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Abstract

This thesis addresses the persistent disconnect between increasing
business sustainability efforts and the continued degradation of eco-
logical and social systems. Hence, the aim of the present thesis is to
explain why business sustainability efforts are systemically insufficient
by elucidating the systemic mechanisms that generate and reproduce
unsustainability from a company perspective.

To address this aim, the analysis shifts attention from sustainability as
a normative aspiration to unsustainability as an empirical phenome-
non that can be observed, analyzed, and explained. Systems thinking is
used as an enabling lens for treating companies as subsystems embed-
ded in wider economic, institutional, social, and biophysical systems.

The thesis is based on four interrelated studies situated in sustainable
business model research and sustainable service research. First, a rela-
tional understanding of unsustainability from a company perspective
is developed, where unsustainability is defined as the patterned ways
in which company activities undermine or degrade the biophysical and
social conditions required for long-term system viability.

Building on this conceptualization, the cross-paper synthesis identifies
five interacting systemic mechanisms that generate and reproduce un-
sustainability from a company perspective: unsustainable paradigm,
multipolar traps, destructive competition, narrow boundary perspec-
tives, and information and feedback gaps. Together, these mechanisms
explain why business sustainability efforts may remain weakly effective
even when sustainability is explicitly pursued.

The contribution to sustainability-oriented business research lies in
conceptualizing unsustainability from a company perspective, provid-
ing a mechanism-based explanation of systemic insufficiency, inform-
ing mechanism-sensitive managerial diagnosis and response, and
demonstrating how systems approaches can be applied across hetero-
geneous business contexts and multiple levels of analysis.



Sammanfattning

Denna avhandling behandlar den bestdende diskrepansen mellan
okande héllbarhetsinsatser inom naringslivet och den fortsatta dege-
nereringen av ekologiska och sociala system. Syftet med avhandlingen
ar att forklara varfor foretags hallbarhetsinsatser ar systemiskt otill-
rackliga genom att belysa de systemiska mekanismer som genererar
och reproducerar ohéllbarhet fran ett foretagsperspektiv.

For att uppna detta syfte forskjuts det analytiska fokuset fran hallbar-
het som normativ stravan till ohallbarhet som ett empiriskt fenomen
som kan observeras, analyseras, och forklaras. Systemtankande an-
vands som ett mojliggorande perspektiv for att forsta foretag som del-
system och som del av bredare ekonomiska, institutionella, sociala och
biofysiska system.

Avhandlingen bygger pa fyra sammanhiangande studier inom forsk-
ning om hallbara affirsmodeller och hallbar tjansteforskning. Forst ut-
vecklas en relationell forstaelse av ohéllbarhet fran ett foretagsperspek-
tiv, dar ohallbarhet definieras som de monster genom vilka foretagsak-
tiviteter underminerar eller degraderar de biofysiska och sociala villkor
som kravs for systems langsiktiga barkraft.

Med utgangspunkt i denna konceptualisering identifierar den tvarga-
ende syntesen fem samverkande systemiska mekanismer som genere-
rar och reproducerar ohallbarhet fran ett foretagsperspektiv: ohéllbart
paradigm, multipolara fallor, destruktiv konkurrens, snava gransper-
spektiv samt informations- och aterkopplingsgap. Tillsammans forkla-
rar dessa mekanismer varfor foretags hallbarhetsinsatser kan forbli in-
effektiva aven nar hallbarhet uttryckligen efterstravas.

