have seg-60 
mented our contribution to the SDGs into ‘very high contribution’, ‘high contribution’… I am not completely sure 61 
about what the wording is, but I think we are very transparent about the fact that when it comes to – can I come up 62 
with an SDG that we do not really have very much to do with – zero hunger, that would be a good one.  63 
Caroline: Partnership was also in the low category – I thought that was quite surprising.  64 
Interviewee Ø: Yeah, it’s interesting because when I read through your interview guide I was actually not completely 65 
sure what you thought about partnerships. I am not sure exactly what you mean, but I think we can come back to that. 66 
Did that answer the question?  67 
Caroline: Yeah.  68 
Interviewee Ø: When I keep talking about something which is not relevant, just stop me.  69 
Caroline: I think we are both so passionate about the SDGs that it’s very interesting to hear.  70 
Interviewee Ø: I can tell.  71 
Caroline: Maybe we can look at the canvas now and try to jump back in time to the point before the SDGs were there.  72 
Maximilian: Maybe just one more question before we start with the canvas – maybe you already discussed it on the 73 
way here – who was the main department at Ørsted that initiated the push to look at the SDGs and focus on the 74 
SDGs?  75 
Interviewee Ø: I think in general, it’s fair to say that our senior management and our executive committee, our CEO, 76 
the top-board of Orsted are extremely focused on our sustainability performance and that has to do with the fact that 77 
our sustainability performance is very highly linked to our financial performance. We still do not have an integrated 78 
report, we still have an annual report and a CSR or sustainability report, but needless to say that since we are a green 79 
energy company, we are the largest developer of offshore wind, we are in the 100 most sustainable companies in the 80 
world and the greenest utility in Europe, sustainability is a priority for us. I work in our Group Sustainability Depart-81 
ment and we are a strategic unit that mostly does advisory to our senior management in the company, but we are 82 
supporting the whole business, so we are supporting all business units. We have been working with the SDGs for 83 
some time now and we have created our own programmes. We have about 20 programmes that are linked to the SDGs 84 
and those programmes are sort of… they have ownership in our company. So, specific business units and, I wouldn’t 85 
say specific employees, but specific departments in wind power, in biothermal, in biotechnology and in our customer 86 
and distribution business units they have ownership of programmes and therefore, they also have the responsibility to 87 
feed data into our work and our reporting of the SDGs and our sustainability performance in general. So, I would say 88 
is fair to say that it is Group Sustainability where I work, since we are a strategic unit and this also has a lot to do with 89 
our strategy in the sustainability field, I think it was our idea to make sure that we are aligned with the SDGs and we 90 
contribute to the SDGs and we are very open about how we do it, but we try to make sure that the whole company is 91 
trying to deliver on it.  92 
Caroline: Ok, now we can look at the canvas. Maybe it’s easiest to start with the customer segments and then to build 93 
the whole thing up.  94 
Maximilian: I will take some notes while you talk. Feel free to comment and say ‘that was wrong’.  95 
Interviewee Ø: Awesome.  96 
Caroline: Ok, so Orsted or back then DONG Energy before the SDGs – what were the main customer segments? 97 
Interviewee Ø: It’s interesting for a company like us because we have a lot of customers. We have a lot of B2C 98 
customers in Copenhagen and in Greater Zealand and we also have B2B customer in other countries such as Germany, 99 
Denmark, Sweden and the UK, I believe. The thing is, since we are developing offshore wind parks, which is a political 100 
decision, I would say one of out main customers, so to say, is actually governments across Europe. Of course, we have 101 
residential customers, we have business customers that have a clear say in what we do. I don’t really personally have 102 
the impression that our customers are that active when it comes to trying to really impact our strategy, but we do a lot 103 
of communication work in informing them about our performance and actually the sustainability report is a good 104 
example of how we used that also as a communication tool – towards investors, towards customers and also towards 105 
all sorts of other stakeholders. So, that’s what I thought when I heard customer segments.  106 
Caroline: That’s also what we thought about customer segments. How do you interact with your different customer 107 
segments?  108 
Interviewee Ø: We are definitely very eager when it comes to reaching out to them on social media. 109 
Caroline: To all kinds of customers or is social media mostly for the B2C market? 110 
Interviewee Ø: It’s mostly about the B2C market, yeah. I think since we are a very big company, in Denmark at least 111 
we are a household name and we are a company that a lot of people have an opinion about due to the fact we are state-112 
owned and that we are as big as we are – by far the largest energy utility in Denmark. I guess, in terms of B2B, there 113 
is a lot fewer B2B customers obviously and I am not sure about how we reach out to them, but they all have a key 114 
account manager. So, I think it’s mostly spread out to specific employees that have very close contact to the different 115 
B2B customers.  116 
Caroline: So even face to face?  117 
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Interviewee Ø: Yeah, meetings.  118 
Caroline: And how does it work with the state? 119 
Interviewee Ø: With the relationship to the state? I think we have bi-annual meetings with the minister of finance. I 120 
think that’s based in our Corporate Strategy Department, they have sort of, they maintain the relationship to the state 121 
and when I say the state, I mean the ministry of finance because they are technically the owner of Orsted. They have 122 
about 50.1 or maybe it’s even 51% of the total share. So, we meet with them like with other big investors to inform 123 
them about the progress and how we are delivering on the different targets that we set out in terms of reduction of 124 
CO2, in terms of out green share which has to improve every year, in terms of phasing out coal which is a main priority 125 
for us. We are converting our power plants to go from using coal to using sustainable biomass. We are far in that 126 
process and we are going to phase out coal by 2023 which is far ahead of what other companies normally do and what 127 
countries are committing themselves to. We are talking a lot about the SDGs, but we think that there is a lot of other 128 
frameworks that we are also working on because we think that the SDGs are obviously a main component in sort of 129 
exemplifying your societal impact and what you contribute with to society and, to me, that is what sustainability re-130 
porting is about. It’s about making sure that your stakeholders, no matter who they are, are aware of the total societal 131 
impact that you represent.  132 
Caroline: Which ones are the other guidelines that are important to you?  133 
Interviewee Ø: Such as the science-based targets – I am not sure if you are familiar with them?  134 
Caroline: Like the Planetary Boundaries?  135 
Interviewee Ø: Yes, exactly. There is also the whole TCFD framework which mostly has to do with materiality assess-136 
ment. We see a lot of crazy things on with the weather, such as huge storms that keep coming up even though normally 137 
they come up every 100 years or 500 years and now they just keep coming, mainly in the U.S. You know, how does 138 
that impact our business? Because we have very big and very expensive windmills at sea, you know, can they cope with 139 
that? And what sort of impact does that have to our business? And that is mostly a financial disclosure question, but 140 
there is a lot of them. There is a lot of frameworks that we try to incorporate. We used to be very focused on the GRI, 141 
the Global Reporting Initiative, but I think that’s at least in my opinion, a very accountant way of looking at sustaina-142 
bility reporting, very, very data-driven and it has to be data-driven and we have to have reliable and credible data, but 143 
sustainability reporting has become so much more than GRI.  144 
Caroline: My personal opinion is that the GRI has lost a lot its importance since the SDGs are gaining importance. 145 
Would you like to anything about the channels?  146 
Interviewee Ø: We have done some direct mail as well. It’s not very common in Denmark, but we don’t have the e-147 
mail addresses for all our customers. Some do not want us to reach out to them via e-mail. When we decided to phase 148 
out coal by 2023 we actually sent out a mail to all our customers through direct mail. It’s very expensive to do it that 149 
way, but there are some legal issues. You know, in Denmark it’s pretty strict how you can reach out even to your own 150 
customers. So, yeah, e-mail, direct mail, we have a very good customer service hotline which is very… they have I 151 
think very good opening hours, so we are very focused on having a good relationship with our customers because 152 
since we have so many customers, like a fourth or fifth of the population of Denmark is among our customers. You 153 
know, our reputation in public relation is very also based on how we deliver in terms of customers.  154 
Caroline: How would you frame the value that Orsted has proposed to its customers before the SDGs?  155 
Interviewee Ø: I think one of the main things regarding our customers if we are talking about our value proposition 156 
right now is, we also actually send out a letter regarding … we bought certificates… we develop offshore wind and we 157 
are actually able to power about 10 million people in Europe from our offshore wind operations and in 2025 it’s going 158 
to be 30 million people and we have guaranteed our Danish residential customers and B2B customers that the power 159 
they get from us when they are customers at Orsted is green power. So, it’s power that is from renewable energy 160 
sources, such as offshore wind power and that is our main value proposition I would say.  161 
Caroline: Guaranteed renewable energy?  162 
Interviewee Ø: Yes, exactly, but on a larger scale, the value proposition I believe our company is contributing to not 163 
just Danish customers or even Danes as a population – it sounds weird, but you know the whole world or at least our 164 
SDG value proposition, it is the fact that we deliver some solutions to a very critical problem which is worldwide 165 
which is obviously climate change and even just access to power which is of course something we take for granted in 166 
our part of the world, but… 167 
Caroline: That is SDG target 7.1 or something like that, right?  168 
Interviewee Ø: Yes, exactly. 169 
Caroline: What are your key activities to do that? 170 
Interviewee Ø: Our key activities, we have a very big wind power business unit, so I would say wind power is definitely 171 
the driver of the business because we are world-leading when it comes to offshore wind development, but we also 172 
have a lot of other activities and actually we have decided to not only focus on the current business activities in renew-173 
able energy, but also we are looking into storage, we are looking into onshoring now and we are looking into solar. So, 174 
I don’t think we have made any decisions on what kind of projects we are going to tap into or finance, but it is the 175 
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aspiration of the company to look further and to look beyond wind power, but obviously it’s pretty evident that 176 
offshore wind is going to continue to be our main focus when it comes to our own operations.  177 
Caroline: So there would also be a main focus on the production phase of energy more than on procurement, research 178 
& development, distribution or the other elements of the value chain? 179 
Interviewee Ø: Yeah, I think that’s fair to say. We used a be a company – back then when we were a traditional oil and 180 
gas company and our power plants would be sourcing from coal – we used to be I guess what you say is a capex 181 
company. We focused on buying, I will see if I can explain that, oh sorry, OPEX – we used to build infrastructure. 182 
Now we are very much more focused on investing in new projects rather than maintaining our current operations. 183 
Where do we come from? Sorry, I think I lost track. 184 
Caroline: From key activities and the value chain and that it’s mostly a focus on the production stage. What are the 185 
main resources that you need to perform your key activities? It can be everything from human to financial to infra-186 
structural resources.  187 
Interviewee Ø: I think we are an engineering company at heart, so we need a very talented work force. We need good 188 
people, we need bright minds from all countries basically. Another resource we need is sustainable biomass, so have a 189 
very critical assessment of the wood chips we source, especially from the Baltics. Converting our power plants from 190 
coal to biomass is great, but if that means that we are getting rid of forest, then that’s not a good thing because the 191 
forests take up the CO2 from the atmosphere. So, we have very strict policies in terms of planting new trees when we 192 
get rid of trees and we don’t use healthy trees, such as… So, sustainable biomass or biomass in general is a great 193 
resource for us and I also noted that the wind at sea is actually our main resource. I know it sounds stupid, but when 194 
we develop new and we place new offshore wind parks there have to be certain conditions that have to be fulfilled and 195 
that’s the reason why Denmark and the United Kingdom and also off the costs of Germany and the Netherlands, they 196 
have great conditions for having offshore wind parks because you have the right sea depth, you have the right biodi-197 
versity guidelines etc. So, there is a lot of things… I think the wind at sea is… 198 
Caroline: It’s a very privileged position that it’s a free resource.   199 
Interviewee Ø: …and a very beautiful thing. That is very Donald-Trump to say beautiful thing, but the great thing is 200 
that it’s free and it’s out there and it’s above water – it’s not below water and it doesn’t take any CO2 to produce energy 201 
you know, the wind will blow anyway. Why not grasp the energy that is actually out there? These huge turbines, you 202 
know one spin from our new turbines provides enough energy for one household for one day. So it’s pretty crazy 203 
when you think about how windy it gets even in this country. The whole nation’s energy consumption, when the wind 204 
blows at lot, the whole nation’s energy consumption is actually covered from wind mills. 205 
Caroline: That’s quite impressive. Your key partners that you work with – who is that?  206 
Interviewee Ø: That’s actually one of the places where I was a bit unsure about what you sort of thought about when 207 
you say partnerships because we have a lot of them. We have members of certain NGOs and we are partnering with 208 
other companies when it makes sense to make partnerships there. We are members of places such as the Confederation 209 
of Danish Industry and we have an office in Brussels where we are very focused on maintaining relations with Wind 210 
Europe and we are also in the American Wind Association – AWEA I think it’s called and there is also other partner-211 
ships going on around the places.  212 
Caroline: I think what can help a bit to figure out which ones are key is considering where risk sharing is an important 213 
thing, you can reduce risk by partnering with people or access important resources by partnering with them. Maybe 214 
that helps to establish a hierarchy among the partner groups. Do you know, is there one where you access especially 215 
important resources through partnering with them?  216 
Interviewee Ø: I think, obviously, since we don’t produce the turbines, then we are very reliant on the entrepreneurship 217 
of companies such as Siemens and Vestas. 218 
Caroline: They would be your suppliers? 219 
Interviewee Ø: Yeah, I am not sure, but those have to be our main suppliers. So, business partners in general of course 220 
are very crucial for our company and I would say, especially the suppliers for our wind power division since it’s so 221 
critical for our business. That is definitely a partnership that is worth mentioning. There is always money involved, so 222 
we buy something from them because the amount of companies that produce wind turbines in the scale we are looking 223 
for, I don’t think that there are that many players.  224 
Caroline: Money is a good key word. Let’s look into cost structures. Still in the past before the SDGs – which ones 225 
were the key cost factors for Orsted?  226 
Interviewee Ø: The key costs – when I though about the cost structure question if we see it in an SDG integration 227 
sort of scheme, I think again it’s worth mentioning that for us it doesn’t really make sense to discuss how much it costs 228 
us to contribute to and to integrate the SDGs into our business. It is actually the other way around – we can’t afford 229 
not to integrate the SDGs into our work. I think that’s basically what it comes down to. 230 
Caroline: And why is that? 231 
Interviewee Ø: I think to say it in one sentence, the survival of our company is actually reliant on initiatives such as 232 
the SDGs because the SDGs they express a movement, an international movement towards sustainability and we work 233 
with sustainability in all of … both in environmental and social and governance structures. Like I said, I think we 234 
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started working with the SDGs and implementing before they have even been invented. Our whole business model is 235 
tight up to the SDGs.  236 
Caroline: Before you said research into renewable energy is for example a really expensive thing to do, do you see that 237 
as a key cost? 238 
Interviewee Ø: Of course, you are right. It costs us a lot of money to invest in green energy and we have billions of 239 
billions of kroner in projects. So, yeah, it is of course a lot of money that goes into integrating the SDGs, but even if 240 
the SDGs didn’t exist it would still be a key cost. It wouldn’t be related to the SDGs because they obviously didn’t 241 
exist, but we would still put a lot of money into offshore wind parks an all the other projects we are working on because 242 
that’s what we live of.  243 
Caroline: Do you know if the research part id the more expensive one or the part to actually buy the windmills? 244 
Interviewee Ø: The windmills are extremely expensive and I think now… and I think the research part used to be a 245 
lot more expensive back when the technology was still fairly immature, but today it’s actually the actual development 246 
and purchasing of the windmills that are the main cost and also the main cost – it takes a lot of resources to just put 247 
the windmills out there because they are enormous – you know 200 meters from the water to the edge of the blades. 248 
It’s obviously a very big construction work which costs a lot of money and these projects normally have a 25-year 249 
range, so it’s definitely worth it when you think about how many people benefit from the green energy they provide.  250 
Maximilian: What do you mean by 25-years range – does the planning take 25 years?  251 
Interviewee Ø: No, that’s actually the life-time of a normal wind park.  252 
Maximilian: So, then you have to replace them? 253 
Interviewee Ø: Yes, normally, but in this industry, in green energy, 25 years are like 500 years to the rest.  254 
Caroline: Yeah, there is a lot of new technology.  255 
Interviewee Ø: Yeah, I don’t know if I have mentioned it but green energy has now become cheaper than black energy 256 
in North-Western Europe. When you think of how much it costs to build a new power plant based on coal as opposed 257 
a new wind farm in Germany where we actually had zero bids, so no subsidies involved or the U.K. So, that’s like a 258 
critical juncture in how we think about green energy because the cost aspect has always been the main reason why 259 
especially regulators were not so keen on building out green energy because conventional energy was cheaper, but once 260 
you invest enough in a technology then obviously prices fall down. That’s actually what happens and it used to be the 261 
way with power plants as well and nuclear power and stuff like that. It used to be very expensive in the beginning, but 262 
then prices come down once the technology evolves and in our case the turbines have become so big that it makes 263 
sense to put them out there where they don’t really bother anyone 15 km off the shore of the different countries we 264 
operate in.  265 
Caroline: Then let’s talk about the last box and how Orsted made money.  266 
Interviewee Ø: We have an interesting revenue stream because the main revenue we actually... our revenue is very 267 
much based on trading, trading energy, but I think it makes a lot of more sense to look at our EBITDA, you know, 268 
the money we actually… because our wind power is actually mostly indicated in the EBITDA and the revenues is on 269 
trading. So, we normally don’t really talk so much about our revenue because it doesn’t really make sense for us as a 270 
financial performance indicator because it has to do with trading energy. We have a long of really long-lasting contracts 271 
in terms of trading energy.  272 
Caroline: How long is long?  273 
Interviewee Ø: I would say about 10-15 years ahead or something, so it’s something that we can’t really terminate at 274 
this point. But it’s something we don’t really communicate about because when you lok at the EBITDA it’s the main 275 
indicator of how we are providing financially.  276 
Caroline: And you said, wind power is the most important element of the EBITDA?  277 
Interviewee Ø: Yeah, exactly.  278 
Maximilian: I am not so familiar with finance. 279 
Interviewee Ø: Oh good, I am not either.  280 
Caroline: Then let’s see if the boxes now that Orsted is working with the SDGs still look very much the same or you 281 
can actually see some elements that have changed due to SDG implementation. Should we start with customers again 282 
and then just go through them all.  283 
Interviewee Ø: We could. I am wondering what would make most sense because the question you have in the after-284 
SDG-integration canvas here is which customer relationships are key for integrating the SDGs. I am not going to say 285 
anything bad about our customers and I am afraid that this is going to come out wrong, but I don’t really think our 286 
customers have a strong opinion about the SDGs themselves. They have a strong opinion about how the company is 287 
governed obviously and I think they are all for the strategy we have right now.  288 
Caroline: So they are supporting it and they are happy about it, but they have never really been pushing for it?  289 
Interviewee Ø: It has never really been an internal pressure. It has been in the company, but not in our customers 290 
because we are not really like a consumer brand. We are such a different company from say Nike or something like 291 
that. We don’t really need the same relationship with our customers because the product we are selling is so different 292 
from a consumer brand, a regular consumer brand.  293 
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Caroline: What about the state as a customer? Because before you also mentioned the regulatory influence.  294 
Interviewee Ø: I think the minister of energy and the minister of finance, I think all the parliamentarians are very happy 295 
that we are taking ownership of the SDG-agenda.  296 
Caroline: Especially when you say that your owner is the ministry of finance that is also responsible for SDG imple-297 
mentation in Denmark.  298 
Interviewee Ø: Yes, exactly and I think when you look the Nordic countries they have been leading at least in a 299 
European context or also across the globe, especially Sweden on some of the SDGs has been very focused on imple-300 
menting the SDGs into practice of how the countries lead and obviously since we are part of the country and kind of 301 
the main energy provider that also taps into our business structure, but I don’t think that the government would… 302 
obviously if we hadn’t thought about how we integrated the SDGs today then the ministry of finance and especially 303 
also the ministry of energy would have knocked on our doors and say ‘hey, have you heard about’? and then started 304 
doing something. I think we have been ahead of many international trends, such as the SDGs because we have been 305 
so based on… the way we function has been so based on these different frameworks which are far more than just 306 
sustainability reporting. It is far more than just sustainability reporting, it is also closely linked to how we perform 307 
financially.  308 
Caroline: Has integrating the SDGs changed anything about the customer segments you are serving or do they stay 309 
the same?  310 
Interviewee Ø: I think they stay the same, I would say.  311 
Caroline: Has anything changed about the relationships that you have with your customers?  312 
Interviewee Ø: It’s not only the SDGs that have to do with this, but we are communicating more and more to all sorts 313 
of stakeholders, also customers about what we do to live up to our vision which is to create a world that runs entirely 314 
on green energy. So, I think communication-wise everything that has happened after 2015 including the SDGs – not 315 