Avhandlingens bidrag till foretagsekonomisk hallbarhetsforskning lig-
ger i att konceptualisera ohallbarhet fran ett foretagsperspektiv, er-
bjuda en mekanismbaserad forklaring av systemisk otillracklighet,
praktiska implikationer for en mekanism-informerad diagnostik och
respons, samt visa hur systemperspektiv kan tillampas 6ver heterogena
foretagskontexter och flera analysnivaer.
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1 Introduction

“Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be
changed until it is faced.” - James Baldwin

“The part can never be well until the whole is well.” - Plato

Kxk*

Companies occupy a central position in persistent sustainability chal-
lenges and in contemporary sustainability discourse. They are impli-
cated both as primary contributors to environmental degradation and
societal injustices (Piketty, 2020; Raworth, 2017; Rockstrom et al.,
2009), and as key actors expected to address these issues and steer so-
ciety towards a more sustainable path (Porter & Kramer, 2011). Accord-
ingly, there has been a surge in attention to, and efforts toward, more
responsible business practices aimed at improving both social and en-
vironmental outcomes. This shift is also reflected in a growing body of
sustainability-oriented business research' seeking to advance
knowledge on sustainability and potential solutions for sustainability
(Purvis et al., 2019).

However, despite the growing academic attention and business effort,
humanity remains on an increasingly unsustainable trajectory. Green-
house gas emissions continue to increase (Global Carbon Budget,
2025), several planetary boundaries have been transgressed and biodi-
versity loss is accelerating (Richardson et al., 2023), while inequality
remains a persistent and, in many contexts, worsening feature of con-
temporary societies (Chancel et al., 2026). These developments suggest
a disconnect between present sustainability efforts and macro-level un-
sustainability outcomes.

This raises a central question: why have increased business sustaina-
bility efforts not translated into improvements at the wider system
level? More specifically, why do business sustainability efforts remain

1 In this thesis, “business sustainability” refers broadly to business-related sustainability efforts, while
“sustainability-oriented business research” refers to the related research field in business administra-
tion.



systemically insufficient in addressing unsustainability despite in-
creasing attention and effort?

1.1 Shifting perspectives: Uncovering unsustainability from a
company perspective

One potential explanation for the persistent gap between business sus-
tainability efforts and mounting unsustainability lies in how un/sus-
tainability is understood from a company perspective. Un/sustainabil-
ity problems are complex, temporally and spatially distant, and often
only fully visible at aggregate levels, whether planetary (Richardson et
al., 2023) or societal (Missimer et al., 2017a, 2017b). As a result, when
companies and other business actors try to operationalize sustainabil-
ity, there is a tendency to focus on means rather than ends (Elster,
1989), and to move quickly toward solutions before sufficiently under-
standing the problem those solutions are intended to address
(Ehrenfeld, 2004; Jorgensen, 2011).

The solutions-oriented tendency is visible both in practice and in busi-
ness research. In practice, business actors often frame incremental im-
provements in social or environmental performance as “sustainable”
(Johnston et al., 2007), contributing to concerns about greenwashing
and symbolic sustainability work (Bowen & Aragon-Correa, 2014). In
research, attention has similarly been directed toward understanding
and developing sustainability-oriented solutions through frameworks,
models, tools, and archetypal empirical cases. Within the broader field
of corporate social responsibility (CSR), market-based solutions are
frequently promoted as ways to address sustainability challenges, even
though they often rely on the same economic logics that contribute to
those challenges in the first place (Schneider, 2020). Within sustaina-
ble business model research, emphasis has largely been placed on de-
veloping tools and solutions from a holistic business model perspective
(e.g. Bocken et al., 2014; Elkington & Upward, 2016), often grounded
in a triple-bottom-line logic that seeks to improve social, environmen-
tal, and economic outcomes simultaneously (Schaltegger et al., 2016).
In service research, there has likewise been increasing attention to how
sustainable service offerings can be developed, how sustainable service
ecosystems can be designed (Field et al., 2021), and how sustainability
transitions may be triggered (Sarno et al., 2025).
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Taken together, these streams reflect a broader orientation in business
research toward developing sustainability-oriented solutions. How-
ever, this solution orientation also brings a deeper tension into view.
Business actors are expected to contribute to sustainability while oper-
ating within market-based and institutional systems that have played a
central part in generating and reproducing the very forms of unsustain-
ability they are asked to address (Doane, 2005). The problem is not that
such solution-oriented work is unimportant, but that its effectiveness
depends on how clearly the underlying unsustainability problem is un-
derstood.