that 2015 was a critical year so to say – but everything that has happened in recent years has impacted the way we 316 
communicate and also because we sold off, we divested our oil and gas business in 2016 and in 2016 we also went 317 
public. So, obviously that has changed a lot in terms of how we can communicate because back in 2016 we still had 318 
our oil and gas business unit, but now we are actually able to communicate as a green energy company. 319 
Caroline: When you say that you went pubic in 2016, does that mean that you had been a completely state-owned 320 
company before? 321 
Interviewee Ø: We have always been a state-owned company, but when I say we went public, I mean that we went on 322 
Nasdaq, so we basically became like a public share so that we could have private investors, so that you and I can invest 323 
in Orsted whereas before it used to be… it was still a share-based company, a private company, but it wasn’t listed on 324 
a stock exchange.  325 
Caroline: So that was also an important factor influencing changes at that time?  326 
Interviewee Ø: Exactly, and obviously the new sort of stakeholder that you have to comply with or that you have to 327 
listen to which is the every-day-investor, we are in the situation now that since we have this very ambitious strategy on 328 
transforming our business into an entirely green energy company that obviously provides a lot of risks but also a lot 329 
of new opportunities in terms of how we communicate with investors. Investors are very interesting in this matter 330 
because there is an increasing demand in terms of… we are seen as a green share, we have also… you, know in terms 331 
of green bonds and all the financial developments that are going on right now in terms of how shares such as ours 332 
have been looked upon by certain investors. I think that is very interesting because we always need to finance all the 333 
projects we have and we see a very increasing interest from investors due to especially our sustainability performance 334 
and therefore also our SDG performance.  335 
Caroline: Good to hear. Has anything changed about the channels that you use to interact with your customers and 336 
maybe also other stakeholders?  337 
Interviewee Ø: I think it’s the same as before. The SDG haven’t been around for that long. I cannot really point out 338 
anything that has changed in our communication other than the way we communicate, but we still communicate 339 
through the same channels.  340 
Caroline: And which channels do you mainly use for communicating about the SDGs? 341 
Interviewee Ø: We use the social media mostly for that I think and the event we have today here at CBS is actually 342 
something that we announce on our global Facebook and LinkedIn profile and stuff. Obviously.  343 
Caroline: That is also a channel in itself.  344 
Interviewee Ø: Indeed, Facebook itself is a channel not only to reach out to customers but also to the public at large 345 
and also the publics of the countries where we now operate but we did not use to have operations, such as the U.S. 346 
and we are hoping to win a project here actually in April would be the first offshore wind park in the U.S. on the East 347 
Coast. To me, if we could win that project, that itself would be a game changer for a company like ours because we 348 
are so focused on Europe, but we also have operations in Taiwan, on the East Coast, in Massachusetts, but if the U.S. 349 
starts to implement offshore wind…  350 
Caroline: Even though Trump doesn’t want to… 351 
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Interviewee Ø: Yes, but there is a lot of state autonomy in the U.S. – so there is hope ahead for a company like us 352 
because the East Coast of the U.S. are very focused on green energy. More than we think, I think. So we are trying to 353 
enter new markets and I have a good feeling that we will succeed.   354 
Caroline: That would be super exciting.  355 
Interviewee Ø: Yes, it’s very exciting.  356 
Caroline: How about the value proposition? Has that somehow changed in relation to the SDGs? 357 
Interviewee Ø: I think we still have… I would still point out the fact that we… we had a different business back then 358 
when the SDGs were established or agreed upon by the U.N. Back then we still had the black energy as part of our 359 
portfolio. Now, even more we would say that when you get power from our company then that hasn’t harmed the 360 
planet. It’s actually the same value proposition, only I would emphasise it even more now.  361 
Caroline: What about the key activities – is there anything new going on there? Or anything that maybe was an activity 362 
before, but is more important now?  363 
Interviewee Ø: It would still be the fact that we divested our back parts of the business and now solely focus on… we 364 
only invest in green energy now and we are opening up to invest in new energy types, still within renewable energy like 365 
I said onshore wind and solar and especially storage and we are looking into those sorts of projects. So, that has 366 
changed, but I don’t think the main driver has been the SDGs because we would have done that even without the 367 
SDGs, but again, they help us in sort of trying to frame our operations and the way we are trying to conduct business 368 
globally.  369 
Caroline: Is there like any change in the business model where you would say ‘there the SDGs have probably been a 370 
main driver’? 371 
Interviewee Ø: I would actually point out one example which is actually human rights. We have always been very 372 
serious about making sure that we don’t violate human rights, but the focus that the SDGs have put on human rights 373 
has made sure that we even more than we used to focuse on being transparent and sourcing from… like looking at a 374 
whole supply chain, not only our own operations, but also our suppliers. I think we have about 20,000 suppliers in 375 
Orsted, so there is a lot of suppliers where we actually have to make sure they comply with our rules and that is 376 
everything from working hours to not employing children in some areas and we have so many suppliers all over the 377 
world that help us with all sorts of things and I think our work in terms of anti-corruption and promoting human 378 
rights have only been reinforced since the SDGs were integrated. I n the department I work in, we have experts in all 379 
sorts of fields – we have an anti-corruption expert, we have a responsible sourcing expert and we have a lot of people 380 
that are actually visiting all our suppliers around the world to make audits.  381 
Caroline: Obviously, we you start looking at Orsted then you would think that the company is very much related to 382 
environmental sustainability, but this could explain the SDGs as a link to look at the social side of responsibility even 383 
more or in a more holistic way?  384 
Interviewee Ø: That is fair to say. Definitely, yeah. Obviously, the environmental part of the ESG-scheme so to say is 385 
of course the main thing when you are combating climate change and when you have the company like we are, but 386 
you have to be… in order for your own reputation, in terms of how investors look at you, in terms of all the things 387 
that you expect from a modern European company then you have to be in the forefront of all these issues. There is 388 
not really anything that we… I think we prioritise everything as much as we can and I think you will see in the future 389 
we are going to set out some guidelines in terms of how we can track our performance on the social and governance 390 
parts even more than we do today. For so long, we have been working with the environmental part which for us has 391 
been our reduction of CO2 and our green share and I think you will see that we are going to work even more on how 392 
we can make sure that when people read our sustainability report, people are also completely sure that we also work 393 
with anti-corruption and human rights, with gender equality. All those things are extremely important as well.  394 
Caroline: When we look at the key activities that you just mentioned before, would you prioritise some of them and 395 
say ‘ok, these are especially important for working with the SDG’? 396 
Interviewee Ø: Let’s see... I think our main, I am not sure it’s actually the same thing that I am going to say now, but 397 
in terms of activities, if we are entering new renewable energy sources, such as on-shore, such as solar, then that opens 398 
up to a whole new range of issues that we have to deal with and local community is actually something that I haven’t 399 
mentioned yet, but that’s also something that you have to be very serious about because you obviously provide jobs in 400 
the neighbourhoods where you operate, but you always need to have a closer relationship to the people that live in the 401 
areas where you live and if we start to… if we are going to enter on-shore wind, then people are going to have lots of 402 
opinions about these wind turbines that we are going to put out and then of course that opens up to a whole new 403 
range of issues in the sustainability that we will have to consider.  404 
Caroline: So, are local communities a partner or a stakeholder that has gained more importance since you are looking 405 
into more renewable energy markets? 406 
Interviewee Ø: I think so, yeah, but the main reason why is actually that since we are entering new markets, you have 407 
to scale up your focus on local communities because countries do it so differently. A good example is that we operate 408 
in about nine or recently thirteen wind parks in the U.K. and just off the cost of a small-town called Grimsby we are 409 
sponsoring this annual marathon and that is one way to engage with local communities which I don’t think we would 410 
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do in Denmark because there is not the same tradition to do that. We are trying to scale up our outreach to the public 411 
here in Denmark, but in the U.K., in the U.S. and especially in Taiwan, if you want to win a project then you have to 412 
deliver on a lot of things that have to do with the local communities and actually ensure the regulators that you are 413 
going to be serious about listening to the needs and opinions to the people that are affected by your business operations 414 
which is a good thing.  415 
Caroline: Are there any new key partnerships or are all the different stakeholder groups still the same as before? We 416 
had suppliers as very important and then also NGOs, DI, Wind Europe, American Wind Association, other companies 417 
as well… 418 
Interviewee Ø: It would be the same, I would definitely point out the same partner and even more so in… You know, 419 
it always depends… The SDG integration doesn’t really have much to do with this. We are really active within the UN 420 
Global Compact, also the Danish branch and we are also members of the Global Compacts and have been for many 421 
years and since the SDGs are a UN invention, then the interaction with the UN is critical, but the UN is so big. I 422 
would say the UN Global Compact is worth mentioning, definitely.  423 
Caroline: Which other partners are especially important for working with the SDGs?  424 
Interviewee Ø: The NGOs, especially the social NGOs. This relates to what I said about the human rights issues 425 
before. We are very, very focused on having a good relationship with our main stakeholders. That being said, you know 426 
stakeholder that being NGOs, regulators and politicians, they need to have an opinion about you and that’s what they 427 
are there for, especially NGOs. Regarding the green NGOs, I think we have great relationships to organisations, such 428 
as Greenpeace and the forest organisations and in terms of the social NGOs we have very close collaboration with 429 
Amnesty and I think having a good dialogue with them is critical. They are critical about our business and they need 430 
to be that, but it’s also good for us to make sure that we… to have conversations with them about how we comply 431 
with all the regulations and all the things that are laid out in the SDG framework. They are the experts in that field, 432 
they can provide a lot of valuable input to how we conduct the business, so it’s very much a focus area for us.  433 
Caroline: So they are actually quite collaborative? 434 
Ander: I would definitely say so. I think we have a great relationship and of course they have to be – as a social NGO 435 
or a green NGO where you are a member-based organisation – you have to make sure not to have not a too close tie 436 
with a private enterprise and that makes sense, but I think we are different from other companies – not to give ourselves 437 
too much credit – but I have we are different from other companies because we have done the transformation we 438 
have and of course that reflects in our… they have less worry about the way we conduct business, we are looked upon 439 
as some of the good guys in a lot of ways. So that helps of course a lot that we have the strategy that you know we 440 
have in terms of the dialogue we have.  441 
Caroline: What about the resource part? Are there any new resources that have become critical after you started work-442 
ing with the SDGs and maybe also resources that you feel you lacked for implementing the SDGs? 443 
Interviewee Ø: I think biomass that is the interesting one because there is a lot of debates going on and a lot of opinions 444 
about whether biomass is actually sustainable. It is, but that’s actually one of the things that we are communicating a 445 
lot on, how we source our biomass and all the evaluation, all the critical assessment that we have of our supply chain 446 
when it comes to biomass because obviously when we are phasing out coal as we do that because we can actually get 447 
biomass and it has be… we are actually working on getting sustainable biomass and all the things that are related to 448 
that but when other countries or the energy companies are doing the same, then of course the price of biomass may 449 
reflect that and there is a lot of things that go on in terms of biomass because we do want to move away from coal 450 
and we have a commitment but that means that we need to get biomass and there is a lot of biomass out there, but I 451 
would say that is definitely one of the resources that is even more important to us after the SDG integration.  452 
Caroline: And when we think more about organisational integration – what about human resources, money or research 453 
or has any of these kinds of resources played a critical role for adopting the SDGs at Orsted? 454 
Interviewee Ø: I can’t really think of anything specific. I think we are basically – not just – but we are trying to follow 455 
the strategy that we have laid out and see that obviously requires all the things that it also did before the SDG integra-456 
tion.  457 
Caroline: Then we are just missing the financial side – are there new or additional costs?  458 
Interviewee Ø: It does cost more to ensure compliance in terms of supply chain because we keep putting on new 459 
requirements for our supply chain. I am not really sure about the scale of the cost but of course it is expensive for us 460 
because a lot of our suppliers are working in very heavy industries such as you know when you build fundaments for 461 
the turbines and so on which is very energy consuming and I think our strategy – I am not completely sure – but I 462 
think our strategy is to try to focus on our main suppliers, such as the ones producing the turbines because that’s where 463 
you can get the most benefit from helping them to become more green and that is costly because maybe that will 464 
change the price of our products. I am not sure, but that does relate to that. You know, and it’s also… Obviously, I 465 
have an interest in putting ourselves in a good view here, but we also work in a commercial reality. So, of course we 466 
are focused on earning money because that’s what all companies are. The survival of our company is definitely… It is 467 
definitely critical that we perform on the SDGs, but in terms of our business I would say that we always even though 468 
SDG integration is a very, very priority for us, we are still like all other companies and we are making sure that we can 469 
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actually fund all our activities. So, I think that’s the honest answer for all companies working with the SDG – of course, 470 
it’s important, but we also know that you have to… it has to reflect our business reality that is sometimes… 471 
Caroline: In the panel debate before, Novo Nordisk expressed the same view saying that the focus on only saving the 472 
world is the UN’s job.  473 
Interviewee Ø: I think that’s a good way to say it because we can contribute with a part of the solution for solving this 474 
challenge, but there are so many other things that need to be done and that we can’t take. We are offering solutions to 475 
a part of the problem, but the good things is when you can both sort of save the world while earning money of course 476 
that’s a good situation to be in, so that helps a lot because we are a very purpose-driven company, but we are also a 477 
very shareholder-driven company of course.  478 
Caroline: How would you relate your revenues streams to the SDGs because before you said you cannot really survive 479 
without integrating the SDGs – so are they driving revenue streams or how are they related to revenue streams? 480 
Interviewee Ø: That’s a good question. I think I am not completely sure how to answer that question, to be honest. 481 
You know, if you only look at our revenue, the SDGs don’t have much impact, but it does on how much money we 482 
earn due to our wind operations especially. When we scale up our wind power, it provides financial power to our 483 
company.  484 
Caroline: And are the key revenue streams still the same?  485 
Interviewee Ø: Yeah.  486 
Caroline: Max, do you think that I missed to asked anything? Because otherwise my last question would be if you feel 487 
that there is anything missing in this tool to capture what Orsted is doing, especially regarding how you working with 488 
the SDGs.  489 
Interviewee Ø: I think it does reflect a lot of what we do, but then again, I haven’t really worked with sustainability for 490 
that long, so that is the main input I can give at this time – I do think it does reflect our SDG-integration very well. 491 
We can just walk by the stand when we get up and then you can get a copy of our sustainability report because there 492 
you can see especially how we try to write how much we think we contribute to each SDG and we are trying to be 493 
open about the fact that there are a lot SDGs that we don’t really think we contribute much to, but it is always hard to 494 
say it is not really like a quantitative way to say we contribute this much to this SDG, but like I said there are two main 495 
SDGs that we really think we work on and I think they are reflected here, definitely.  496 
Caroline: Looking a bit further in the direction of 2030 – are there any of these boxes where you can already see that 497 
there will be changes in the future or planned changes.  498 
Interviewee Ø: I don’t think we are going to reach out to people through direct mail, but to be honest it’s so hard to 499 
predict the future in this industry simply because it’s moving very fast and it’s becoming more competitive. We have a 500 
very good first mover advantage in terms of having the market share we do have and we have maintained, but I am 501 
really interested to see how the company proceeds entering new fields such as other renewable energy sources because 502 
there is no doubt that we think that the future belongs to green energy and there is absolutely no going back to black 503 
energy like fossil fuel.  504 
Caroline: I think Orsted is quite clear about that message.  505 
Interviewee Ø: We haven’t really talked about our whole rebranding process, but we have gone through a large re-506 
branding process just in the autumn of last year which I also worked on and of course that has opened up to some 507 
completely new ways of communicating our brand and our vision and it is still fairly new, but it has been very well 508 
received.  509 
Caroline: What do you think how you going to work with the SDGs in the future?  510 
Interviewee Ø: I think the SDGs are definitely here to stay and all the developments I see around the world is that 511 
people, that more and more corporations take them seriously, but the SDGs are just part of a larger framework the 512 
way I see it which is what I tried to mention before. What we work is something called Total Societal Impact (TSI) 513 
which is also like a not very tangible framework, but it’s like a way of… it has to do with how you communicate your 514 
impact on society and the world at large and the SDGs are part of that scheme. So, I think the SDGs are here to stay 515 
and there are so many business opportunities in trying to implement them, but I think we will mature and they are still 516 
fairly new so I think in the years to come that there are many ways that we don’t know of yet that we can work with 517 
the SDGs and incorporate them into our business models.  518 
Maximilian: Since you have also worked with the branding and rebranding – do you think the SDGs might also con-519 
tribute to the rebranding of Orsted?  520 
Interviewee Ø: Yeah, but again, I think that the SDGs are still sort of a high-level project. At least to me, it hasn’t really 521 
been implemented to the normal German or the normal Dane or the normal British person. It is still sort of an 522 
academic way of thinking, a very UN way of thinking about sustainability, but with that being said, I still think that 523 
countries and companies have really worked with them in a serious way and in a way that exemplifies how you can use 524 
it as a tool in the way you conduct business, the investments you have in the future.  525 
Caroline: Now, at the end of interview, I can say that it would be great to see the SDGs leading to business model 526 
change, but it’s also fair enough if they don’t and if there are other variables of influence as you said before, like going 527 
public or the stock market and so on. I mean that is as interesting or maybe even more interesting to find out about.  528 
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Interviewee Ø: You are right. I mean it’s very much a theoretical framework and each company has to sort of comply 529 
with the SDGs in their own way and I think that has been, at least for me, that has been the point in the SDGs from 530 
the beginning.  531 
Caroline: To create ownership of the agenda?  532 
Interviewee Ø: Yes, and to contribute to them in their own way. I mean, we don’t really have a strong opinion about 533 
poverty, but of course poverty is a very big issue if you are a company that is in agriculture or something like that. So, 534 
it’s not that ending poverty is not a priority for us, it is, but we sort of contribute to ending poverty through taxes and 535 
those taxes go into funding projects in third world countries. So, of course we contribute in one way or the other, but 536 
it’s hard to say ‘we did that and we did that’, but in two of the SDGs, number seven and number thirteen, I think there 537 
is pretty clear evidence that we are making a change.  538 
Caroline: Thank you very much. It was a super interesting interview.  539 
Interviewee Ø: Thank you, I hope you can use it. You can always just reach out to me.  540 
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 8 
Interviewee G: I’ll be honest with you I didn't… I didn’t have a time to… I was in Jutland yesterday actually so I didn't 9 
have a time to look at the questions you sent. 10 
Max: Yeah. No worries. 11 
Interviewee G: Feel free and just ask I will try to answer as much and as good as I can so, so, so, so… 12 
Max: Yeah, I think that should be fine. Maybe we start with introductory questions and then we go through the Busi-13 
ness Model Canvas. 14 
Caroline: Yeah, because that’s our main part, that we prepared the Business Model Canvas, to see how your different 15 
activities and of course also partnerships and so on, relate to the SDGs. 16 
Max: So maybe we quickly introduce ourselves because I'm not sure if you know us. So I'm Max and that's Caroline 17 
and we're both doing our Masters in Business and Development Studies. 18 
Interviewee G: Yeah  19 
Max: at Copenhagen Business School and this research is for our master thesis― 20 
Interviewee G: Okay  21 
Max: where we want to look at how the SDGs influenced Business Models of Danish MNCs― 22 
Interviewee G: Okay  23 
Max: And we’re going… we’re conducting currently a case study― 24 
Interviewee G: Okay. 25 
Max: and Grundfos will be one of the case companies― 26 
Interviewee G: Okay  27 
Max: which will be included in our thesis. 28 
Caroline: Yeah and I think we both have a big interest in sustainability and also in the SDGs. Max works in policy 29 
consulting at COWI and I work at Globalt Fokus. 30 
Interviewee G: Okay, great 31 
Caroline: They're also actually very excited. When I tell them I’m interviewing you today, they’re like let’s go to the 32 
interview! 33 
Interviewee G: I think we're actually not doing anything so much different what we did in the past, but what we're 34 
focusing is how what we are doing has an impact. So this is the that maybe came more attention on the impact site 35 
with the SDGS that we did in the past. I think we don't do so much different and I think this is the difference that 36 
people think all you have to do things different but if you have the focus on say, okay what we are doing or trying to 37 
do has a impact, and I think then you're in good shape so we can come back from this. 38 
Max: Yeah, maybe you can get give us a quick introduction of yourself― 39 
Interviewee G: Yeah 40 
Max: What your background is and what you’re currently doing. 41 
Interviewee G: Yeah, my name is Russell Mickelson. I am heading a department that is dealing with the partnerships, 42 
especially focus with the developing countries. So I'm not engaged in any commercial projects, let's say in Brazil and 43 
Japan or China. So my focus is Africa mainly, Asia, the few countries like Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Bangladesh, 44 
India and Latin America, but not so much, but this bit specifically Africa. And then when I'm talking partnership, it is 45 
partnership with all key stakeholders in the water sector. It could be government, NGOs, donors, banks, social impact 46 
investors, whatever. So I'm trying to bring everybody together so this is my main job and I'm actually coming from 47 
development sector. I was in Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs for seven years, followed by four years in UN. So I 48 
spent all my life in development and I joined Grundfos in 2010. So I was a very good match to bring in the knowledge, 49 
and I think this is also good comeback on this one. You have to have someone on table on the board as a staff that 50 
has understandings because development, as you all are studying, is very complicated and complex issue. So if you 51 
don't have any and we put the commercial people dealing with the development sector or development issue then you 52 
have a lot of problems, so it was actually… I actually take a lot of advantage what I have learned at DANIDA and the 53 
UN. So and I have been in Grundfos since 2010, and I am actually connected to the business unit we call the life-link, 54 
which means actually pretty much focusing on the BOP segments, poor people, sustainability. 55 
Max: Okay, so maybe now we start with some introductory questions regarding the SDGs. Maybe you can explain 56 
when and how did Grundfos first start integrating the SDGs into the business model? 57 
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Interviewee G: You know we actually start, let's say post SDGs because when we did, I mean end of let's say when, 58 
when we reached almost close through to 2015 and MDG was kind of closing or ending and they start a discussion 59 
about SDGs and, and then we pushed a lot to water be part of the SDGs, as a kind of separate independent goals. And 60 
in this actually, industry played a lot of roles that we actually that just historically the Nestle, the chairman of the board 61 
for Nestle, they did. He did a lot of mobilization of the industry, pushed a lot of UN, and wrote a lot of letters, that 62 
we from industry so I think that the water should and must have hit their own goal, so we did a lot of kind of work 63 
before SDGS kind of become as a target and goal, so… but after the SDGs, when we saw the SDGS 6, and for us all 64 
SDGs actually because if you look at the water, you cannot mention single SDGS has no water in but again 7, sorry 6, 65 
is independent separate goal but to be seen as water as across SDGS. So we look at it and then say okay how and where 66 
we can do a kind of impact and SDGS 6 is one which is water, this will be a pump and waters does make a lot of sense, 67 
and SDGS 13 this is a climate change. And in the climate change discussion you can discuss about the mitigation and 68 
adaptation, where we playing in adaptation and then the mitigation. In the mitigation side I will come back with details 69 
is energy efficiency, so how we can reduce energy use and also how we can increase use of the renewables for the water 70 
supply because I don't know there is a lot of that about thing. Must probably says that 10% is an amazing; 10% of 71 
world energy consumptions goes to pumps actually, so you can see if you can somehow reduce this and then you can 72 
create a lot of impact, and then at the same time for the off-grid places that for example has no water; you can intro-73 
duce, we have it actually that use more solar or wind for the water supply then it again it could be adaptation, it could 74 
be also mitigation. So this 13 and of course also uses question on the partnership 17, which means the partnership of 75 
SDGS so but we actually in our business strategy we are focusing on the 13 and the 6, but we are not kind of saying, 76 
ah okay just box thinking and say okay this is only one and we don't touch agriculture or food security, zero poverty, 77 
so, so we are seeing as a cross-cutting issues or  but in our business strategy 6 and 13. And when we started that, and 78 
actually already when we were… when did we started 2, 3 years back when we start discussing about 2020 strategy, at 79 
that time say well strategy should and must be a kind of integrated part of the whole business strategy. So now we are 80 
talking about 2025 another much more focus on the SDGS, how SDGS can play and roll and should be part of the 81 
strategy, so at least everything three years back we started a discussion. 82 
Max: So there's a new strategy coming out for 2025? 83 
Interviewee G: Yeah, 2025. They are they're actually there on the middle of preparation now. There are another work-84 
ing group internally dealing with that. 85 
Max: And what motivated Grundfos to integrate the SDGs? 86 
Interviewee G: Yeah, if we look at SDGS 6 as a water, so we are seeing actually three scenarios, one is you have too 87 
much water, you have no water, you have the water but the quality is really bad. So what we saw as SDGS 6 and this 88 
one is say okay we can Grundfos through innovation and kind of R&D research, and come up with the solutions can 89 
deal with all three scenarios. Places where you have to too much water  which result I think into flooding, is can be 90 
create some solutions than can kind of build the resilience which means trying to move the water from one place to 91 
another place you know, can we prevent kind of flooding and how we can prepare the people to deal with the flooding, 92 
so we are seeing that as a kind of social-political issue, but we are seeing us as a business creator because too much 93 
water needs a lot of pumps to move around so we are seeing that as a business. Places there is no water, do you see, 94 
which means the drought, whatever. Again we have a lot of solutions that we can actually provide water people using, 95 
as I mentioned, it could be solar-powered pumps, it could be other and then places that quality of the water is very 96 
bad then we are again creating the solutions  that can deal with the quality of the water, especially for off-grid and grid 97 
which means that cities, this is we are talking wastewater, greywater and out of the cities then they are talking about 98 
the people that has access to the river authority of the but then we have a smaller units that can deal with quality of 99 
the water, so all of them create a lot of business so every single is a business. And are we talking about also management 100 
side of the water, which means that okay and other people say okay you have a pump, people buy the pump and then 101 
you just pump the water. You know how you can manage the water so for that also we are dealing with  a lot of 102 
innovation, I am not an engineer, but I can just give one example, one example is actually the non-revenue water which 103 
means financial and physical, physical is the leakages you see. I don't know have you been in Africa? 104 
Max & Caroline: Yes  105 
Interviewee G: Yeah so a lot of people you come across and say wow, these people have no water but water is just 106 
pumping on the street and just running away and, and this is because leakage is in the pipe. So well for that reason , 107 
let’s say physical one that actually creates a business model and the solution that says actually we call pump work on 108 
the pressure, which means if you look at it in the morning a lot of people take shower, everybody uses the water so 109 
pumps can run let's see hundred percent, but between let’s say nine to two, there is nobody. There is a consumption 110 
of water is low then pumps go the 50% efficiency,  so which means you actually reduce the energy use and also at the 111 
same time when they were coming to do the pressure if there's the leakages, then pump does not keep pumping the 112 
water up, so they will detect okay there is something happening in the pipes then they don't pump so much. So again 113 
this is the kind of solution that we introduced because of the kind of a management of the water and then again we 114 
will come back and again we building a lot of intelligent in the pumps: digitalization. I mean SDGS and digitalization, 115 
I think there is no so much discussion about the digitalization in SDGs but I think the digitalization will play a crucial 116 
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role on how we're going to achieve these SDGs and on this one from us is actually really doing a lot and I think today 117 
not yet but we will we have much more in software engineers than we have mechanical engineers, so that we building 118 
a lot of intelligence in our solutions, and then come back to you asking the business model. But we are also working a 119 
lot around the business models. In the past Grundfos was much more box mover we call, as in okay this is the pump 120 
you buy us, you know it was really not thinking about the business model but now a lot of people internally in Grundfos 121 
especially senior management now say okay can we do a different for the pump is kind of small part of the solution. 122 
We are talking of a very big picture. Big picture is, just give an example I must be hitting to Uganda next week, big 123 
pictures is let's say you have a huge refugee coming from South Sudan and then what you do is you trotting the water, 124 
this is the normal way in the emergency for the first, say, 1, 2, 3 years. The cost of just giving a number for you; cost 125 
of trucking water to refugees in Uganda I think was $300,000 a month. 126 
Caroline: For all refugees? 127 
Interviewee G: No for the camp. That's $300,000. I mean if you imagine three hundred thousand you have 12 months, 128 
it's almost $4M or $5M a year, and if there's a sixth year, you will spend $40M  trucking just water and trucking water 129 
and the cost side is not only issue, issue also as you're using trucks which means they you know pollution, Co2, and 130 
then we in the Grundfos we discussed a lot and say we can be called to UN and say okay we will build infrastructure, 131 
we will build systems, water systems, and we don't want that $300,000 a month, but we would like $150,000 month, 132 
let's share the cost and then after five,  six years this will be a B.O.T build operate transfer, because we covered our 133 
cost through the monthly payment, UN can guarantee the payment and we take the risk to build this infrastructure. 134 
So this kind of really business, or leasing for example, I mean if you go to the village or city I said that immediate 135 
always is we don't have any money. Can we lease the pumps or systems so this is the kind of business models we have 136 
really stopped thinking about and I think this will be really pick up very fast because I can say I mean anybody can sell 137 
pumps - come on -, that’s not rocket science but building the business models around the pumps. But I think a lot of 138 
people in Grundfos are working around them.  139 
Max: So providing water solutions for refugees in northern Uganda is a profitable business case? 140 
Interviewee G: Profitable? I meant not under commercial sense because they still did refugees subsidized by Danish 141 
government, UN and everybody else, but the profitable case has a lot of impact which means that instead of having 142 
kind of temporary solutions you can't have a build a kind of permanent solutions then you have a lot of political issues 143 
because a lot of countries in Africa nation even in Denmark, if you build a permanent solutions then you accept refugee 144 
as a permanent, but a lot of government reject to do anything because they say let's truck the water because then they're 145 
going to back. Even the UN show that the average is seventeen years they are not going back so they will stay for at 146 
least five, six, maybe ten years. But this is our challenge and the community, but again you have I think 250,000 if I 147 
remember the number, but more or less refugee in Uganda and they need water and for that they need solutions and 148 
the solutions is business but again business with impact. So we may come up with some other business model or we 149 
may just sell our equipment with discounts to the NGOs but come back on the partnership but we are not just doing 150 
as boxing but we are partner, we have partnered with Danish Refugee Council. Why? Because, we would like to see 151 
impact and we would like to stay, so because if in the past there was the easy really easy part is it just sell this pumps 152 
or cups and then you move and you go and something happen with this, they ensure that you cancel headaches, nothing 153 
more, I have done my job. But the partnership you stay; this is like marriage. Something happens we are together; we 154 
risk we take the risk, we share the benefit, this is the way we do. And it has been really great journey for us and also 155 
especially when you look at the partnership. 156 
Caroline: And which department was it actually that has driven Grundfos’ integration of the SDGs? 157 
Interviewee G: I think we started, I mean this being a different, I mean in before Mads Nipper, our CEO came that 158 
then we had some discussion between our public affairs department then we had something we called Sustainability 159 
CSR department. There was smaller discussion you know how we can integrate, should we as a company be engaged 160 
but I think when Mads came two, three years back, he really pushed to be part of the business, core business because 161 
I think a lot of companies I don't know in your interview through my meetings and conference it seems a lot of 162 
companies consider this one as the CSR. And this is not; for us this is business and I think if you connect this one to 163 
CSR department or isolated then I think the success rate will be almost zero, because CSR is short term. CSR is 164 
donation and short term. Which means okay let's do this smaller village project in Kenya, when this come at the scale 165 
while we don't have any money we give you money or we donate this small amount, this is really short, but we did say 166 
okay if we would like success with the SDGs, they will come back to the core business and strategy should be integrative 167 
in strategy. And this is actually almost not moved but this is kind of we actually remove, we actually three, four years 168 
back we had access CSR department, and after last two years ago, we told everybody we don't have more CSR but we 169 
call it Engagement Department. Because every time you mention CSR especially with you think that different people 170 
is a donation and money you know nobody thinking about the impact so they never say, and also CSR department was 171 
very easy for the people I think was good to be for your thesis. When you have a CSR Department the engagement of 172 
staff is very limited because the people says in their company well we have a our department they dealing with these 173 
SDGs, you know, poor people, social engagement, you know. We have a department but when you integrate it in the 174 
whole company and try to make every single employees think and the impact then you have a big wheel, very big one, 175 
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and this is Grundfos it is there okay everybody’s mind set should be on sustainability and should be on the CSR mode, 176 
so it was actually we get rid of the CSR Department and now we call that Engagement Department.  177 
Max: So we brought the I'm not sure if you are familiar with the Business Model Canvas of Osterwalder and Pigneur? 178 
Interviewee G: Yeah. 179 
Max: And our idea is to look at your business model before you integrated the SDGs so how was Grundfos business 180 
model before― 181 
Interviewee G: Good question 182 
Max: So yeah probably before 2015, and then we have a look next the next step is to have a look at how it changed 183 
after the integration of the SDGs and if it has changed. So maybe we can identify an impact. Maybe we start with the 184 
value proposition of Grundfos. So, what is in your opinion the value proposition so why what's the core values for 185 
Grundfos.  186 
Interviewee G: That what we're creating and developing a solution has an impact on the global impact and makes a 187 
life easy for the people and take care of the planet, this is really the value I can send this one, we have a really good 188 
reading about it. The Grundfos values, but they're all R&D we doing this as in I mean really under this true core 189 
business I mean we have to take the planet and make sure that our solution has impact on the life of the people. 190 
Max: Okay, and which customers are you targeting with those solutions? 191 
Interviewee G: So the customer I mean again we have I don't know if it is SDGs should differentiate but again Grund-192 
fos we have a I think if you can remember we have the water utility, which means all utilities; big, small and around 193 
the world. We have a domestic building which means the houses. We have a commercial buildings, which means big 194 
malls, then we have an industry which mean for example Arla and other big industry Boeing, whatever. So this is the 195 
kind of the core four business areas but I think SDGS especially when we're talking for the water, I think the most 196 
interesting bit will be utilities, especially in developing country and also I mean industry, because there the wastewater 197 
from industry or the water consumption or energy consumption of industry could be interesting to look at. 198 
Max: Because your customers want to mitigate negative impacts? 199 
Interviewee G: Yes of course, so there is a lot of kind of pressure on especially industries; how much wastewater you 200 
can link to the rivers and oceans, you know, so they have to and we can help them to find the solutions that are 201 
affordable and I think we have a big wins and especially utilities that have a committed and then who is providing the 202 
water. I mean universal access to water, who is responsible? The government and utilities. So, utilities is playing a huge 203 
role. 204 
Max: Okay, maybe now we can look at the channel so how do you approach your customers, through which channels? 205 
Interviewee G: Yeah so in the past Grundfos did kind of copy collar that was the distributor channels which means 206 
the distributors in each single country was responsible to sales and have access to you know, but we are also kind of 207 
changing this one so we would like by ourselves we would like to be close to the customer and clients so we have 208 
actually increased our presence in different countries, especially in Africa. In the past we don’t have any kind of I don't 209 
know how much, five six years back, we don't have so many people on the ground, Grundfos people, but now we 210 
have an office in Kenya, office in Ghana, they're covering East and West and we have people in Tanzania, we have 211 
people in Nigeria, increasingly putting people on the ground and even that, again this is distributed through the main 212 
channel, to the customer. When we are talking about the sales, we don't sell directly to the utilities or others but when 213 
we are close to the customer for example I just mentioned to you I'm going to Uganda next week, I have a meeting 214 
with the Ministry of Water, I have a meeting with the water utility there, I have a meeting with the UN, NGOs, even 215 
they come back to me and say okay we would like 100 pumps, we may go back to the our distributors and say  this is 216 
our distributor, they are not selling but I understand what they asking for. So therefore, also we can cut the distributors 217 
to give them the right solutions. I have a better control and better understanding of end-users, this is really core. 218 
Max: And those customers how do you build a relationship with them? I mean when you go and have rather have 219 
distributors than approaching directly, how can you still create a relationship? 220 
Interviewee G: Yeah, relationship, actually we are moving from transactional relationship to a more transformational 221 
relationship. And transactional relationship this is that our distributor has, which means okay you have to compete in 222 
a tender or you buy something, this is the transaction. Transformational that as I mentioned that we are actually for 223 
some in Uganda we have signed an MoU with the Ministry of Water that actually line apart which area we would to 224 
work with, with the Ministry of Water. And this is we are not mentioning a single word about the pumps. We are not 225 
asking okay how many pumps you want to buy next three years, what we are talking about can be build your capacity 226 
to deal with the challenges in the country; this is the area one. Two: if you have some ideas Grundfos, I don't know 227 
you know Grundfos spends 5 percent of annual revenue on R&D. We have this year 25 billion Danish kroner. If you 228 
take 5 percent of 25 five billion, you can see how much we're spending on R&D; so which means we have a muscles, 229 
financial muscle, to develop so if the Ministry of Water in Uganda comes to us and say you know I think you could 230 
create or develop something that fits for this market segment so if we can see a commercial in it and we just don't 231 
develop because Minister has just developed. If we can say okay wow this is the really niche market, we didn't see 232 
come, then we develop. I’ll just give you an example again. There is a lot of hand pumps in Africa. Evry village uses 233 
hand-pumps. Normally hand pumps do not work after two years. Then we have our solar power pumps but solar 234 
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powered pumps are compared to hand-pumps, very expensive. Because solar powered pumps is let's say $1500, hand 235 
pumps is $350. So we've been really challenged a lot from the market, from utilities, from the ministry. Look you have 236 
to find not only affordable but also smaller pumps that fits for a village of 300 people. We don't need the pump 237 
sponsors you know suited for 2-3,000 people. Last year we launched the first time in history become one-solar-panel 238 
pump. But actually use one solar panel, very small, can provide water for 300 people and cost is between $600 to $700 239 
dollars. So you can see we take this one for us and we go, went back and say: ”Oh there is a segment here, there is a 240 
lot of hand pumps out there, can we create something”. That was actually kind of come back to the relationship 241 
because we understand and we co-created. Co-creation is very key. 242 
Max: So I guess maybe we can talk about a little bit more about your key activities? I mean you already mentioned 243 
some. So, maybe you can dive into that. 244 
Interviewee G: Key activities in relation to that.. I mean… the partnership is one of the key activities, but we would 245 
like some more partnership, more alliances because again one of the key complication with the SDGs is nobody can 246 
claim that they can work on the SDGs by themselves. We need to work together if we would like to have a successful 247 
achievement in SDGs or achieving the SDGs. So, one of the our key activities as we build more and more partnerships 248 
and alliances, again because our core competences is pumps, but if you look at the water life cycle, there is a lot of 249 
other activities or other capabilities needed to deal with it but then we don't have and I think in the past maybe we had 250 
a tendency where Danish company was or if you don't have it you buy it, you know you buy some company can help 251 
you – you know - but what we did is realizing that okay we are good at this one and then surround and okay what we 252 
need for this kind of partnership or succeed and then we go on build a partnership alliances so we do a lot of partner-253 
ships, R&D is one of the again activities, all the time co-creating, digitalization is one of these R&D area that we really 254 
seriously looking great. Business model creation, creating more innovative business model. Business as usual is not 255 
options because if we would like to succeed, especially with the SDGs, and have a kind of impact, that means we have 256 
to look at this the business models too, look at the financing. Why is Grundfos looking at financing? Because the 257 
majority of the people dealing with SDGs are again as I told you are in poor countries and funding is an issue. I think 258 
I haven't.. I talked to many ministers and each time five minutes before you leave the meeting, say oh by the way we 259 
would like to have it but we don't have any money. You know. So that's shit. So, funding and financing SDGs is huge 260 
and therefore we will also play not as we go in maybe we go, I don't know whether I have to ask our finance guy, but 261 
we may also be investing like releasing, taking some risks but we also will work with some other investors like could 262 
be pensions funds could be IFU, could be others that we again in this alliances we have someone coming in with the 263 
funding. We have alliances that we created in Holland, that we call food security alliances that you see we are pump 264 
manufacturer, then we have a company can do a core soil quality and drilling, we have NGOs, we have a university, 265 
we have consultants and then we have actually a bank to finance any projects created from these alliances. They are 266 
willing to finance. So see, this is a combination. In the past you just have one or two. And also visibility and awareness. 267 
I mean again I talked about the washing but again there is a lot about branding connected to the SDGs. So if you can 268 