Johnston et al. (2007) argue that sustainability has often been used in
ways that allow existing business interests to continue while giving the
impression of adherence to environmentally sound principles. Put
simply, when almost any improvement can be labelled “sustainable” or
“sustainable development”, it becomes difficult to distinguish between
changes that merely reduce harm at the margin and changes that actu-
ally address the conditions producing unsustainability (Ehrenfeld,
2004). Johnston et al. (2007, p. 61) therefore suggest reclaiming the
concept of sustainability by “invert[ing] the definition and refer only to
‘unsustainable’ practice, with the assumed (albeit often remote) norm
being sustainability”. This shift directs attention to what can be ob-
served in practice: the continuation of unsustainable activities, prac-
tices, and outcomes. In other words, effective sustainability-oriented
responses require a clearer understanding of the problem conditions
they are intended to change.

Building on the above reasoning, the present thesis takes unsustaina-
bility as its primary object of inquiry. This does not mean rejecting sus-
tainability as a normative aspiration. Rather, it means shifting analyti-
cal attention toward the phenomenon that can be observed and ex-
plained: the ongoing reproduction of biophysical degradation, social
inequities, and other forms of systemic harm (Ehrenfeld, 2004;
Johnston et al., 2007). Sustainability as a stable achieved state is diffi-
cult to observe directly, whereas unsustainability becomes visible in the
patterns through which ecological and social conditions are repeatedly
degraded over time.



Unsustainability is well documented at macro levels and has been con-
ceptualized through frameworks such as planetary boundaries (Rock-
strom et al.,, 2009), a systemic stocks-and-flow perspective (Daly,
1990) and through integrative frameworks of both ecological and social
conditions (Raworth, 2017). Yet, these frameworks are difficult to
translate directly into company-level analysis. Existing attempts often
simplify macro-level sustainability concerns into firm-level tools or
frameworks without fully addressing unsustainability as a multi-level,
dynamic, and emergent phenomenon (e.g. Elkington & Upward, 2016;
Joyce & Paquin, 2016). This creates a conceptual gap: unsustainability
becomes substantively visible at wider system levels, while responsibil-
ity for action is often placed on companies and other business actors.

This conceptual gap leaves a crucial analytical step underdeveloped:
explaining how unsustainability can be understood from a company
perspective and how it is generated through company activities situ-
ated within wider systems. Without such an understanding, both re-
search and practice risk advancing solutions that are insufficiently con-
nected to the dynamics reproducing the problem they are meant to ad-
dress. Studying unsustainability therefore shifts the analytical focus
from desired states and isolated solutions toward the generative pro-
cesses and mechanisms through which harmful outcomes emerge
across organizational and system levels.

1.2 Dominant approaches in business sustainability research and
underlying problem assumptions

To further specify this conceptual gap, the following section examines
sustainability-oriented business research in terms of its underlying
problem assumptions rather than only its proposed solutions. While
the field appears coherent at the level of aspiration, it is more frag-
mented at the level of explanation. Different strands of the literature
imply different understandings of what the core problem is, where it is
located, and what kinds of interventions are required.

For example, some approaches focus on improving sustainability by in-
tegrating environmental and social concerns into existing business
models and economic value creation processes (e.g.Bocken et al., 2014;
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Evans et al., 2017; Schaltegger et al., 2016). Others concentrate on spe-
cific impact domains, such as social well-being or environmental effi-
ciency, often treating these in isolation (e.g. Blocker et al., 2022;
Boenigk et al., 2021; Field et al., 2021). A third line of work identifies
dominant profit-oriented objectives and growth imperatives as the pri-
mary obstacle, calling for more fundamental shifts in organizational
purpose (e.g. Busch et al., 2024; Hinton, 2020; Hinton & Maclurcan,
2017). Additional perspectives emphasize regulatory frameworks and
institutional incentives as key drivers of failing sustainability efforts
(e.g. Schrempf-Stirling, 2013; Sjafjell et al., 2015), while broader eco-
logical approaches anchor the problem in systemic misalignment be-
tween economic activity and biophysical limits (e.g. Daly, 2014; Griggs
et al., 2013; Raworth, 2017).