see company and someone have no clue, some of them want to do and some of the users of the branding, but we 269 
would like to be called top leader. We would like to be one that everybody in front of say okay Grundfos did a huge, 270 
great job in response to the SDGs, they have a lot of knowledge and this is coming back again, the for branding issue, 271 
cannot deny the branding value of to be in the front. 272 
Max: So what are your key resources to support these key activities within Grundfos? 273 
Interviewee G: Key sources? 274 
Max: Resources. 275 
Interviewee G: Resources, yeah, okay. Before I go back to the resources and I think for SDGs to be successfully 276 
integrated in company, the senior leadership engagement is extremely important. If you don't have any CEO that push 277 
this one, I will give my right and left and say if our CEO didn't push this one, they will remain smaller in CSR depart-278 
ment whatever, because this been driven by Grundfos CEO, and every single blog if you go in this blog and Twitter, 279 
he mentions you know SDGs, water, you know challenges, how we can deal with it and I think this is extremely 280 
important to the SDGs ant the company. I mean it's successful. So, in the company resources as I mentioned we would 281 
like to do everybody's ownership really not only me. I mean I'm one person, I cannot advocate for SDGs so Grundfos 282 
really trying to the glass standing in their factory and doing manufacturing also has an understanding of why and what 283 
Grundfos trying to do with SDGs, so we have a lot of internal communication on the SDGs, every activity we have, 284 
if I go visit for example Uganda next week, this is in some refugee camps, I put a lot a picture inside. I write an article 285 
say not because everybody has to understand why we are doing this one, so and this make that actually very, very 286 
strong internally because a lot of people has committed and understand if this one's just running by Mads our CEO 287 
and there was not connected to the floor here, and I think there will be huge mistakes so we do a lot of internal e-288 
commerce, so our resources we don't allocate the kind of SDGs resources yet. 289 
Max: Yeah, it's may be also more about, I mean maybe employees there could be a resource, you have that in Grundfos 290 
because you said very important to communicate why― 291 
Caroline: This canvas should also focus on the more general business model and then we have the more specific SDG 292 
aspects in the second canvas.  293 
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Interviewee G: Yeah I mean if I understand this question, we don't have an allocated or dedicated certain amount of 294 
resources for only the SDGs. Well if this is an integrated part of the business strategies, mean everybody is committed 295 
to do it. So if we, I think I don't know maybe we, we do, but I think if we create that let’s say SDG department and I 296 
think personally I think will be a big mistake because then again you isolated SDGs for a department, but as it is now 297 
this is strategy 2025, everybody has implemented I have as a person, others that guys sitting here look at this strategy 298 
sheet, that we have to deliver this one so everybody has engaged and all resources are actually also allocated to this 299 
SDGs integration strategy. 300 
Caroline: But more generally on Grundfos’ business model to build the pumps and to provide the business model 301 
around them, what would you say are the most important resources; is it more about intellectual resources, like intel-302 
lectual property rights, more about the employees, more about financial resources. 303 
Interviewee G: Financial resources. If we looking about the business models which engage any financial risk. So at 304 
some we have the financial department to be engaged, so and then again, also I think they're not on the human re-305 
sources but I think I should put a question mark on do the people understand the business models. Yeah a lot of a lot 306 
of very intelligent people here that they're engineers, software developers, business development developers, but we 307 
never did, just giving an example, we never did a leasing model. Do we understand the leasing model? A lot of people 308 
may say yeah we do. I don't think so we do. I have no clue about it. So I think the human resource we have but I think 309 
the kind of skills within in the business models may be we lack, and then we have to look at it. So which kind of in the 310 
past I mean in future which kind of skills and human resources we will kind of recruit that fits for the business models. 311 
So this is the challenge for us. 312 
Max: I mean after waiting a bit but since you are the expert in partnerships we would like to know how which partner-313 
ships you engage with before the SDGs. 314 
Interviewee G: Before the SDGs, we have the kind of main industries and the commercial customers, which means 315 
distributors, industry big partners, you know this kind of stuff. So again we have the kind of interaction with some 316 
other partner that you see governments, officials, what we do under public affairs, but we didn't have the strategic 317 
partnerships. I think you can see what are your strategic partnerships and then we look at it and say okay we have to 318 
move from transactions to transformation and the long-term and we have to invest in this one. And then we went 319 
today okay if we'll about that lifecycle is a life cycle, cycle of the water projects to say okay the first one is the govern-320 
ment. Every single country you go, you cannot do any water project without government even if there is a 10-month 321 
you have a private own water utilities but who’s regulate the water? The government, so you have to have a relationship 322 
and partnership with the government, and then you have utilities who provide the water, they are the utilities so you 323 
have to the partnership with the utilities, and then especially in the developing countries, nothing industrial countries 324 
but the developing ones you have other key stakeholders. One is who understands the society. This is NGOs. Who 325 
can mobilize? NGOs. Also they provide some funding because they're coming with a lot of funding, because they want 326 
to do good so NGO again international NGO. Then you have a funding partners we call, who are  funding these 327 
projects. I mean let's see the project $200M Kampala City whose funding will you look at now. There is a World Bank, 328 
African Development Bank, then DANIDA or US aid or DFID so then you have a funding partners. And then I'm 329 
talking about the funding is that I'm talking investment, this is a funding which means grab a gift or whatever. Then 330 
you have the investors, there's not so many in the water sector yet, but I think they will come because water is not so, 331 
yeah there's not so, sorry for my wording, not so sexy sector, there's a lot of regulation, this is public goods, you cannot 332 
just ask for the money and if you put the tariffs up, they go to the river. I mean there's a lot of financially not viable 333 
yet, water as such, but I think they will come. To a lot of governments in developing countries have realised that they 334 
have to access the water. So, we have also this investors that come in so there's a lot of partners that we are working 335 
with. 336 
Max: Since you said finances are very important, maybe we now have a quick look at what are the main costs to build 337 
such water pumps. So, where are they' rising from.  338 
Interviewee G: I mean financing that was again two, three kind of areas financing is financing the project like you test, 339 
take a risk, you put your own money or foundation money in the line, this is some and then you have a financing for 340 
developing the solutions that's actually in Grundfos in a very good shape because we are at this kind of money to deal 341 
with it. Then you actually mobilize some financial resource deal with SDGs so, so develop solutions, advance the 342 
solution that fits for everything. I mean we're talking about the energy efficiency. Yes they have some solutions that 343 
are very energy efficient now today but we are very ambitious so we would like to take it to the next level which means 344 
that more energy efficient, more water efficient, so there you need some investment and a financing that develop and 345 
also we are seeing because nothing we are NGO, we are seeing that we can develop and we can differentiate ourselves 346 
and this is what we are investing. So, investment and again financing inside to deal with this kind of R&Ds and also 347 
finance investing in the people as I mentioned to hire the right people with the right capacity not that we are engineering 348 
company, we only just recruit engineers. You know to look at the economy is to look at the I may I said sociologists, 349 
anthropologists, you know really this is important to company understand because again pump is a one tiny, tiny part 350 
of a water project. There's so many things around the water project that we have to understand and I think we are on 351 
our way to this kind of recruitment but still we are far behind. 352 



 
 

170 

Caroline: Like how do you earn your money? 353 
Interviewee G: Yeah. Selling pumps.  354 
(All laugh) 355 
Interviewee G: Selling pumps. We produced last year 17.5 million pumps so this is the really bottom. Brilliant bottom 356 
saving. But end of the day when we are talking about all the SDGs and everything that comes to, we also would like 357 
to see some profits and you know because I think if we took a lot of SDGs and you know a lot of things and we don't 358 
I mean we all said ah we are not bullshitting a beer against the coffee clubs which means that you can, you know, sit 359 
together and talk and talk and talk and you know end of the day I know the CEO is here, so okay feel fine. Even that 360 
we have SDGs, sorry strategy partnership with a lot of NGOs for them Refugee Council and so on fine, but end of 361 
the day what you could move is the pumps. The pump provide the water for the people. If we don't do anything and 362 
just talk and then he will put there a large question mark, so everything we are here we go they must amount in sales 363 
so. 364 
Caroline: Okay. Are there any other revenue streams beside selling pumps? Or is that it? 365 
Interviewee G: We are working on it. We are not yet there. Selling pumping service and the service we are seeing a lot 366 
of for example if you look at the Vestas, I think that's 2/3 of the revenues come from service. Spare parts, servicing, 367 
you know so the service is a really huge part of the revenue stream and these and I will be I think is not so much now 368 
but I think in the future and I think also in future we don't know yet but we will see how we can deal with the big data. 369 
Can we create a revenue through the big data because when you build so much intelligence in the pumps you get all 370 
the data back and how you can deal with this data. Can we sell not like Facebook. So do it better and more elegant. So 371 
we can use maybe some of the for example especially consultant needs data to design a projects because our data is 372 
not on the persons so we don't know for example why fetch the water, which age they have don't have this, but pump 373 
can give a lot of information just given an example about the big data and when I travel in Africa a lot of the time 374 
people say you know we have to oversized the projects because between is 5:00 6:00 in the morning and 8:00 there's 375 
queue, people fetching water and then from 9:00 to 2:00 or 3:00 nobody. And then they come back and now there’s 376 
queue, the same oh shit okay and then we have a pump and send data all the time that how much water have been 377 
fetched and when and they found out actually the majority of water back to be fetched between 8:00 sorry between 378 
6:00 and it was a small pick that was right but not kind of crazy pick, but if you look at the really data this is a stable 379 
development which was people fetching water all the day not in a certain time and variation is very small so we have 380 
the investor on the other hand it start people think that come on guys, look we have the data for one I think was 1 381 
million whatever data collection so it gives and if you can give this one to the people consultant they can design the 382 
project really based on the data and say okay we don't do oversize it just so yeah so data could be interesting to see 383 
how they come in.  384 
Max: Okay maybe now we focus more on have a look at the business model has changed with the integration of SDGs 385 
of Grundfos so we added some more additional questions, especially SDGS-regarding. Would you say that the value 386 
proposition has changed? 387 
Interviewee G: No, no, no, maybe value proposition is the same but what we is maybe we are much giving more 388 
attention on the world’s challenges and you know and I mean for example creating better planet, or you know have an 389 
impact on the people life now we have talked so much on SDGs that they remind us every single day that our value 390 
proposition because I think I will bet if you go to the big companies and that's normal people are saying: Do you know 391 
what's company’s value proposition is? A lot of people say hmm-hmm. But this remind us every single day that okay 392 
this is the value proposition so I think the SDGs have made us more aware of our values and our value proposition. 393 
Max: So how is the value proposition aligned with the SDGs?  394 
Interviewee G: I think the whole I mean if you look at the value proposition is about sustainability, about improving 395 
the lives, about you know make planet better place to everyone, so this is really pretty much aligned with all SDGs not 396 
only 6 and 13 that we are focusing on you know so if you can unlock time people go to school without standing in the 397 
hand pumps and I can see it makes a lot of sense. 398 
Max: After the integration of the SDGs, how have your customer segments changed? 399 
Interviewee G: It doesn't change. 400 
Caroline: It doesn’t necessarily.  401 
Interviewee G: No, I think it doesn’t change but we are getting more attention to those that actually really for example 402 
as I say NGOs. They are spending a lot of time working on NGOs even if you look at the time― 403 
Caroline: Are they also customers? 404 
Interviewee G: Yeah, so if you look at how much time we are spending on working with NGOs, and if I spent this 405 
time working with NGOs, working with utilities in China, I think my revenue will be hundred times more so that's 406 
why the CEO or why the senior management accept that that even we don't sell so much to the NGOs because they 407 
we did that last year I asked last year we have an NGO called World Vision, I don't know you know them?  408 
Caroline: Yes.  409 
Interviewee G: And we have a partnership with them since 2014, and last year an agreement is that we have to reach 410 
we don't mention the pumps, we mention the numbers, people so our agreement was to reach reach two million 411 
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people. Okay, last year our revenue with World Vision must let's see about almost €300.000, which is about $2.1 412 
million, let's say increment. Peanuts. Yeah, we have DKK 25 billion in revenue but they reached last year through our 413 
partnership 750.000 people with the water, so you can see if well if I write to Mads, our CEO, and I wrote an actually 414 
I'll say okay we sold 200 yeah if I wrote them say we sold $10M project to do more vision I think his reaction would 415 
be: “Ah fine, sound very good”, but I wrote him last, Mads look, because he's also advocate in so much for SDGs and 416 
I think for every single company to avoid a SDGS washing you need the results, you need concrete result because as 417 
a good journalist I would take Mads and say very good you're talking about the SDGs all the time show me the results, 418 
how you can do impact, and you say yeah yeah we are in Africa but give me numbers. So this really gives the kind of 419 
very strong arguments, say look last year in Africa, eight countries, we reached 720.000 people along with one partner-420 
ship you know so this is did that deduction yeah this is not the change but we gain more attention to those they're 421 
doing impact. 422 
Caroline: So that affects also customer relationships? 423 
Interviewee G: Yeah, yeah. 424 
Max: So you would say NGOs actually key customer segments for achieving the SDGs? 425 
Interviewee G: And water utilities. I think I mean if we put it in the morning general terms is all those have something 426 
with the water. I mean again industry that pollute and we can help them to reduce the pollution, then again they are 427 
also customers so, for example SDGS 6 is a lot I mean quality of the water, water management and all this stuff every 428 
single person or company can do water management and we can help them to do it, then our is our customer but 429 
mainly will be concerned if our customers will be so I will say it this one will international organisation does not put 430 
NGOs but the international organisation as such, utilities, industries, governments, our customers. 431 
Max: And how do you reach the utilities, the NGOs, the governments? 432 
Interviewee G: Yeah, the NGOs we reach them by ourselves, one by one, which means that we are approaching them 433 
and we talk to them we meet them at the conference. Government we do by ourselves and also we do through our 434 
distributors that have a relationship with them but the majority of the key governments that we would like have a 435 
bilateral axis, yeah but I think we increasingly engaged by ourselves with this key stakeholders key strategic partners. 436 
Max: Has that changed since the integration of SDGs?  437 
Interviewee G: I think they has changed and we moving more from transactional to transformational partnership with 438 
all of them, I mean even utilities, we would like to be partner not just buying selling partner, this is not easy always 439 
because there is a lot of procurement engaged, because they always have our check, code of conduct, procurement 440 
rules and bla, bla, bla said but we don't took up. I had a meeting with their national ministry water in Uganda and the 441 
say we have our procurement rules and I say we have been talking for one hour did I mention any single words about 442 
procurement? No. I didn't mention anything about the pump? No. So we are not here to sell any pumps so what we 443 
would like to do is establish a partnership for us if we will actually develop something that feeds to their.. or deal with 444 
some challenges then it is extremely poor to understand you. Your pains. I'm sitting here and I'm trying to invent 445 
something to function in Uganda, this is crazy. You have to understand what they need and if you don't have this 446 
interaction I come maybe with some solution that not works. I think with the SDGs we gave them more attention to 447 
partnership, more attention to strategic partnership, long-term partnerships and also more moving from transactions 448 
to transformation. 449 
Max: So then I mean, you already said , that changed the customer relationship right and to from…? 450 
Interviewee G: More transactional to transformation, more strategic, long-term you know and we realizing that kind 451 
of working with SDGs is long-term tool; it is not going to happened overnight that therefore put a lot of pressure on 452 
us, to be more sceptical so. 453 
Mac: What about the key activities? Have they changed? 454 
Interviewee G: I don't think so. I'll be doing I mean if you look at key activities maybe we do more kind of internal 455 
communication and also more the external communication, for example we've been as I mentioned I was keynote 456 
speaker on one conference on SDGs, how we are dealing with them. Maybe we change more on key activities regardless 457 
strategic partnership, it requires a lot of efforts, physical and financial, so we put more resources on them but not 458 
necessarily. 459 
Max: Before you mentioned as key resources, the financial resources and the human resources and sales, what are the 460 
key resources now?  461 
Interviewee G: I think they’re the same. I mean we didn't I mean if you if you look at again this is the beauty of 462 
integrated in the businesses to use the same resources so we don't increase them we don’t decrease the resources but 463 
we just think SDGs as a key strategy tools for our business, so therefore we didn't change anything and then they think 464 
therefore I say they may in the future establish a department they call SDG department, that maybe we allocate some 465 
resources there, but I think it will be mistaken for notice if you ask me then because we isolate SDGs from one 466 
department. As it is now the key resources is the same. 467 
Caroline: And what would you say which ones of the key resources are the ones most important for integrating the 468 
SDGs? 469 
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Interviewee G: I mean if you look at the key resources then we have our Engagement Department which means dealing 470 
with the public affairs, communication, we have a financial department that deals with key resources, then we have 471 
our partnership Department that deals with resource that that actually working on integration. When this is integrated 472 
as it is now, then it is everybody. So we have not allocated specific ones.  473 
Max: Maybe you can also, maybe explain again how the change took place, that you got rid of the CSR Department 474 
because I think that also relates, was it related to the SDGs? 475 
Interviewee G: Yeah I think it was around yeah actually around the SDGs. I don’t really remember when it was, maybe 476 
I don't know I can't think of the date but there was actually the reason we get rid of the CSR Department was like we 477 
are also doing SDGs that actually as I mentioned is if you put a CSR Department, ask the people you interview if every 478 
single question you ask them oh CSR department is responsible, you ask them they will answer you but for me for us 479 
is if everybody stop everybody in asking said the company said oh how do you know what's Grundfos first company 480 
to you with SDGs, they have to be able to answer you and say yes now you know because they are really close to them. 481 
So, therefore we said okay forget CSR and CSR’s always I don't know I mean for me CSR they always bring money I 482 
mean you know you have a department you give the gift to NGOs, if you talk to NGOs and we had a CSR Department 483 
they always come for money man we don't have any CSR department say let's sit down and discuss strategy, so this is 484 
a very interesting shift you know because  you don't have any CSR department. If there is they start asking if you have  485 
and no, you have an engagement department. 486 
Caroline: And since you started integrating the SDGs are there any new important partners or are those the same 487 
partners you are working with? 488 
Interviewee G: No, we are going much more partner in the government side and now international organisations, that 489 
doesn’t mean partners we didn’t have in the past. 490 
Max: Why do you engage in those partnerships now? 491 
Interviewee G: I mean it can have an impact and more sales so believe me I'm going to remember in you thesis, sales 492 
is not number one, but even the old exercise we are doing internally with SDG 6 and so on and so on if didn't have 493 
an impact on our business I think a lot of people say just give it to the engagement department that deals with it while 494 
I'm doing it, so we are seeing SDGs as a revenue creator because again as I mentioned some of our senior management 495 
750 million people or whatever number is have no access to clean water, this is a huge market opportunity, they need 496 
the pumps, they need the water they need the pumps so then what we are giving them has an impact on their life this 497 
is really cool factor or value proposition you know so if you look at the same people said, now you have a market share 498 
of 10 percent I'm here targeting 10 million people do you hear me target another 15 million people and the beauty of 499 
is that actually when I mentioned the funding and investment issue but there's a lot of funding going on, believe me, 500 
a lot and if you can unlock this, it comes back to revenue. 501 
Max: What about when we look at the costs, are there any costs which are related to integrating the SDGs in the 502 
business model? 503 
Interviewee G: I don't think so I cannot answer, but I don’t think so. I mean again if we created the department with 504 
10 people and you know director, vice president, for SDGs, maybe we could say okay we have a really department that 505 
has discussed by integrating in the business strategy then is integrated in the strategy so we don't have an extra cost 506 
but we are just more aware of that what we are doing is related to the SDGs. And I think is, when you are talking to 507 
so many companies and interview so many companies again I also I have to always be honest with you we are in very 508 
good shape at Grundfos and we came up with DKK 25 billion, we have kind of profit of DKK 2.1 billion, this year 509 
the best year ever. I think this gives us some more flexibility to spend on the SDGs, talk about SDGs you know nothing 510 
necessarily could use a lot of kind of financial resources on that but I spend my time doing it partnership I think if you 511 
were a smaller company or company was in different financial situation and I think also internally people say why are 512 
you doing this, go and sell pumps man, three years partnership you know, forget it why so I think it is really dependent 513 
on many factors we are we are a family-owned company and we have no obligations to no one, which means actually 514 
83.1 percent of the shares is owned by foundation so which means again happen so because if you're on stock and 515 
you're doing that good and then you go through your board and say we have SDGs look, so they say are you crazy so 516 
that is really important to mention in your thesis that is really dependent on that structure of how the company is 517 
structured is on stock not on the stock you know the commitment of the financial muscles, do we have to do it because 518 
again as I mentioned that the conference people we had on SDGs I mentioned this one. I said look guys everybody 519 
wake up in the morning so I have to do SDGs today, is not going to fly you have to look at the financial resources and 520 
so on and so on but I again for us I think if you can integrate it this way I mean they not take it as a kind of oh now 521 
we have SDGs, just let's see if you are we are water company let's say we if you waste us I mean energy for all this is a 522 
SDG, if you put this in a new strategy, and say look we are providing windmill wind power in Kenya this is the closest 523 
to SDGs you can get, you know, so put it in your strategy so this is then your integrated then you don't use a lot of 524 
time on but if you have no clue or has no idea as you mentioned medical to sell their necessarily I have to answer the 525 
question say we don't do anything about it all you know I said you wake up I said he's not fit to my company, just to 526 
be you know shy, say look we are doing this and we cannot see any fits in the SDGs, we are aware of it but we don’t 527 
implement it so this is very good exercise for everyone to do it. 528 
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Max: So when we look at the revenue streams the profit actually has increased significantly last years. 529 
Interviewee G: This is because of the SDGs? 530 
(All laugh) 531 
Max: No, I don’t now, but – 532 
Caroline: Is there a relation? 533 
Interviewee G: Yeah, I think SDGs create a lot of noises and our CEO was last year in the UN Assembly and this year 534 
he will also be there, giving kind of speech to 1000 industry leaders and for let's just give an example, Nestlé is a very 535 
good potential customer to Grundfos, and when Nestlé’s CEO is there, both of Chairman is there and shit. Grundfos 536 
is doing a lot of good stuff and they have a really – are aware of impact, social sustainability and when they will buy 537 
pumps I will bet they will buy from Grundfos because we are very committed so I think this branding they bring a lot 538 
of business in, then I think as I mentioned life-link there is small unit life-link and we create this payment system you 539 
could use them on mobile and I think since the life- link be burn, we create annually DKK 35, 40 million deficit. We 540 
are not sustainable business but if you go on Google and Google life-link you'll see BBC, CNN you see Danish News-541 
papers you see a lot and the branding value of life link for Grundfos has been tremendous so therefore you can see 542 
revenue increase Grundfos creates from life-link not by itself but it creates for Grundfos so I think SDGs can create 543 
as revenue increase not only from the branding point of view but as I mentioned for example again access to water 544 
700 million people whatever this is potential, no hunger. What is meant by no hunger. You have to produce food and 545 
you need water to produce food so again potential market. 546 
Caroline: And was life link, for example been motivated by the SDGs or has it existed before? 547 
Interviewee G: No, before. It was in 2009 established so but again at that time was really focused on the base up from 548 
it segment so we don't have any life-link system in Japan or in the US, we have only in the developing countries. 549 
Max: Other people within Grundfos who put a value on this besides life-link? 550 
Interviewee G: Yeah a lot, I think a lot of people. 551 
Max: Since, you don't calculate how much it contributes? 552 
Interviewee G: Marketing did. I think one of them did and the calculated the marketing value of the life link is equal 553 
to I think DKK 15 million. 554 
Caroline: About the key partnerships, do you think that some are more than others who are integrating the SDGs? 555 
Interviewee G: Are they integrated or we are? 556 
Caroline: Like when you look at your key partnerships, are they all equally important for integrating the SDGs? 557 
Interviewee G: Yeah, I think. Yeah, especially which kind of region and market we are talking about in Africa, inter-558 
national organisation, donors, government, utilities which is they are really key. Talking about industrial markets and 559 
more middle-income countries much more maybe utility is not NGOs so much but utilities and the governments are 560 
the key. 561 
Max: Do you see also change maybe in your customers that they are willing to work with you through the… 562 
Interviewee G: We haven't any indicator that indicate that but I think yeah I think my personal opinion would be yeah, 563 
because agian as we always said I used that actually what is for Grundfos using SDGs and say one of these actually 564 
recruiting the right people because again we are in the situation young people like you guys, the salary is a small part 565 
maybe, you will also look okay is company value based, are they working with SDGs in the past, in the future maybe, 566 
I mean there's a lot and then you decide okay I will choose Grundfos, not Velux and not Vestas so this is really I think 567 
is for us important the future that we can attract right people because we have this engagement. 568 
Max: That's also part of the branding. 569 
Interviewee G: Absolutely, I mean each year we look at the panellists do this rating and then say Grundfos increased 570 
from eight-four communication-wise. President dancing on the table, we have not performed now and then our Mads 571 
Nipper, CEO, was appointed as a most influential the number four influential CEO in Denmark. Why? Because really 572 
each single speech is giving about global challenges how Grundfos and what Grundfos can do because I think he 573 
stands on the front of thousand people talking about the pumps, people who slipped after five minutes but he's talking 574 
about the global challenges, how grown as a company can come through and create a lot of noises, so he’s the number 575 
four most influential CEO. 576 
Max: Did the integration of the SDGs also result in partnerships with other businesses who I don't know who you in 577 
platforms support also and―  578 
Interviewee G: Maybe, maybe! 579 
Max: And how to approach SDGs and how you could make it a business case? 580 
Interviewee G: Maybe, because again we are integrating SDGS in our business but again we haven't developed the 581 
kind of key or KPIs or indicators that we can monitor it so I think our Engagement Department I think working on 582 
this kind of monitoring system to monitor that kind of impact and I think for your thesis it could be a proposal that 583 
you can propose companies a key recommendation that builds some indicators that they can monitor, does has impact, 584 
which impact, as I mentioned for some case of the 700.000 people access to water is okay. Are we seeing impact? I 585 
think we're doing a lot of investigate I think they have the numbers, I don't know that 1 billion people annually get 586 
water from Grundfos pumps, this number do we have so again if you can't develop this kind of a company can develop 587 
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this kind of because again come back to the credibility because again if you do so a lot of SDGs washing some people 588 
will ask say okay you are advertising can you show me what is the cases, you know, how I have it pumps in the Chicago 589 
but you say okay we have this and this and this and you really support your business case with the cases I think you 590 
know yes. 591 
Max: Yeah maybe just to get a future perspective on the SDGs. Do you see within the business model an area where 592 
there's a lot of potential for Grundfos in the future to have a change and have an impact within the business model. 593 
Interviewee G: I think personally we have focusing on SDGS 6 and SDGS 13. I think we will go see much more 594 
business for Grundfos in SDG 6, because climate is very diffuse how you can measure, we are talking about energy 595 
efficiency but again energy efficiency is not tangible which means we say okay if you say okay 10 percent of global 596 
energy consumption’s pumps but then we said okay if you change every single pumps in the world with energy saving 597 
is four to five percent, but this is kind of Harvard Business Financial Analysis and no more people understand it or 598 
understand. If it's very personal if you look at SDGs, I think SDG 6 is a concrete business, this is water, management 599 
of it, quality of it, supply of it, and etc. I mean really and I think this is our core businesses, because we are a pump 600 
manufacturer so I think we can better relate ourselves to SDG 6 and I think this one will be more we will see more 601 
increasingly on that we doing a lot of impact on this one. 602 
Caroline: And do you think working more on SDG 6 will change anything about customer relationships, key activties 603 
or value proposition…? 604 
Interviewee G: Not value proposition but on the key customer we will have business models we will see different 605 
approach and different I put approach but key customers would be that we will still strengthen our strategic relation-606 
ship, build more partnerships I think, more alliances in the future and the business models that we will look at different 607 
business models, not just selling the box, but selling the solution, provide the solutions and create some investment, 608 
not investment but some business model like missing, it could be like pay as go, it could be as a revenue sharing with 609 
the customer that takes tangible solutions in so we will see some business models filled in here and also digitalization, 610 
because we don't have it. I mean again SDG 6 I mean we do not have so much data. Can digitalization give the 611 
necessary data, see how we can reach the SDG 6 very fast so it could be very to look at the digitalization part also.  612 
Max: Caroline, do you have more questions regarding the business model? 613 
Interviewee G: When you write it down and you have a doubt, you can just put me an email.  614 
Max: That’s very nice.  615 
Interviewee G: Like yesterday I told my secretary if I don't respond for emails today then I forget it, because there's 616 
so much emails come so therefore I say also just remind me yeah because I come back and then hundreds of emails  617 
so I just really forget yeah just send an email if you don't hear from me it is not because there's ignorance from myself 618 
but just send me a reminder, we send this email could you please just give us this answer. 619 
Caroline: And if you could tell what you think of this Business Model Canvas as a tool and if you think if it can capture 620 
― 621 
Interviewee G: As you know I thought actually I would love to have this one and do have an extra copy of this one, 622 
send it by email or whatever, because I thought this was very good exercise but we have never did this one and I think 623 
a lot of people are talking about the strategic level on a senior management level and I think it could be really interested 624 
to send to some of the senior manager says did you do this exercise, you know, and it could be really interesting to you 625 
I mean really thanks for that I mean I when I saw this one is oh shit this is very good because then we can maybe 626 
exercise internally because again internally between over three we have of SDGS washing, people have no clue about 627 
SDGs, suddenly as you can see in the SDGs so it could be clear some really good tool to discuss this. 628 
Caroline: I think we already sent it to you by email― 629 
Interviewee G: Yeah, by email. I will send the to our now I will send this weekend to our CEOs and it could be 630 
interesting to use this canvas to kind of be more aware I mean we are doing a partnership but maybe this just kind of 631 
we are not good enough to make it kind of visible you know be doing we didn't calculate our key costs you know it is 632 
integrated part of the business maybe there are some costs but we don't know it could be very good to you know to 633 
what are the key revenue streams that kind of SDGs has a kind of contribute to a lower or more revenue and it could 634 
be really interesting because again this can give us some argument if somebody in this organisation are you crazy, I 635 
know SDGS so much I mean you're not political organisation, then we going to say look we have a really key figures 636 
that show that deal. 637 
Caroline: Do you think your CEO would be interested in doing such a canvas? 638 
Interviewee G: Absolutely, absolutely. 639 
Caroline: Then maybe we could send him a mail and see what he thinks how the SDGs are aligned? That is interesting, 640 
because to some extent it is tangible and to some extent it is subjective, therefore it would be interesting to interview 641 
different people’s views.  642 
Interviewee G: I think what we’re trying to do now is very timely because I know a lot of people turn to integrate and 643 
actually had a meeting with she is the head of she's the head of Parliament SDGs as a spokesman for SDGs, had a 644 
lunch meeting with her and she said to me are they trying to really push the government, to do the financial year to do 645 
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in the financial statement whatever they call the finance law and there are there was very limited but how the govern-646 
ment can integrate and I said also it is very dangerous because if you push I mean if you push the organisation said 647 
you have to do something about SDGs and you don't think thoroughly through then you just push and they just make 648 
some one page one page and said we did it page 22 as actually about the SDGs without integrating so my suggestion 649 
for her was don't push because if you push the government then say we did it in the page 25 on the financial, they 650 
should have a feeling you that feeling I said okay I've watched me buy no hunger and I think Denmark is pretty much 651 
behind what you're talking about SDGs. Dutch, Holland wow they are being just weeks ago they established a new 652 
fund they called blue deal for water, they would like to give water for twenty million people in the world and they put 653 
money in this, government put money in this, Danish government there's a lot of words in the mouth but this comes 654 
to okay how much money want to give to this. So there is a lot of bullshit. So they should just say okay if you and 655 
Christian Jensen was at our headquarter former minister for foreign affairs yeah he said okay they asked us say okay 656 
what Grundfos thinks we should focus on the SDGs and I've told them look, focus on what we are good at. I mean 657 
if you focus on seventeen SDGs you are not focusing at all so you take three SDGs as you know in Denmark, we are 658 
good at water, energy, food, forget everything else. So we are this one. We really want to focus and then you help to 659 
take money from Danida to deal with it you know it create a fund. I don#t know, have you been talking to IFU?  660 
Caroline: Not directly.  661 
Interviewee G: They are creating a SDG fund and what is the purpose of SDG fund, are they trying to do investment, 662 
SDGS-related investment, how they can measure this is SDG relevant or this is also SDG washing, but now we have 663 
also SDG fund in Denmark without knowing what the problem, I mean - 664 
Caroline: Yes, it would be interesting to measure, how they have an SDG impact.  665 
Interviewee G: Yeah, so it could be asking okay, you putting why SDGS fund?  666 
Max: Are you trying to develop KPIs here within Grundfos? 667 
Interviewee G: I think our engagement department that track will develop some tools for SDGs because again I think 668 
that I said this is extremely good tool this money was developed because when we when I was going to have a this 669 
speech and asked our people and our communication department do we have any presentation on SDGs at Grundfos, 670 
they didn’t. So how Mads is talking about SDGs without having any you know how we ride the speach and then he 671 
has his own ideas you know but I think this will be really good that's good idea to give us some strategized, the way 672 
we're thinking you know we integrated we are doing, we are implmenting a lot of people doing is kind of it's just doing 673 
normal business. 674 
Caroline: Could you give us an email address from Mads, so we could ask him if he’d be interested. 675 
Interviewee G: I don't think so because he will not respond, he will send back to us but I will see is I will send this to 676 
him and if you can see his bias in something, very interesting then I will ask for permission to request develop and I 677 
have interview with you and I think it will be very good exercise for us, If he, if I come getting bias then then I will 678 
come back to you and say guys let's see they take bias and let's see to it they kind of based on their work developed 679 
that they can give a presentation, because a hundred percent you write to them they will send back to me.  680 
Caroline: So do you have any question to us? 681 
Interviewee G: No, I think I'm in again when you finish then send it by email whatever I can look at it, if there’s 682 
something to revise I’ll revise and send it back to you. So absolutely. And what is the timeline? Summer? 683 
Caroline: Yeah. End of June should be… 684 
Interviewee G: And how you think how it goes off it was your feeling. So you have a lot of information. 685 
Max: We did a panel interview with Ramboll and now you are actually the first company which we are interviewing 686 
and we did a screening of fifty the fifty biggest Danish companies and look at the annual financial statements and also 687 
at their CSR reports and actually we found that only six out of them have mentioned and described the SDGs in their 688 
annual reports and Grundfos is one of them. 689 
Interviewee G: So did you interview Danish industry? 690 
Max: No but we've been in contact with them because they have a platform― 691 
Interviewee G: Who you talking through? 692 
Max: Through our professor.  693 
Interviewee G: Who are you talking to? 694 
Caroline: Our professor is Michael Wendelboe Hansen and he’s part of their SDG project, what was it called again?... 695 
It doesn’t really have a name. (All laugh) 696 
Interviewee G: I think it was meeting on that actually also, I know there are extremes of companies, there will be report 697 
but a specific one is if the lady in Dansk Industri, Gad, you should contact her.  698 
Caroline: Yeah, what is she working on? 699 
Interviewee G: She's actually, they call her political advisor which means she's dealing with a lot with Danida, ques-700 
tioning the SDGS 6 comes up and say what is the impact on the Danish industry, modulation company, SDGs com-701 
pany, she's really she should refer I know to say you have interviewed me and just you just have even what they're 702 
really about Danish industries integration of SDGs, how they think as a business association, what they doing as a 703 
business association. I think for you guys is very important to bring the business associations’ roles in this to how they 704 
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advise, because they don't have all the big ones they have also small ones how they advising and guiding the small ones 705 
to integrate SDGs or work with SDGs. I think this part could be in the thesis the kind of role of business associations. 706 
Caroline: Yeah we were also discussing it with our supervisor there but maybe interesting to see the associations take 707 
on how businesses through their models can contribute and then compare to the cases. 708 
Interviewee G: Yeah, great. 709 
Max: Thank you so much! 710 
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 7 
Max: Yeah, so we are Caroline and Max and we are now in our Masters here at CBS in Business and Development 8 
Studies and in our thesis we are focusing on how Danish MNCs innovate their business models or do they innovate 9 
their business models in response to the Sustainable Development Goals of the UN and we did a screening of the 50 10 
biggest Danish companies and looked at any reports and addresses, sustainability reports and we found that Danfoss 11 
was one of the companies which did not only mention the SDG in annual report but also explained how they adapt 12 
to the SDGs. Maybe you can now give us a quick introduction of yourself and what you are doing at Danfoss.  13 
Interviewee D: I have an engineering background goes back eight years because I have been in Danfoss for 33 years 14 
working most of the time within the management focusing on environment, health, safety, management systems. The 15 
first 20 years was in one of the business segments, the drive segment, where I had the pleasure of being Quality and 16 
Environmental Manager for many years then in 2005 I moved to Nordborg into corporate and have been serving as 17 
Corporate Environmental Manager for some years and for the last five years the main focus has been on the sustain-18 
ability activities including climate sustainability, strategies , reporting and from 2015 also the SDGs primary focus is 19 
on the strategic and the political issues with sustainability. We have people spread around the organisation doing the 20 
practical stuff so my work is to liaise with internal external stakeholders to come up with proposals for projects, strat-21 
egies so on. And we are a global company with operations in around 100 countries. It is truly global.  22 
Max: Ok, maybe you can tell us how Danfoss started integrating the SDGs.  23 
Interviewee D: We started actually back in the early days of 2015 even before the SDGs were approved by the UN 24 
General Assembly. Looking at the first proposals at that time and over the summer of 2015 we started to figure out 25 
how could we actually use them internally as we saw that they linked pretty well to our business and since we have 26 
been a signatory to Global Compact since 2002 is one of the first Danish companies. It was kind of a natural progres-27 
sion from the 10 principles of Global Compact. So we sat together some people in the sustainability function and 28 
public affairs and looked at the SDGs and did not really do that much of a mapping or analysis but we tried to match 29 
the content of the SDGs and the sub targets to the business and ended up mapping 6 of the SDGs as being the most 30 
business relevant. There has for some years, since the financial crisis in 2008 been a lot of focus on enabling growth 31 
within the company. Our company strategy focuses very much on growth, enables focus areas within our segments so 32 
in order to implement or align the SDGs with our business, we focused on where does it match rather than creating 33 
something new or going in a new direction. So we selected the SDGs number 6 on water, 7 energy, 11 on cities, 12 on 34 
production together, 13 on climate and 17 on partnerships. The last two, one has not been decent it's a month ago so 35 
we are down to the first four of them because they match even better the structure of the company we have four 36 
SDGs, we have four business segments almost one business segment fits into one of the SDGs. That is of course a 37 
little bit overlap. But the idea was that we would use this match between the business and the SDGs to voice the SDGs 38 
internally at least for a couple of years not really initiating new activities, new projects. I would definitely don't want to 39 
be in a situation where we can be blamed for SDG washing just spreading the butter all over the place and trying to 40 
tell our stakeholders that we do something on all the SDGs because that's not true. There is a priority so that we have 41 
the four prioritized SDGs today, then we have I think it's eight that are secondary where we have sort of spill over 42 
effect from what the business is doing on education, on areas where we have an impact as a company through the 43 
presence we have, through the financial activities that we have or through our customers. And then the last five which 44 
are for instance 14 and 15 life below sea and life on land are not that important because it is too far away from our 45 
business and we started to voice it internally and within a short time I would say at least within a year the different 46 
businesses started to adopt the SDGs and used them in internal communication but most important also in the external 47 
communication. They started to use it as hashtags when they tweeted something, they used it on LinkedIn, they used 48 
it on Facebook and they have also started to use it on leaflets, web pages. So it is slowly spread throughout the company 49 
rather than us from corporate trying to force it down the throat of the management, we nudged it so that they slowly 50 
start to get used to the terminology and that's pretty much the way that we're still running it because we have now seen 51 
that especially our cooling segments they are really in suggestive ease. They are running webinars they just ran a big 52 
conference in Poland two days ago. Tuesday, this week, in Warsaw where they are voicing the importance of the cold 53 
chain our business also in relations with SDGs especially SDG 12.2. So it is more or less run by itself now. The next 54 
step which we are going to start later this year is to be more systematic in our approach. I don't know if we're going to 55 
end up with kind of internal SDG policy but there will be some communication packages, there will be a more thorough 56 
communication process towards our management on different levels and also towards employees. We have used to 57 