Taken together, these perspectives highlight that sustainability-ori-
ented business research does not rest on a shared understanding of
how unsustainability is generated. Instead, it contains multiple, partly
competing assumptions about the sources of the problem, the level of
analysis at which it operates, and where responsibility for change lies.
While this diversity has enabled a rich set of contributions, it has also
resulted in a fragmented explanatory foundation.

This fragmentation is analytically significant because it means that sus-
tainability-oriented business research offers multiple ways of acting on
sustainability problems, but lacks a sufficiently integrated explanation
of how unsustainability is generated and reproduced from a company
perspective within wider systems. The issue is therefore not only that
sustainability efforts encounter barriers, tensions, or problematic
logics, but that these are rarely brought together into a coherent expla-
nation of the systemic dynamics through which unsustainable out-
comes persist.

The following section therefore turns to systems thinking as a lens for
connecting company activity to wider system conditions and for exam-
ining the generative dynamics through which unsustainability
emerges. Before doing so, it is necessary to clarify the explanatory
stance underlying this move.



1.3 Systems thinking as an enabling lens

The focus on unsustainability as the phenomenon to be explained rests
on an explanatory stance that treats unsustainability not merely as an
aggregate outcome, but as a phenomenon shaped by deeper structures
and dynamics that are not always directly observable (Danermark et
al., 2005). Rather than limiting analysis to visible practices or stated
intentions, the adopted perspective is oriented toward understanding
how unsustainability is generated and reproduced through underlying
conditions and relationships. This explanatory orientation aligns with
a critical realist approach, which enables analysis of underlying gener-
ative mechanisms beyond observable events (Pawson, 2013). This also
means that mechanisms are not treated as directly observable entities,
but as explanatory inferences developed from observed patterns. The
critical realist stance therefore supports the retroductive movement
from what can be empirically observed to the underlying conditions
that must be in place for such patterns to occur.

Companies do not generate sustainability or unsustainability in isola-
tion. Their activities are embedded in wider economic, institutional, so-
cial, and biophysical systems, and their effects unfold across multiple
levels (Griggs et al., 2013; Gunderson & Holling, 2002). Hence, a com-
pany may improve one dimension of its own operations while contrib-
uting to harmful outcomes elsewhere in the system. A business model
may appear more sustainable within organizational boundaries while
remaining deeply entangled in unsustainable supply chains, market
dynamics, or consumer outcomes (Bocken & Short, 2021). Similarly,
organizational decision-making is shaped not only by internal strategy
and objectives, but also by incentive structures, institutional norms, in-
frastructural constraints, and the availability, or absence, of meaning-
ful feedback about wider impacts of their operations (Sterman, 2010).
As aresult, there is often a systemic disconnect between company-level
sustainability efforts and macro-level sustainability outcomes, making
it difficult for business actors to understand how their activities con-
tribute to unsustainability and what would need to change more fun-
damentally (Johnston et al., 2007).

Taken together, these characteristics of sustainability problems, com-
plexity, interdependence, and multi-level effects, suggest the need for
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an analytical approach capable of addressing such dynamics, such as
systems thinking. Systems thinking provides conceptual and method-
ological resources for understanding complex phenomena character-
ized by interdependence, feedback, nonlinearity, and multi-level dy-
namics (Jackson, 2016; Meadows, 2008). Rather than isolating the
company as a self-contained actor, a systems approach makes it possi-
ble to examine how companies function as subsystems within larger
wholes, how boundaries are drawn, how causes and consequences
travel across levels, and how persistent patterns emerge from intercon-
nections among actors, structures, goals, and institutional arrange-
ments (Gunderson & Holling, 2002; Meadows, 2008). In this sense,
systems thinking supports the explanatory ambition of the thesis by di-
recting attention toward interdependence, nonlinearity, and multi-
level effects that are difficult to capture through firm-centered or event-
based approaches alone (Jackson, 2016; Meadows, 2008). A systems
perspective also foregrounds an endogenous understanding of change,
in which focal systems are nested in and mutually dependent on wider
systems (Garmestani et al., 2020). For sustainability-related questions,
this is particularly important. It shifts attention from unsustainability
as the aggregate result of isolated poor decisions, to how it is repro-
duced through recurrent patterns of organizing.