say this first two years to get used to the SDGs and honestly , to a greater success than I had hoped, because we didn't 58 
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need to push that much but we can see now that we need some more systematic way of communicating so that we 59 
have the same messages aligned throughout the organisation. So I have been asked by the Head of a Group Commu-60 
nication to start an integration project between the segments and the group functions to enhance a focus on the SDGs 61 
and how we will voice them. Again it does not mean that we are doing something differently we are not going out 62 
starting to run projects in Sub-Saharan Africa, donating water or anything like that because we are not there it's not a 63 
natural part of our business. We sell to the industrialized countries primarily except for India which is still officially in 64 
developing country and we sell to those customers who need to save energy or atomise the processes and in Africa 65 
you don't have much energy or much processes so it doesn't make sense to go there, from a business point of view. 66 
We do not want to do like many other companies, starting up making partnerships with organisations, NGOs, just for 67 
the sake of doing good. It has to have some impact on our business either in terms of growth enabler, risk minimiser 68 
so that we say we are working with the SDGs dear customer you can be safe that we are not jeopardizing anything in 69 
your business but I don't think within the next five years you'll see Danfoss starting to do SDG projects that does not 70 
link to the business, because the business strategy which we call “core &clear” is so strongly implemented in the 71 
organisation that we will have a lot of resistance if you want to go outside the boundaries of that strategy and since we 72 
are as we normally say part of the solution rather than part of the problem especially when talking about electrification, 73 
urbanization, climate change, we are not in need of inventing things that will make us look good because all our 74 
products are basically saving energy for the customers. Some of the products for instance those made in the Drive 75 
Segment that controls the speed of motors and processes, pumps, fans and so on save around 100 million chances 76 
year to a year so that's enough documentation to for doing good part and that also means that we are not seeking 77 
partnerships with organisations just for the sake of doing something under SDGs but doing partnerships with a lot of 78 
organisations companies around the world if it makes sense from a business point of view, if it enables our growth, 79 
fits into our product portfolio or if it minimises our risks. 80 
Caroline: Until when is your current strategy valid?  81 
Interviewee D: The current strategy that was made in 2010 is actually valid until to which from now is on because 82 
there is a what we call a GMM the Global Management Meeting where the top 200 managers of the group that meets 83 
together somewhere for half a week discussing strategies and the way forward and they will be presented for the next 84 
iteration of that strategy. It is not going to be a new strategy it is going to be the next step. If you look into the strategy, 85 
it has basically three steps; the first one was called “Get the Basics Right”, we ran that from 2010 until 2014/2015 86 
perhaps enabling the machine room to be fine-tuned, setting up business processes, measuring’s all that. The next step 87 
was called “Get Growing” and that was to enable organic growth for Danfoss has for many years had a rather flat 88 
growth rate of 3 to 4% annually and the idea is to have 7% organic growth, 3% inorganic growth from acquisitions a 89 
year. So we use period from 2014 until basically now to enable the growth happen. We had a growth of 12% last year 90 
so we are on the right track and the meeting in two weeks represent the next step which is “Going Great”. We want 91 
to harvest our growth from what we have been doing over the last 8 years or so. The SDGs of course play a role in 92 
that because they are part of what we voice towards our customers and towards politicians both in Denmark, Europe 93 
and the world in general but the SDGs have not impacted the change in strategy but it's linked somewhere also because 94 
before we started using the term sustainability we used the term CSR and CSR is actually something that was invented 95 
and practiced in Danfoss back in 1940s just after the Second World War the headquarter was in a very poor farm area 96 
and the wife of the founder drove around the community donating money or clothes to the poor parts of the commu-97 
nity and that spirit of doing something good for the local communities is actually the backbone or the DNA of the 98 
sustainability work we also do today and therefore we of course see the SDGs as a natural step in that journey. It's not 99 
something that contradicts what we're doing just gives us some more tools.  100 
Max: So your department mainly drove the process of integrating the SDGs through communication and within Busi-101 
ness Segments? 102 
Interviewee D: Through communications, through meetings with the internal stakeholders and once we have seen that 103 
they have more or less taken over on their own voicing it, using it , we backed off and then we concentrate on other 104 
areas and what we concentrate on right now is also to engage with external partners like the UN Global Compact we 105 
just formed a Danish Global Compact Network where I am the vice chairman because that also gives us a voice as a 106 
company in the UN. I'm in the steering group in Sønderborg where they running a project called in Danish Sønderborg 107 
Verdens Skole, something wth the SDGs, it is with Sustainia.  108 
INTERVIEWEE D: Well in three years we will enable at least 10,000 local citizens to be SDG ambassadors that's also 109 
a way to operate on the SDGs without taking it into the company but then we are developing some tools in commu-110 
nication some apps are going to be developed and then I hope these things to be able to be taking into the company I 111 
can use them. We have engaged in conferences in 2016 there was a big event in the Bella Centre called “Women 112 
deliver” a big conference on women's rights and SDGs. We were part of that so it's a lot about promoting or advocating 113 
for the SDGs rather than going out trying to revolutionize the world because as I said before we are a part of the 114 
solution so if you were a company that only used energy or your products were energy consuming or polluting it, 115 
would make sense to do something specifically on the SDG to balance your impact on the world but since we have a 116 
very positive footprint, we are not in dire straits of doing something there. 117 
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Max: Okay, maybe now we try to look at the canvas I think you already mentioned many of the building blocks just 118 
before and I see Caroline also has already made some notes. 119 
Caroline: Yes, but most of them actually for the second canvas.  120 
Max: So, when we look before the SDG integration and we look at who were your customers before the SDG inte-121 
gration I think you mentioned industry customers and.. 122 
Interviewee D: We have basically three types of customer 123 
s we the OEMs, we have the manufacturers of machinery or production lines like company manufactures brewing 124 
lines for Carlsberg we supply to that company who then sells their equipment to Carlsberg so we sell I guess 90% 125 
through those channels, we are basically a business to business company then we have a small portion of the sales go 126 
into wholesalers or distributors like Bilka, Silvan we even go in and buy radiators of the shelf and then we have some 127 
few direct customers they are many but they're not contributing that much - that's a the most go through the OEMs 128 
and I don't see any evidence of that has changed after SDGs came on board.  129 
Caroline: That’s for a the second case.  130 
Max: Yes we keep that in mind. So when we look at your value proposition so what needs of the customers do you 131 
address with your products and services?  132 
Interviewee D: We basically address the need for optimisation of processes, the control of heating or cooling, we have 133 
manufactured a lot of components we do not manufacture very many complete systems but components within air 134 
conditioning, heating systems, district energy, the motor controllers are thought about before controlling the speed of 135 
motors in different types of processes we're the biggest supplier in the world of components for motor mobile hy-136 
draulic for tractors, excavators harvesters, all the control gear the motors you see in those basically comes from us. We 137 
are also a little bit into renewables, solar, heat pumps but that's not really the core business the core is still the heating, 138 
the cooling, the motion or the processes and then the hydraulics. We are actually divesting some of the businesses that 139 
are not in in the core. We have been doing that ever since the crisis that hit us very hard we lost 25% of the turnover 140 
close to 30% of the employees within the year so something had to be done and that caused us to focus very much on 141 
the core of the business that is why it is called “core and clear”. The core what we are good at and clear has to be clear 142 
to everybody that this is the way we are going.  143 
Max: So when we look at your customers to which channels do you approach your customers ?  144 
Interviewee D: We approach them of course through the traditional channels with sales engineers driving around 145 
knocking on people's doors but the most is done through either the internet that's growing part of the business online 146 
sale but also meeting customers at fairs exhibitions but travel also from customer to customer so I would say that both 147 
of the business so far has actually been very traditional we are moving into more digitalization which is also part of the 148 
upcoming strategy and actually been there for almost a years now where we'll create what we call the digital customer 149 
experience both when talking about the products being digitalized interconnected but also on the sale so that we move 150 
towards more and more sale through the internet, through electronic channels of any kind.  151 
Max: And what kind of relationship do you have with your customers?  152 
Interviewee D: We try to build partnerships with the big OEMs because we are dependent on them to stay and they 153 
are also dependent on us because a lot of the products that they buy will be custom made to their need again if we take 154 
the drives as an example, customers would like to have special software, special features and once we have delivered 155 
that they're kind of stuck with us because then it's not easy for them to switch to a different supplier because that takes 156 
time to bring that one in get the same features developed and so on so within those complex businesses it typically 157 
takes two to five years to change your supplier. That is why we want the partnerships because both parties benefit 158 
from it. The customers where we sell directly or through wholesalers are not that critical that's more a question about 159 
price, quality, delivery in principle.  160 
Caroline: Who would be an example of a direct customer, could it be a private person who has ordered something 161 
through your online shop?  162 
Interviewee D: In principle yes, but we see them very seldomly there are a few but most of them would go through 163 
our sales office and see if they can get a product from them. I think we'll see more of those in the future if we are 164 
enabling online sale where they can basically pay by credit card and then get it shipped so that will grow but since many 165 
of our products are not products that you can use in your home except for the radiator, thermostats and a few other 166 
things. You have to build it into a finished product as a component doesn’t appeal to the private household you to buy 167 
those products because they can use a valve or something. They don't have the machinery to fit it to.  168 
Max: What other key activities does Danfoss perform besides manufacturing customized components?  169 
Interviewee D: We are primarily a manufacturer of these components we do a little bit of servicing in the markets 170 
when we repair our products. We also advise our customers, do some consultancy on the solutions that they should 171 
build our products into but that's basically on our application knowledge. We have had one business until four or five 172 
years ago that was called an ESCO, energy service company, going out and doing any renovations in companies or 173 
apartments. There was also not a core activity so that was divested some years ago so it is primary manufacturing and 174 
developing business.  175 
Caroline: Developing in the sense of..?  176 
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Interviewee D: Developing new products a lot of R&D; I think we use 4% of the turnover a year for R&D, because 177 
that is what we need in the future we cannot just sell the products that were popular yesterday and then hope for the 178 
best if we want an increase in sales of 10% a year, we really have to offer world-class technologies to our customers.  179 
Max: What are your key resources to support  these key activities? 180 
Interviewee D: 26.000 of our people and of course the money and the processes and so on but I would say that our 181 
staff is a very essential part of the resources because they possess all the knowledge that we need of course you have 182 
the infrastructure, the factories on top of that, but that's just like any other company. The more digital we go the more 183 
advanced our products will be the more we have to rely on the knowledge of people because everybody can go out 184 
and make valve or a thermostat even you learn that in college basically so the things that differentiate us from the 185 
competitors. Is the knowledge village approach the brain way.  186 
Max: So before the SDG integration I think you talked about that you have partnership with the OEMs what other 187 
partnerships do you have?  188 
Interviewee D: We have partnerships with some universities around Europe ,a concept called uni tech I think it's 19 189 
universities which are working together and that's right now a challenge going on called the climate challenge where 190 
students or post graduates can submit ideas and develop them over the next couple of months then there's a selection 191 
process and final in Zurich in end of June. So partnering with universities is important to feed new brains into the 192 
process in our company. We have partnerships also with different organisations like UN Development Programme 193 
(UNDP), International Energy Agency (IEA).  194 
Max: This was also before the SDGs?  195 
Interviewee D: It has been strengthened a little bit after the SDG in integration but we have had some organisations 196 
over time where we use them as advocates for our ideas or we are the board, we use them as resources for research 197 
projects a lot of activities that are focusing on our public affairs activity was in our ideas our thoughts towards politi-198 
cians towards our community. And I think we have, if we count everything, past 15 to 20 different organisations that 199 
we have some kind of partnership with. One of the partnerships right now is actually with UNDP in Nordhavn where 200 
we have almost 3 year periods sponsorships on our researches, doing research within renewable energy. So we do the 201 
financing and UNDP does the hosting of these people. There is a partnership with Ecofys which is European – I think 202 
it is German based -research centre doing some basic research within energy efficiency for us and then of course 203 
different business segments also have partnerships with organisations but most of it is run from corporate.  204 
Max: What are the key costs of Danfoss? 205 
Interviewee D: The key cost is again relate to people because of salaries are very important and the raw materials. I 206 
don’t know exactly the percentages but I would guess those costs could be around 80% of the total cost of what we 207 
do.  208 
Caroline: These two together?  209 
Interviewee D: Yeah. 210 
Max: Now we looked at the cost, what are the main revenue streams of Danfoss?  211 
Interviewee D: Do you mean where we get the money from, basically?  212 
Max: Yes. 213 
Interviewee D: The Customers. It is the only way to get something because since we are manufacturers of components 214 
and parts we have to get all revenue from there. Services, you will not even be able to find it in the figures because it 215 
is so smaller portion. I would say 99.7% comes from the sale of products.  216 
Max: Now we are interested if the business model has changed after the SDG integration?  217 
Interviewee D: It did not change that much because of the SDGs. It is changing because of what I said before, the 218 
strategy is changing but that is not due to the SDG.  219 
Caroline: Because strategy has also been there before the SDGs?  220 
Interviewee D: Strategy was there before, it came first and of course you could always argue that there is some kind of 221 
indirect impact of the SDGs on the strategy. Since the SDG talk about energy efficient, climate, water etc. and our 222 
business areas are also moving around within the same terms. But the brutal conclusion is that it is not caused by the 223 
SDGs. 224 
Caroline: Yeah.  225 
Interviewee D: We have of course SDGs in the back of the mind when they were developing that changed strategy 226 
but when we are going from the strategy that has 4 growth areas: food, infrastructure, energy and climate. You can link 227 
each of them directly into the SDG. Now we are moving to a new strategy with 5 elements: climate change, food has 228 
changed into food security, basically the same but SDG 12.2 especially with the cold food chain and all that, then we 229 
have urbanisation instead of infrastructure a little bit broader it fits perfectly into SDG 11. 230 
Caroline: It could also been fitting in SDG 9.  231 
Interviewee D: Actually if you look into the sub goals of SDG 9 and 11, you will find more about the infrastructure of 232 
cities in 11 then you will find in number 9 because in 9, we have had long discussions if that is the one we should pick. 233 
But does not make sense if you look at these as per our goals. It doesn’t fit into what we understand as infrastructure. 234 
Then we talk more about rails, roads and of course the we manufacturer components that goes into machines that 235 
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build some roads but so far away from tomorrow business. If you look at number 11, which is on the urbanisation, 236 
cities we have solutions for these in energy supplying houses with heat, we have for treatment of water and waste 237 
water, we have for electrification, energy savings so much more perfect match. So urbanization is one of them and 238 
then we have electrification which is actually a new-comer. Instead of energy we are talking about electrification, be-239 
cause we are moving towards all electric society. If we have to get rid of fossil fuels and CO2 emissions we have to go 240 
to electricity as a first step and as the second step we have to make the electricity green. Then the last one of the five 241 
is digitalization. As we talk about before the digital customer experience, doing business over the internet, but also the 242 
interconnectivity of the products using big data, cloud storage, connecting products that were previously just manually 243 
operated thing to be digital communicating with others and others communicating back to us. We have few examples 244 
of these products like our products for instance this a series of our radiator thermostat, there is a series called link link 245 
which is actually communicating wireless with a controller in your home so you can own an app in your phone, sit 246 
over here and say oop! I forgot to turn down the heater i just do that the response back home from the ground to 247 
here. That is digitalization and thats what we are going for as many products as possible. So again we have match 248 
between that and the SDGs, but I have to say, that’s not because of the SDGs.  249 
Caroline: Yeah. I wrote down 7 for energy, 8 for growth, 11 for cities, 12 for production and then I am not sure about 250 
2.  251 
Interviewee D: Digitalization doesn’t fit in perfectly to any specific SDG. But we are still keeping focus on 6, 7,11 and 252 
12.Because 6 is on Water and that is where a lot of our products are related to. The products that we have, controlling 253 
water, waste water distribution, we have actually gotten to be a champion in Aarhus on a waste water plant that serves 254 
approximately 200.000 people. 5 years ago we used to produce pumps, filters, everything. We worked on it for some-255 
time and today it is producing 90% more energy than it is using itself. So it transformed from energy consumer to 256 
energy producer. That’s definitely number 6 but it’s also 7 and basically also 11 because it is in the city. It is within the 257 
infrastructure of the city.   258 
Caroline: That illustrates also quite well how the SDGs are interconnected.  259 
Interviewee D: Yeah. And then it makes sense to us to communicate it internally because people understand. The 260 
SDGs are just what we do. We don’t have to use a lot of time and energy to explain to people. Well SDGs, it came 261 
from there, this blah blah 169 subgoals, 242 KPIs people are completely lost.  262 
Caroline: Why do you have such a big interest in the employees understanding the SDGs?  263 
Interviewee D: Because they are ambassadors to us, they bring this into their family talking about the SDGs. They 264 
meet customers, politicians from time to time they ask questions about ‘do you want to work on the SDGs?’, they say 265 
yeah we work on these four and then it shows to the stakeholders we are actually looking at this we are part of it we 266 
are part of the solution we do not try to get out of this on the contrary even though it's just doing business our normal 267 
way it's a very, very important way of voicing how we are taking responsibility for what we're doing and also if we meet 268 
politicians both in Denmark and Brussels we always link to the SDGs to make it visible to them also but this is 269 
something which is kind of natural. I know that a lot of companies are not there yet that they have taken the SDGs 270 
into what they do but since we have the product that we have it is strange if we do not do it.  271 
Max: If it's okay with you I still would like to quickly go through the canvas and see if there's any change occurred. I 272 
think you said regarding customers they are still the same.  273 
Interviewee D: Yes as far as I know there has not been any changes.  274 
Max: Regarding the channels how we approach the customers you said that you maybe use the SDGs as a communi-275 
cation tool through via Twitter or social media? 276 
Interviewee D: When we post about energy you'll typically see hashtag SDG 7 or something like that just stumbled 277 
across one tweet this morning. It's just one of the examples of a recent tweet.  278 
Caroline: Are there other channels apart from Twitter that are important for communicating the SDG?  279 
Interviewee D: Facebook, all the social media actually are important for us. Plus the web pages we just completely 280 
redesigned our corporate web page danfoss.com also to include more about the SDGs because our customers will also 281 
seek information through that channel and the final there are two more one are the presentations that we're giving or 282 
the posters shown at exhibitions or fairs or conferences and the last one is the annual report and sustainability report 283 
which is also important reading for our customers. We know that the customers are looking into those and everybody 284 
else who has an interest in what we're doing so that's also another channel and that's definitely something that has 285 
changed after the SDGs because we couldn't communicate it out about it before then and it is becoming more and 286 
more important we're not trying not to overdo it because if you put SDGs on everything people just get tired and we're 287 
just creating noise so we want to do it where it makes sense or in areas where we haven't done it before like the Women 288 
Deliver Conference, like the Global Goals World cup. Have you heard of that?  289 
Caroline: Global goals world… 290 
Interviewee D: Global goals world cup, a football tournament. 291 
Max: Ah okay. Not yet.  292 
Caroline: Sounds interesting. 293 
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Interviewee D: You have to google it. It is a football tournament that actually started in Copenhagen two years ago 294 
where it was all female teams playing for the global goals, the SDGs and women rights to make focus on that and the 295 
key element of that tournament was a football with all the 17 SDGs printed on it. We were the main sponsor of the 296 
first ever tournament in Copenhagen 2 years ago because it was a great opportunity to voice and say hey the SDGs are 297 
out and Danfoss is here, we care about SDG. I'm right now in dialogue with different organisations to buy a small 298 
cardboard cube that has been made with the SDGs, often if we are out giving presentations or at fairs we need some-299 
thing to show or to visualize the SDGs so together with a Danish printing shop I've developed a cube where you can 300 
buy a set of 17 cubes, 17 different targets and then it is something, you can assemble yourself. 301 
Caroline: Is it together with KALS pure print? 302 
Interviewee D: Yes it is. So it is also cradle to cradle certified and they just came on the market one, two weeks ago. 303 