Applying a systems approach to unsustainability as the phenomenon
under study therefore changes the analytical focus in two main ways.
First, it redirects attention from isolated initiatives to the broader dy-
namics in which those initiatives are situated, thereby enabling com-
pany-level actions to be understood in relation to wider systemic out-
comes, rather than being assessed only within narrow organizational
boundaries (Meadows, 2008; Sterman, 2010). Second, it makes it pos-
sible to move from symptom-oriented explanations toward mecha-
nism-oriented explanations. Instead of asking only whether companies
engage in sustainability efforts, a systems perspective asks how sur-
rounding structures, incentives, information flows, and dominant
meaning systems shape which types of efforts emerge, why some are
amplified while others are constrained, and why unsustainable out-
comes persist even when sustainability is explicitly pursued. For this
reason, the present thesis utilizes systems thinking as an enabling



theoretical and methodological lens for contributing to the domain
field of sustainability-oriented business research.

1.4 Aim and research questions

The overall aim of this thesis is to explain why business sustainability
efforts are systemically insufficient by elucidating the systemic mecha-
nisms that generate and reproduce unsustainability from a company
perspective. The thesis therefore does not merely discuss sustainability
in business in general, nor simply catalogue barriers to sustainability
initiatives. Rather, it seeks to explain why such efforts remain insuffi-
cient by examining how unsustainability is generated and reproduced
from a company perspective within wider systems.

To address this aim, the thesis explores unsustainability from a com-
pany perspective by applying a systems approach across four interre-
lated studies. The thesis is positioned within sustainability-oriented
business research, broadly understood as research in business admin-
istration concerned with how firms, business models, service provid-
ers, and related market actors engage with environmental and social
sustainability challenges. The included papers draw on different but
complementary areas of this broader field, most notably sustainable
business models and sustainable service provisioning. Together, they
provide varied entry points into the shared question of how business
activity relates to sustainability and unsustainability outcomes.

The aim gives rise to two interrelated research questions. First, the per-
sistent disconnect between macro-level unsustainability and seemingly
weak or ineffective company-level sustainability efforts points to a con-
ceptual gap. While sustainability problems are typically defined at so-
cietal or planetary levels, directed action is frequently expected from
companies and other business actors. Yet, the field still lacks a suffi-
ciently developed way of understanding unsustainability from a com-
pany perspective. The first research question addresses this gap by
providing a conceptualization of unsustainability from the perspective
of a focal company within wider systems:

I. How can unsustainability be understood and conceptualized
Jfrom a company perspective?
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Second, there is an explanatory gap. While sustainable business model
research has developed frameworks and archetypes for rethinking how
value is created and appropriated (Bocken et al., 2014; Schaltegger et
al., 2016), and service research has increasingly turned toward ques-
tions of sustainable service provisioning and ecosystem design (Field
et al., 2021; Saviano et al., 2017), these streams have not been con-
nected through a shared explanation of why business sustainability ef-
forts fail to produce broader system change. Consequently, the field
risks developing partially disconnected solution vocabularies without a
sufficiently integrated account of the mechanisms through which un-
sustainability is generated and reproduced across business contexts.
Hence, the second research question follows:

II.  Which systemic mechanisms generate and reproduce unsus-
tainability from a company perspective, and how do they con-
tribute to the systemic insufficiency of business sustainability

efforts?

In conclusion, the first research question provides the conceptual
groundwork for the thesis. It addresses the challenge of relating com-
pany activity to broader environmental and social outcomes and devel-
ops a systems-based understanding of unsustainability that supports
the later synthesis. The second research question constitutes the core
explanatory ambition of the thesis. It focuses on identifying the deeper
generative mechanisms that help explain why unsustainability persists
even where sustainability is explicitly pursued.

1.5 Thesis design and contribution logic

This dissertation is a compilation thesis consisting of four papers. To-
gether, the papers provide different conceptual and empirical entry
points into the broader problem of unsustainability from a company
perspective. The kappa does not merely summarize these papers; it de-
velops a meta-analytical synthesis that connects them into a higher-or-
der argument about how unsustainability can be understood and why
it persists from a company perspective.



Paper I is a conceptual study situated in the sustainable business model
literature. It examines how sustainability solutions in this literature are
framed and what this implies for their potential to contribute to
broader system change. Paper II is a longitudinal multiple-case study
of sustainability-oriented new ventures and explores how such ven-
tures develop their business models over time and what constraints
they encounter in attempting to create sustainability impact. Paper I11
examines un/sustainable service provisioning through the case of food
waste at the retailer-consumer interface, using a systems approach to
identify causal structures and feedback dynamics. Paper IV investi-
gates sustainability tensions in the Italian beauty industry through a
service ecosystem perspective and explores how such tensions connect
to value co-creation processes. A summary of the papers can be found
in Table 1.
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Taken together, these papers allow the thesis to move beyond context-
specific descriptions and toward a broader conceptual and explanatory
synthesis of how unsustainability can be understood and why it persists
from a company perspective. Their diversity is a strength rather than a
weakness. By examining different organizational forms, empirical set-
tings, and theoretical subdomains, the thesis is able to identify recur-
ring patterns that are not reducible to one specific sector or type of
company. At the same time, the synthesis remains grounded in a busi-
ness-administration perspective by maintaining the company as the fo-
cal perspective from which wider systemic relations are traced and in-
terpreted.

The thesis makes four interrelated contributions. First, it makes a con-
ceptual contribution by clarifying unsustainability from a company
perspective within a systems framework. Second, and most im-
portantly, it offers an explanatory contribution to sustainability-ori-
ented business research by developing a mechanism-based under-
standing of why business sustainability efforts are systemically insuffi-
cient. Third, it provides a managerial contribution by informing how
organizations and other actors might diagnose and address the condi-
tions that reproduce unsustainability. Finally, it makes a methodolog-
ical contribution by demonstrating how a systems approach can be ap-
plied to study unsustainability across heterogeneous business contexts
and multiple levels of analysis.

1.6 Thesis structure

The remainder of the thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 develops
the theoretical framework for the study. It reviews the relevant litera-
ture on sustainability-oriented business research and systems thinking
and builds the conceptual foundation used to analyze unsustainability
from a company perspective. Chapter 3 presents the research design,
including the philosophical underpinnings, methodological approach,
data collection, and data analysis procedures used across the four pa-
pers. Chapter 4 provides an overview of the included papers. Chapter 5
summarizes the main findings of each paper with particular attention
to their relevance for the thesis aim. Chapter 6 develops a meta-analyt-
ical synthesis of the findings in relation to the research questions,
providing both a conceptual account of how unsustainability can be
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understood from a company perspective and an explanatory account of
why it persists. Chapter 7 puts forward the thesis contributions and
practical implications. Finally, Chapter 8 concludes by summarizing
the thesis contributions and identifying limitations and avenues for fu-
ture research.
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2 Theoretical Framework

This chapter develops the theoretical foundation of the thesis. It sets
out to selectively assemble the concepts and perspectives needed to ad-
dress the thesis aim: to explain why business sustainability efforts are
systemically insufficient by elucidating the systemic mechanisms that
generate and reproduce unsustainability from a company perspective.