You can buy them 7.5 x 7.5 centimetres and a 15 x15,  DKK 200 or DKK 400 for a set of cubes. That's a good way 304 
of also displaying how we're working because then we have one or two or the four ones standing next to the CEO 305 
whether he's making a presentation or one we are recording a video with some of the management it's a lot about 306 
voicing it again so that's primarily the change that we have seen after 2015.  307 
Caroline: I think we should go through the other boxes, so we can document the things you have mentioned. 308 
Max: So when we look at the customer relationships before you said you create partnerships with the OEMs do you 309 
think… 310 
Interviewee D: We still have the same kind of partnerships the same kind of customers but of course we talk to them 311 
about the SDGs but it hasn't changed the basic relationship because that is still built on the sales channels and the 312 
products. 313 
Caroline: Did any of your customers had an important impact in your work with the SDGs? 314 
Interviewee D: No I can't say that any specific customer had an impact. We have had a dialogue with several customers 315 
over time focusing a lot on energy, a lot on climate. It has of course changed a little bit after the SDGs came so that 316 
we are also using again the terminology from SDGs but no I wouldn't say that any customer really impacted that the 317 
impact has been created two or many years.   318 
Max: Are there different customer needs through the SDGs which you now need to address or which you are adressing 319 
with your products or services.  320 
Interviewee D: No, they are still the same. So the value proposition, the products basically still the same as I said earlier 321 
we are not going out inventing product just for the sake of the SDGs. Is there a market? Is there a customer? Does it 322 
make sense to make it? Then we make it regardless if we're talking SDGs or whatever.  323 
Max: What about your key activities have they changed from manufacturing.  324 
Interviewee D: No I wouldn’t say there was an impact. Again, we have voiced a lot of this internally but it hasn't 325 
changed the way that we manufacture products. It has not basically changed the way that we are buying materials or 326 
components even though we of course we also telling our suppliers about this but the changes that we have made over 327 
the last couple of years on processes are initiated from other things than the SDGs.  328 
Caroline: What would be some factors that actually motivated you to drive that change, that has happened?  329 
Interviewee D: It could either be the quality of strategy where we are seeking optimisations internally. We have since 330 
2004 had a special part of the organisation called Danfoss Business System to be our lean office, they have today well 331 
over 100 employees working to optimise our processes and they are on a constant search for more improvements. It 332 
started out very traditionally in production, by optimizing the production flow, lowering the cost, lowering the work 333 
in progress, all the additional lean and then it moved into procurement, finance, engineering, sales. So there we actually 334 
have five lean programmes running. For those areas. Where we standardize processes. KPIs and all that stuff and there 335 
of course we are constantly optimizing that processes. Just as we constantly are optimizing our procurement processes, 336 
to be more determined on which suppliers to buy from. There has been some impact from the outside world. Things 337 
like the UK model slavery act, legislation on anti-corruption. That has had a larger impact on our business and the way 338 
we do things, than the SDGs, because that’s more of a threat, whereas SDGs are an opportunity, we see those things 339 
as a threat or risk. It is so much easier to get management’s attention when we talk about compliance, risk mitigation 340 
than when we are talking about opportunities. Because opportunities arise also a lot from other sources within the 341 
company. Ideas coming in from customers. So that’s really the nature of the business. You want really the SDGs to 342 
have a prominent impact. We really have to shout, because we are competing with a lot of other channels. 343 
Max: How have the SDGs affected your key resources, like employees and the knowledge of your employees?  344 
Interviewee D: It has not impacted the number of employees. It might have impacted the knowledge, because we have 345 
of course talked about the SDGs, but basically not changed anything. It is driven by other parameters than the SDGs.  346 
Max: What about key partnerships? How have the SDGs affected them? I think we talked about a cooperation with 347 
sustainia.  348 
Interviewee D: We have the cooperation with sustainia in Sønderborg. We have the partnership with the global goals 349 
world cup. We are trying to get a new tournament in Denmark next year. Right now, it is running in different places 350 
in the world: Colombia, Nigeria, the last one was in Dubai, a month ago, where Danfoss also participated with a team. 351 
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A team of women again coming from Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Dubai, South Africa, Egypt. So it was very diverse. So that 352 
are the kind of partnerships…  353 
Caroline: Which is new?  354 
Interviewee D: We are also right now another partnership with sustainia with a new platform that they are launching 355 
as part of their global opportunities explorer and the Nordic SDG expo, where we are going to promote the best SDG 356 
related ideas and solution form the Nordic countries. We just agreed with them yesterday to do that and they will start 357 
working on setting up the platform, creating company profiles for the departments. We have also created a partnership 358 
with “The Worlds Best News” or “Verdens Bedste Nyheder”in Danish.  359 
Max: What kind of resources, do you access through these partnerships?  360 
Interviewee D: To get access to some bright minds basically, as a platform also for voicing what we are doing, the 361 
work with sustainia is a lot about branding, voicing us, being out there. The same goes with the global goals worldcup. 362 
So it is a lot of branding what we get from them. Many of them also don’t cost very much. So, it is also a matter of 363 
optimizing our resources. That is pretty much most of it. Of course, we are right now looking into what consultants 364 
we should perhaps be engaged with in the next step on the SDG journey. The next step would be to work more on 365 
the internal communication and integrate it even more in those business segments, which are not working very much 366 
with this and right now we are looking for partners or consultants, where we can gain more knowledge. It is also a 367 
matter of creating some shortcuts. Since a lot of the work on the SDGs on a group level is a one man army run by me. 368 
I have a limited number of resources, when I have to cover the entire spectrum of sustainability so we need to partner 369 
with someone, but it has not been chosen yet. 370 
Caroline: Before, you have also mentioned that some of the existing partnerships which you have mentioned here, I 371 
am not sure if it was related to UNDP and the International Energy Agency have been strengthened after the SDGs? 372 
Interviewee D: I would say that the one on UNDP has been strengthened, but maybe it would have been there anyway. 373 
It is more related to energy and climate than it is to the SDGs. I wouldn’t say that very many of those partnerships 374 
have been strengthened just because if the SDGs but due to the fact that other initiatives came in place almost at the 375 
same time. Organisations like the world economic forum focussing on the SDGs, focussing on reporting, focussing 376 
on climate related risks, where we have been working in working group with many other companies, but it is just a 377 
coincidence that they happened at the same time, when the SDGs came in place.  378 
Caroline: Yeah. Cost and Revenue right? 379 
Interviewee D: The key costs haven’t changed those are still materials and the man power, which being the most 380 
important and when it comes to the costs related to the SDGs we have the sponsorship of the global goal world cup, 381 
the cost for the sustainia projects, the cost for participating in the “women deliver” conferences and so on, but it is 382 
relatively modest. We perhaps talking about to cover DKK 100.000 a year.  383 
Max: Within you partnerships, do you approach your partners or do they also approach you?  384 
Interviewee D: Both.  385 
Max: Bothways? Ok.  386 
Interviewee D: For the global goals worldcup we were approached by the organizers. When it comes to sustainia and 387 
the Sønderborg project, we approached sustainia, because I was also participating as the main sponsor in the event 388 
that they had in the opera here in Copenhagen, last year in February. Kicking-off, what they call the SDG 18 “involve-389 
ment of the communities”. So, after that I knew the CEO Erik Rasmussen and yeah things happened then. But I 390 
would say we often get questions from different partners, that want to partner with us.  391 
Caroline: What are you doing with “Verdens Bedste Nyheder”?  392 
Interviewee D: We are not as active as we actually should be. Again that is something, that came in place through the 393 
“women deliver” conference, because the head of “Verdens Bedste Nyheder”.  394 
Caroline: Thomas? 395 
Interviewee D: One of the employees, Helle, because she is married to the CEO of ehm I completely lost the name of 396 
that company ehm. A company manufacturing foodstuff in Asia. It comes to my mind later, but by talking to one 397 
moves in to the next person creating contacts and since we are part of the UN Global Compact and part of the 398 
networking activities around the global compact, a lot of the activities comes from within that inner circle, where 399 
people are meeting at conferences, knowing each other for many years, we are moving around from company to 400 
company, but it is still the same core of people working in this. So regardless if people are moving into the UNDP or 401 
into MAERSK we still know each other and suddenly the phone rings are you interested in participating in this, joining 402 
this and that work and blabla.  403 
Max: Do you think your engagement with the UN Global Compact has increased through the SDGs or? 404 
Interviewee D: Yes, both, for me personally because I am part of the, the board of the Danish network, part of the 405 
funding farther of the network, we have been working on it for 1.5 years, but also because when the SDGs came out, 406 
we had the so called SDG Compass being issued from the UN in English and that has been translated into Danish, 407 
where I was part of the editors group behind that. Even from that point of view I have been very much engage in the 408 
SDGs. Doing the translation together with “Verdens Bedste Nyheder” and DI.  409 
Caroline: It is quite a comprehensive document to translate. 410 
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Interviewee D: It is. At that time nobody had translated anything to Danish. So it was starting from scratch. Translating 411 
all the elements and it is not that easy. It is not just a one to one translation that you can do if you are a translator, 412 
because you have to translate the meaning of it rather than words. That’s the difficult part. It took several months to 413 
get that in place. 414 
Caroline: So the last box we are missing are revenue streams. Can you see any impact of SDGs there?  415 
Interviewee D: No. It is still related to the sale and the product and the costumers and its hasn’t changed anyway due 416 
to the SDGs. The customer has become more aware of the SDGs, we are getting questionnaires from them. It is 417 
spreading through the different distribution channels, but I cannot claim, that it has any impact at this point on the 418 
revenue. It might have in the future, but I think we are a little bit too early on the SDG journey to see a real impact. It 419 
is only two and a half years ago since the SDGs were approved and I had a discussion with Mogens Lykketoft about 420 
this at a conference. He also said, in a way he was a little bit disappointed, that so few companies were moving on this, 421 
but on the other hand, as I said, its only two years after the kick-off, so he would expect that it would take another 422 
three years so at the five years anniversary at 2020, we might be able to see that thngs are moving and that there is also 423 
a shift of behaviour of our customers.  424 
Caroline: Can you imagine any changes related to this different areas that might occur in Danfoss in the future due to 425 
the SDGs?  426 
Interviewee D: I think we will see more partnerships, that are focussing on the SDGs. I don’t know exactly what 427 
partnerships. I think there will be things coming from various organisations. Right now, the confederation of Danish 428 
industry launched the “Fra filantropi til forretning” initiative. UNDP is running the SDG accelerator project.  429 
Caroline: Are you engaged in any of those projects?  430 
Interviewee D: I am not directly engaged. We have not been asked as a company to join. As we are too big. They aim 431 
at small and medium size enterprises, but I have actually been in quite a lot of dialogue with UNDP during the devel-432 
opment of that. I was discussing a lot of it with Stine Junge from UNDP and I have been doing that for four and a 433 
half years. She has just tested a lot of her ideas on us and in the DI. Since Global Compact is a partner of this, I am 434 
also involved in that part of it. I think that’s the way we are going to see it in the future. We have powerful organisations 435 
or consultancies initiating things like this and then companies will jump on the waggon. It seems like organisations and 436 
consultancies are aiming at the small and medium size companies, because they might not have the resources or 437 
knowledge to do something. They are not looking at Danfoss, because they think Danfoss is big enough, they can do 438 
it on their own, but I think it will change over time. So, that also the big ones become more involved. Also as mentors, 439 
to many small companies. That’s also the thought, behind the UN Global Compact. That you have a mentor and 440 
mentee relation between the small and big companies. Something that will increase over the next years are projects in 441 
the developing countries related to the SDGs. We have in fact been approached by a couple of organisations. One that 442 
would like to start up some projects about roof top gardening. Actually on the top of fields. The roof top there with 443 
kind of gardening for fruits and vegetables to sell in the stores. I am not sure if that will come up and fly, but we are 444 
part of this at least. We have been approached by the Danchurch aid, who are running a project in Uganda or starting 445 
up a project in Uganda to reduce food loss. Generally speaking, 30% of the global food production is lost from farm 446 
to fork, due to an inefficient cold chain, but in Uganda, it is 70%. 447 
Max: Wow. Okay.  448 
Interviewee D: So they were really able to raise the living standards, the health of the population in Uganda if they can 449 
provide better cooling for the crops. It will also provide better products for the Danish supermarkets, because that is 450 
actually the idea behind the project, to provide better and more sustainable growing vegetables and fruits for the 451 
Danish supermarkets.  452 
Caroline: But how are you planning to engage in the project?  453 
Interviewee D: We are partly engaged as a supplier of technology to the company that is building this cooling systems 454 
in Uganda. So that’s how we are starting to move south of Sahara. Even though we are not there logically, because it 455 
is not part of our business areas. We will see more of that coming over the next years. Both, because it is interesting 456 
to participate in, because it gives us some good branding and also because the world is developing and Africa is devel-457 
oping there will be eventually a market in areas where we are not present today. So, also about learning about the 458 
market potential, the challenges in those countries, because if we are not out there experiencing it, we cannot go out 459 
there and sell anything, if we don’t know how to do it and if the biggest challenge in Uganda is, access to electricity to 460 
run a refrigerator it doesn’t make sense for our sales and try to sell a motor control, because they don’t have a motor, 461 
because they don’t have electricity. End of that story. So we have to learn to manoeuvre in those countries. We know 462 
of course something, what we are doing in India and also a lot of the East European and the East Asian countries, but 463 
I think the SDGs will drive more focus toward the real developing countries.  464 
Caroline: As potential markets?  465 
Interviewee D: As potential markets, where perhaps we start out by doing good. Donating water, digging a well, things 466 
like that. That seems a little bit of topic right now but perhaps in five years we will participate.  467 
Caroline: But doing good, for the sake of doing good or doing good for establishing a market? 468 



 
 

185 

Interviewee D: Doing good for doing good and looking good when talking about the SDGs, but I think in the future, 469 
we will see real business develop from that, because the world is focussing on these 17 SDGs and get inspired from it 470 
and the more we see starting to develop ideas, starting to work in these countries initiated by the SDGs the more 471 
companies will follow and at a certain point of time people will look at Danfoss, why are you not participating? Eve-472 
rybody else is. Then we look silly if we are not participating.  473 
Caroline: So we need some more stakeholder pressure to get things done?  474 
Interviewee D: That would be a pressure from partners. There might be a pressure from customers, that customers 475 
are deselecting suppliers that are not engaged in the SDGs. We had the same with ISO 1400 many years ago. In the 476 
beginning it was competitive advantage when you had it, because, you want to be on the forefront then everybody 477 
started to have it. It doesn’t really matter. Now, it’s a deselection criteria if you don’t have it.  478 
Caroline: Yes, because it just have become standard.  479 
Interviewee D: It has become standard and the same will happen for the SDGs. Right now you are on the forefront 480 
of you are working with it. In five years, the masses are working with it, so it is not that interesting and in ten years 481 
you have to be there to be in the market.  482 
Caroline: Hopefully. Yeah. Let’s see.  483 
Interviewee D: Let’s wait and see.  484 
Max: And seems like you are interested that other companies hop on and support the SDGs?  485 
Interviewee D: I think, we are all interested in people talking about the SDGs and doing something about it, what we 486 
are not interested in, is that every companies claims to solve every problem. The worst thing I have seen so far is a 487 
company, that claimed in their webpage and annual report to be the solution for 14 out of the 17 SDGs. 488 
Caroline: That is quite ambitious.  489 
Interviewee D: Of course we can also claim the same, because we have some activities on health. It is okay SDG 3 on 490 
health great, tick off. It doesn’t make sense. That is SDG washing.  491 
Caroline: Last question, what do you think about the Business Model Canvas as a tool to talk about the SDGs? 492 
Interviewee D: I think it is interesting, but since we are more or less deselecting the right half of it, because we are not 493 
changing anything over here, it doesn’t bring that much value to the business. It brings value to when do considerations, 494 
on group level and it also brings some clarity to what are the impacts, but it will not be a tool to change the business. 495 
Also because we have other tools that have been defined for our business development activities. They have similar 496 
tools to this, because it is pretty generic, this approach, but it might be something, that we can also use when we engage 497 
with consultants later this year to work more on the SDGs. Definitely the outcome, the results that we have mapped 498 
here is interesting to kick-off the discussion with an external partner. 499 
Caroline: Yeah. We are happy to share them with you.  500 
Interviewee D: That would be great, because, it is always good to have that kind of inspiration to work on. It is also 501 
good to have discussions with people like you, coming up with naughty questions. We have to start thinking what we 502 
are doing and why we are doing it, because for us this works on a daily business. We are just doing it. We are not 503 
necessarily considering, why we are doing it what is the impact. That is the advantage to work with the SDGs to get 504 
that outside in perspective on what we are doing.  505 
Max. I mean I think it is also quite ambitious to have something changed since 2015. It is a very short timeframe.  506 
Interviewee D: It is too short. 507 
Max: But I think we covered all of our questions. I think you also have to leave now.  508 
Interviewee D: Yes I ordered the taxi for 20 minutes past. It only take s20 minutes to go to KPMG. That should work. 509 
So far, they have only put the order into the system.  510 
Interviewee D: Thank you very much for the interesting session.  511 
Max: Thank you for your time.  512 
Interviewee D: Would be interesting to see what you will have written in the end.  513 
 514 
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 7 
Caroline: Maybe you can start by explaining what you are doing at DI? 8 
Interviewee DI: I have worked for quite a number of years in our international policy department where I have been 9 
working with development policy and financing of company activities primarily outside of the OECD. So, it’s very 10 
much with a focus on: What kind of framework conditions do we have in Denmark and how can we engage companies 11 
more in development activities used to competencies of, for instance Grundfos, that you have talked to work with 12 
water and we also work a lot with water in our development projects to create some kind of synergy between the 13 
Danish corporate sector and the way we give aid. So, some years ago, it was very much an aid focus when we had the 14 
Millennium Development Goals. The Sustainable Development Goals have changed the entire setting a lot and there 15 
is a lot more focus on how companies can contribute and we need companies to engage in order to reach the goals. 16 
That’s very much what I do.  17 
Caroline: Thank you and before we ask all our questions – how much time do you have for us?  18 
Interviewee DI: I have like 45 minutes, but I also have a really busy day, but take your time. I am happy to answer all 19 
the questions.  20 
Caroline: Do you know how big the share of DI members is who are actually engaging with the SDGs?  21 
Interviewee DI: I actually have some numbers that we asked last year. We have a bit more than 10,000 member com-22 
panies so that makes us the largest business association in Denmark, by far. We cover something like two thirds of 23 
Danish business and we cover many different sectors – trade, industry, advisors and so on. We don’t cover the shops 24 
on the streets and so on, but apart from that many companies. We sometimes say that what defines the companies 25 
that are members with us is that they are either already engaged in the global market or they have a potential to be. 26 
Then there are a few like Maersk which are with ‘Redderiforening’ which is sort of the Danish ship owners’ association 27 
and that’s just someone with collaborate a lot with, but that’s sort of the natural membership for them. Other parts of 28 
the A.P. Møller-Maersk are with us. Just to give you an idea of the type of organisation we are. We asked our members 29 
last year when I was on maternity leave, therefore I do not actually recall the questions, but we asked our members if 30 
the know of the development goals or the global goals. The thing is, I am not sure if it’s the right question to ask 31 
because there are I would say two groups of companies that are contributing a lot already and thinking in this way 32 
about how to do business. One group speaks the SDG language, like Grundfos. They do it really well – they work a 33 
lot with the SDGs and they communicate a lot about them, but you have another group as well that are actually doing 34 
business in that way, thinking about business in that way, all the time considering how to develop new technologies or 35 
business models that can change the world in a positive manner, but they don’t necessarily speak the SDG language 36 
that. So, if you ask them about ‘Do you work with the Global Goals’? They would say know, but if you look at their 37 
company you would say ‘But sure you do’ and we have that experience a lot. You know, there are also companies in 38 
the group of companies that are very good at communicating about the SDGs, there are some that act more than 39 
others, right? So you will some that speak a lot about the SDGs and you will have some that are acting a lot, but 40 
necessarily calling it SDGs. So therefore, it’s a little bit difficult for me to say, but I can say that we are working a lot 41 
with the SDGs and a lot with trying to get our members to get to know the Global Goals and to work with them. So 42 
we communicate about it as well and we communicate about the opportunities that we see in the Global Goals, but 43 
also about how we see them as a framework for some of the risks that are going to hit companies in the future if they 44 
don’t act now. So we are getting very close to at least some out our members in terms of looking into how to integrate 45 
the Global Goals really in their business. We just launched earlier this week a project where we are going to work with 46 
21 companies helping them to develop new business models, new areas of business based on the Global Goals. This 47 
is a mix of companies, some big ones like FLSmidth that could be a frontrunner, but they aren’t really yet, but you 48 
would expect them to at least at some point know the Global Goals and consider their business in relation to the 49 
Global Goals. Anybody wouldn’t necessarily consider ‘well, this is a very SDG-relevant business’, but either they have 50 
forward-looking CEOs thinking ‘ok, so the world is changing and if I continue to do business the way I do today, my 51 
companies is basically going to be irrelevant. So, it makes sense for me to think about the Global Goals.’ And that’s 52 
why they are in this project. So, we are getting close to a number of very different kinds of companies working with 53 
the SDGs in different ways.  54 
Caroline: It is a super interesting project. We have also talked about it a lot with Michael. 55 
Interviewee DI: I can’t really tell you how many of our member companies are working with the Global Goals at the 56 
moment, but we are trying to increase the number every day.  57 
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Caroline: Can you see tendencies on which level they are working with the Global Goals, if it’s more strategy, commu-58 
nication or actually business model innovation? 59 
Interviewee DI: You will find companies in all three of those categories.  60 
Caroline: But maybe there are more companies in one category than in another? 61 
Interviewee DI: Yes, there is definitely a tendency towards more and more companies seeing it as a strategic action 62 
area. Some of them have to be helped a little bit, but once they see ‘ahh considering the Global Goals in terms of our 63 
R&D department – that could actually be really interesting and that could really give us something’. 64 
Caroline: As a kind of road map for research? 65 
Interviewee DI: Yes, exactly, and for developing the products that are going to be in demand next year or the year 66 
after or in ten years. So, it’s definitely moving towards strategy. To be honest, I don’t think I see a lot of it. Of course, 67 
companies are considering all the things that they are doing because it makes sense to them and how that fits to the 68 
Global Goals context, but to me that’s not greenwashing. These are things that they are doing because they make sense 69 
to them and the framework to talk about sustainability in the next 15 years is the Global Goals framework. So, it makes 70 
sense to translate what we are doing today also into the Global Goals. I mean I don’t think I have seen much where I 71 
have thought ‘Oh that’s actually a little but sort of greenwashing’.  72 
Caroline: The companies we have talked to would also rather show their contribution to fewer goals than to be accused 73 
for greenwashing. You said, business opportunities is what principally motivates companies to engage in the SDGs? 74 
Interviewee DI: Yes, but also risks. It’s a double-sided thing I would say.     75 
Caroline: Can you give us an example of how the Global Goals illustrate risks?  76 
Interviewee DI: One of the companies that we are working with is an iron metal smelter kind of company, so they are 77 
polluting a lot. They think that they are not going to be in business in a few years if they continue to be in that business. 78 
Another good example is a company that works with waste. So they are actually dependent on getting as much waste 79 
as possible to recycle it.  80 
Caroline: So their resource is diminishing?  81 
Interviewee DI: Yes, and they are already aware of it. Thy are actually starting to advice their waste suppliers which are 82 
often Danish municipalities about how to reduce waste. So they are sort of undermining their own business model in 83 
that sense. I think those are two quite good examples.  84 
Caroline: Regarding the companies that you are working with, can you see the reasons why some of them are not 85 
engaging with the SDGs 86 
Interviewee DI: Well, some of them think that these are just 17 goals that are about anything and nothing or they look 87 
at their business and they see ‘I manufacture some king of machine, that is not a machine that is going to change the 88 
world, so that’s not really relevant for me: I just work here and then I have a few customers in Germany, in Sweden, 89 
in Norway. When you then get into their business and look at the way they do business you will see that the Global 90 
Goals match very well with the Nordic or the Northern European set of business so they do business very much in 91 
line with the Global Goals and maybe they are actually manufacturing something that helps to reduce waste or produce 92 
renewable energy or what so ever. So they are part of a chain, they don’t always see it. We experience it very much 93 
when we did, a few years ago, a project on women and equality in developing countries and how companies contribute 94 
to equality. A lot of companies said ‘we don’t do that. That’s not really what we do. It doesn’t have anything to do with 95 
us – we just do business. But when you are looking at it, Danfoss was doing self-defence courses for their female 96 
employees because they are very much at risk and didn’t about it in that way. That was just something they were doing 97 
to help their employees defend themselves because that’s good business. Another company had a factory in Vietnam 98 
and they changed their working hours because a lot of women especially in that area were sending their kids to live 99 
with their grandparents because they couldn’t work otherwise. There were kindergartens, but the hours did not match. 100 
So they changed it into something very much like a Danish working week so the kids could go to kindergarten and live 101 
with their parent. This means for this company which is a small, almost medium-sized Danish company now, they 102 
have really created loyalty and the female workers are very productive also compared to the male Vietnamese workers. 103 
So, this was also just good business for them. It wasn’t something they did because they thought ‘Now we want to do 104 
something for equality in Vietnam.  105 
Caroline: But they did actually contribute to it.  106 
Interviewee DI: So, it’s something that we experience very much with the Danish companies because as we also say 107 
about the Global Goals often – it’s nothing we came up with, I think it’s some leader somewhere. The Global Goals 108 
are somewhere grown in a Scandinavian backyard. They match really well with the way we live and the way we do 109 
business. And that’s something the Danish companies often take with them when they go out into the world. So, in 110 
that way it’s just such a great match. It does not really matter if they call it Global Goals or not, but it is the way they 111 
do business often. I do not want to paint too pink a picture because of course there will be bad cases or bad experiences, 112 
but I can honestly say I am quite proud of our members and the Danish companies in general. They do business in a 113 
very sustainable manners, seen from my perspective. I know, I am biased.  114 
Caroline: We are also looking at companies at a quite high sustainability level to see how they are doing business with 115 
the SDGs.  116 
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Interviewee DI: Yes, but not necessarily. This iron-smelter company is a small industrial company that you would find 117 
anywhere. They definitely don’t consider themselves a sustainable company or have a person working with CSR or 118 
whatever. There are a lot of companies who think ‘This is just the way we do business. We think it’s good business to 119 
do it this way. They don’t call it sustainability. 120 
Caroline: Can you see characteristics that are prevalent among the companies that consider working with the SDGs 121 
like for example company size, industry etc.  122 
Interviewee DI: There is definitely something with the larger companies because they have the competencies and the 123 
resources to follow this sort of global trends and they can see ‘This is a major global trend, this is something that makes 124 
sense for us to tap into, this is something we should work with’. That is also why those are the ones that speak the 125 
language, but if we don’t look at the communicators, but sort of at the doers only, I don’t think it has so much to do 126 
with whether you are a small or large company. There is one theory, which I am not sure if you can find data to back 127 
it up, but we have a lot of owner-managed small and medium-sized companies in Denmark and they tend to sometimes 128 
have a longer view into the future, not doing so much business just day-to-day and that is the same with the fund-129 
owned companies. I think that is something that we see. I don’t have the numbers to back it up, but I think there has 130 
been done some research into it as well.  131 
Caroline: Novo Nordisk, for example, was also emphasising their role as a fund-owned company.  132 
Interviewee DI: We also see those companies that are owner-managed as well. Maybe the son or daughter took it over 133 
and they are considering ‘this is a great company, it’s doing business well. Everything looks good, but what is going to 134 
be my contribution?’ and that next generation thing is often …sometimes there is someone who wants to contribute 135 
in a different way than just doing business in the same way as their father or mother or whoever started the company 136 
before them.  137 
Maximilian: Do you think there are certain goals that companies are likely to engage with than others?  138 
Interviewee DI: I think we definitely have some strengths in some of the them and the goals are also different, because 139 
there are some that are very much a focused on one sector like renewable energy and energy efficiency or food which 140 
is of course two Danish strengths, two areas where we have a lot of companies that are really strong and also in 141 
environment – water and sustainable cities. Yes, water, environment and food – those are areas where we have a lot 142 
of strong Danish companies. Then there are the cross-sectoral goals and if I had to mention one of those where Danish 143 
companies are strong it would probably be the one on partnership because partnership is really a core strength in 144 
Denmark. I think probably because of our high level of trust, we have this Danish model where we collaborate with 145 
the Danish trade unions and so on. So, I definitely see that Danish companies are much more partnership-oriented 146 
than when I go and meet my colleagues from the other business associations from other countries and their member 147 
companies and I also think that Danish companies are far ahead many other countries in the world in terms of thinking 148 
about the Global Goals and how they are relevant to their business. I know that our sister organisation in Germany, 149 
BDI, has also done some workshops on Global Goals and they had a tough time attracting enough companies to 150 
attend the workshops. Of course, we have to work for it as well, but I think if we were to measure how many companies 151 
in a country contribute to the Global Goals or knew about the Global Goals, I think Denmark would be very much 152 
in the frontline.  153 
Caroline: That would also match Denmark’s good position in global SDG rankings. You already talked a bit about it, 154 
but how would you describe DI’s role as a business association with regards to engaging companies in the SDGs?  155 
Interviewee DI: I think we have really put a lot of resources into supporting this agenda because we see a potential in 156 
it and we see that this is something which also can support Danish companies’ international competitiveness. So, right 157 
from the outset we have been very much engaged. We organised the first big conference half a year after the Global 158 
Goals were adopted. We organised it here together with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to sort of look at ‘ok, here are 159 
the Global Goals – what’s really relevant for business in this regard?’. That was were we started and we did some 160 
analysis back then as well. There is a publication, you can download it for free from our website if you are interested. 161 
It’s called ‘The Global Goals and Opportunities for Business’ and now we launched this project together with the 162 
Industry Fund. So, we are much more engaged with the Global Goals then the other business associations in Denmark, 163 
but I think we also should be.  164 
Caroline: So, the first step was analysing ‘What is the relevance of the Global Goals for the private sector?’ and the 165 
second step is helping to implement the Global Goals.  166 
Interviewee DI: And you can say the third step which is one that I am very much engaged in right now is the policy of 167 
it. Talking to the Danish politicians and telling them how we can adapt the framework conditions in Denmark so that 168 
the Danish companies can maximise their impact on the global goals globally. It’s a dialogue I have a lot at the moment 169 
with different ministries and different politicians about what are the barriers in the Danish business environment when 170 
it comes to delivering solutions in the Global Goals?  171 
Caroline: Interesting. Now we would like to look at the Business Model Canvas with you because that is the tool that 172 
we have also used with our case companies and then try to find out where you can see opportunities like for example 173 
‘how can the SDGs motivate companies to start new partnerships or use their existing partnerships and go through 174 
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the different building blocks of the canvas. We usually start with the customer segments. Do you think that the SDGs 175 
can motivate companies to tap into different customer segments and which segments might that be?  176 
Interviewee DI: Something that we have been looking at for many years also before the Global Goals is the base of 177 
the pyramid segment. It’s difficult for Danish companies to work with that, it’s in general a difficult customer segment. 178 
It requires a very different business model and very different products, but its something that is definitely relevant and 179 
that I think the Global Goals have made even more visible and with different technological developments, they are 180 
also becoming more reachable.  181 
Caroline: Do you think it could also change the way in which companies interact with their customers regarding the 182 
channels they use and the kinds of relationships they have? 183 
Interviewee DI: Yes, absolutely. For instance, the example of the company that is in the waste business and they way 184 
they are moving from a customer-supplier relationship with their suppliers into actually turning it around so that they 185 
become suppliers to the customers in delivering advice on how they can reduce their waste.  186 
Caroline: So that would also imply that they change their business model and go more into a consultancy function?  187 
Interviewee DI: Exactly.  188 
Caroline: Does it have an impact on the channels that companies use to interact with their customers?  189 
Interviewee DI: Yes, there are many different businesses, so the channels can be very different. Again, if we talk about 190 
the BOP segment, of course, we are trying out a lot of different distribution models and here it is definitely a lot of 191 
different channels coming into consideration. It could basically be NGOs, but they are not too comfortable with that 192 
role.  193 
Caroline: Do you mean NGOs as delivering institutions?  194 
Interviewee DI: We were developing something some time ago which was to try to find a solution to urban slum areas 195 
and human waste and the hygiene issues and so on which came into a model for sort of a slum toilet which would be 196 
managed as a business so would have to pay something, but also with a lot of additional add-ons, services, but also 197 
small shops. So, this is something that could be managed by an NGO and where companies could then sell their 198 
various things through cell phones or whatever, all kinds of the things. So, that’s one example, but the NGOs are not 199 
very comfortable with that role to be honest. But it’s also with the technological development other companies that 200 
are teaming up with them that they did not necessarily consider relevant earlier.  201 
Caroline: Do you think that the SDGs have an impact on the value that companies propose and the customer needs 202 
that they are trying to solve?  203 
Interviewee DI: Yes, absolutely. It’s a lot going beyond just the single product or single service and considering a more 204 
long-term or wider impact and it’s of course also something that we are trying to talk about with law-makers and 205 
others, for instance in terms public procurement that they consider life-cycle costs rather than upfront costs in order 206 
to ensure less waste. For instance, we are talking to the UN. They have an interesting program in trying to do more 207 
sustainable procurement in the health sector and it turns out that the way they have been buying is… I mean it’s crazy 208 
when you think about this is the United Nations… 209 
Caroline: So, they should be a role model for everybody?  210 
Interviewee DI: Yes, but they are definitely not. They are way, way behind many companies and the way they do their 211 
procurement. For many years, they haven’t really considered the problems they create when they are manging a refugee 212 
camp and they are buying all kinds of syringes and medicines and stuff. All the waste they are creating, they haven’t 213 
really had a solution for that basically. Then they just deal with the problem afterwards which is much more compli-214 
cated. Now they are trying to think at an earlier stage ‘ok, so can we buy something that means that we are going to 215 
create less waste’? So that is a different value proposition for a company. They are not just going to deliver a medicine 216 
that is packed away. They are also delivering a medicine that is not going to create a waste problem in the long run. 217 
This is very much what is creating the opportunities for Danish companies because this is something they are good at. 218 
They are not good at delivering the cheapest products, but they are very good at developing something that lasts long 219 
and that considers its impacts in various ways and that is really designed in a sustainable manner.  220 
Caroline: Which impact can the SDGs have on the activities that companies are performing? Would they do anything 221 
different? 222 
Interviewee DI: For companies that didn’t earlier sort of think in a more sort of societal… I mean, I don’t see com-223 
panies turning a lot around, it can be a company sort of changing a business. So, there is definitely something there. 224 
So, key activities is also the way companies like the iron smelter company are trying to switch into a different line of 225 
business basically. If I should say one thing it would be that companies are maybe putting more resources into research 226 
and development because of the SDGs and … getting more internationally oriented, but I am not sure that’s because 227 
of the SDGs that’s because of globalisation and… 228 
Caroline: What would you say about key resources and how the SDGs can impact companies key resources?  229 
Interviewee DI: Well, it means a lot for some raw materials in terms of access to some key raw materials. I mean, 230 
resources is also employees, access to talent is a big issues for Danish companies. There is a lack of qualified labour in 231 
Denmark. So, the SDGs have something to say there as well because it’s something that companies see as an oppor-232 
tunity as well to show that they are working in line with the Global Goals and that they are a nice place to be.  233 
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Caroline: And which opportunities do the Global Goals offer for partnerships?  234 
Interviewee DI: I see them being more and more open to various types of partnerships. We see more partnerships 235 
with civil society organisations, but that’s also due to a shift within some of the civil society organisations that are now 236 
both, I think forced to work a little bit more with business than they have done before, but also seeing the opportunities 237 
in it that they didn’t see earlier. There is also a focus on public private partnerships, but it is not something that is… it 238 
hasn’t become easier because of the Global Goals probably. So, actually, there is an interest in more PPPs, but I am 239 
not sure there is an increase in successful PPPs.  240 
Caroline: Why not? Many would say, now with the SDGs we are speaking the same language in the public sector and 241 
the private sector and civil society, but what is missing to enable more successful partnerships?  242 
Interviewee DI: I don’t know if we are speaking the same language yet because it’s just still very difficult and objectives 243 
are still difficult to match exactly. So, to be honest, I think business has moved more quickly than the public sector 244 
and governments in general. Maybe in the future there will be some progress also on that, but like the UN being very 245 
slow on sustainable procurement, this is not an unknown phenomenon in other sort of sectors.  246 
Caroline: Are there any other impacts apart from a focus on life-cycle costs that the SDGs may have on a company’s 247 
cost structure? 248 
Interviewee DI: One thing is moving some more resources into R&D. I don’t know. There are other things going on 249 
at the same time which has not necessarily something to do with the Global Goals, such as artificial intelligence and 250 
the fourth industrial revolution and so on. That has a great impact on the company’s cost structure. So, it’s difficult to 251 
say which of those tendencies are related to the SDG, but it’s something that is definitely going n at he same time.  252 
Caroline: And which opportunities do they offer for revenue streams?  253 
Interviewee DI: I would say that there are new business areas opening up and for Danish companies it’s new business 254 
areas that we are very well equipped for. In that sense, the world has moved in a direction that is quite good for Danish 255 
businesses in a sense that - like we talked before with the value proposition – we are going to compete less on price 256 
and more on other things as well.  257 
Caroline: Do with have time to back the information up with some more examples?  258 
Interviewee DI: It’s ok, but you want some examples? Some companies or what kind of examples?  259 
Caroline: Yes, it could be interesting to have some examples of companies who are for example looking more into 260 
R&D or engaging more with civil society.  261 
Interviewee DI: Here I don’t think it’s going to be the great surprises for you what I am going to say because those 262 
would be some of the large Danish companies that are also communicating a lot. So, Grundfos setting up Grundfos 263 
LifeLink as a specific company and spending a lot of money on that area is an example of that – R&D and not just 264 
technology, but also business model and testing a lot of things there and civil society that would also be some of the 265 
more well-known like ARLA, Grundfos, Novo and Novozymes. Christian Hansen is also a company that we are 266 
working a lot with. There are others that are starting to get into it, but I wouldn’t be able to get into those examples at 267 
this point.  268 
Maximilian: I might be interested in what you are going to be with the 21 companies and what kind of support you 269 
provide them with.  270 
Interviewee DI: We are going to be working with them both as a group where they are going to learn from each other, 271 
but also individually taking them through a process where they get much more familiarised with the Global Goals and 272 
they start by considering all the existing business lines and thinking about their key competencies, key technologies 273 
and how they can maybe be used in different ways that are in line with the Global Goals. That’s basically what we are 274 
going to do over the next three years. There is going to be a website up – I think on the 12th of June – where these 275 
examples are also going to be published and so on.  276 
Caroline: And what do you think of the idea of using a Business Model Canvas for trying to capture a company’s SDG 277 
engagement?  278 
Interviewee DI: I think it makes good sense because it’s..., I mean, our way of thinking is that the SDGs should be 279 
considered as business. It’s not a CSR add-on. It’s something – if you want to work with them, you should really 280 
integrate them into your company as a basis for the way you do business. So, in that sense, I think, the Business Model 281 
Canvas is a good way to look into it.  282 
Caroline: Do you think it lacks aspects which would be important?  283 
Interviewee DI: That’s a good question. I can’t think of anything just right now because I think we covered a lot of 284 
things. I mean the different categories can be defined in a number of different ways. So, in that way I think they can 285 
capture it well. Maybe if you wanted a special Business Model Canvas you could do that, but I think the categories are 286 
so broad that they can cover the most important things in this frame.  287 
Caroline: Then I think you also covered all of our questions. Thank you very much for your time.  288 
Maximilian: I think this is also challenging to look at it from an industry perspective.  289 
Interviewee DI: Yes, it is. I think it is probably easier for a company, but it’s a good way to do it, so that’s fine. Thank 290 
you for coming by. You are welcome to write to if you have any other questions.  291 
Maximilian: That’s very nice.  292 