The chapter has four tasks. First, it positions the thesis within sustain-
ability-oriented business research and clarifies the scope of this field
for the present thesis. Second, it identifies an important limitation in
this broader field: while much of the literature addresses how business
actors may contribute to sustainability, unsustainability remains com-
paratively underdeveloped as an explanatory object of inquiry. Third,
the chapter introduces systems thinking as the enabling lens used in
this thesis to connect company activity to wider social and biophysical
outcomes across multiple levels. Fourth, it develops the conceptual
premises that guide the later synthesis of the thesis.

The chapter proceeds as follows. Section 2.1 positions the thesis within
sustainability-oriented business research, clarifies the scope of the field
as used in this thesis, and discusses how key streams such as sustaina-
ble business models and sustainable service research have approached
sustainability-related issues. Section 2.2 addresses unsustainability as
an underdeveloped conceptual object and identifies the macro-level bi-
ophysical and social conditions against which unsustainability may be
understood. Section 2.3 introduces systems thinking as the enabling
lens of the thesis, focusing on those concepts that are later used analyt-
ically, including nested systems, boundaries, feedback, goals, mindsets,
and leverage points. Finally, Section 2.4 synthesizes the chapter into an
analytical orientation for the remainder of the thesis.

2.1 Sustainability-oriented business research

The thesis is situated within sustainability-oriented business research,
understood here as a broad body of business-administration research
concerned with how firms, business models, service providers, and re-
lated market actors engage with environmental and social sustainabil-
ity challenges. In the present thesis, this field is approached primarily
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through strands of research within marketing, management, and or-
ganization studies, with particular emphasis on sustainable business
models and service research. This delimitation reflects the theoretical
domains of the included papers and the thesis’ focus on company ac-
tivity, value creation, service provisioning, and system-level unsustain-
ability. Other areas of business administration, such as sustainability
accounting and reporting, are relevant to the broader field but are not
the primary focus of this thesis.

Within this delimitation, sustainable business model research consti-
tutes one important stream. A business model can be seen as a formal
conceptual representation of how a business functions (Massa et al.,
2017), comprising overarching value components; the value proposi-
tion, the value creation and delivery, and the value capture (Bocken et
al., 2014). Although these components might seem firm-centric, the
concept of business models is often used to go beyond the firm to not
only understand what businesses do, but also how they do it from a
more holistic perspective (Zott et al., 2011). In this literature, sustaina-
bility is typically addressed through attempts to rethink how value is
proposed, created, delivered, and captured so that ecological and social
concerns are taken into account alongside economic viability (e.g. Ev-
ans et al., 2017; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). In contrast to a traditional
business model, where the main focus lies on how the value proposition
can enable the firm to capture economic value for its own gain, a sus-
tainable business model emphasizes the simultaneous creation of so-
cial and ecological value for various stakeholders (Stubbs & Cocklin,
2008).

The field has generated influential frameworks, archetypes, and tools
intended to guide the development of more sustainable forms of organ-
izing and value creation (Bocken et al., 2014; Joyce & Paquin, 2016). It
has also helped make sustainability more legible in managerial terms,
partly because the business model concept provides an accessible
bridge between broader sustainability concerns and firm-level innova-
tion (Schaltegger et al., 2012). At the same time, the field has often been
grounded in the assumption that environmental, social, and economic
objectives can be aligned within the business model, frequently
through a triple-bottom-line logic (Elkington, 1994). This has
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supported a productive literature on innovation and solution design
(e.g. Bocken et al., 2014; Evans et al., 2017), but it has also attracted
critique concerning the actual sustainability impact of such models and
whether they move meaningfully beyond incremental improvements,
efficiency gains, or niche innovation (Ritala et al., 2018; Alonso-Mar-
tinez et al., 2021; Fichter et al., 2022). Empirical reviews suggest that
uptake remains uneven and that environmentally oriented efficiency
initiatives are more common than broader social or organizational
transformations (Ritala et al., 2018).

A related stream focuses more explicitly on sustainable business model
innovation and the processes through which organizations experiment
with, assess, and implement sustainability-oriented business models
(Bocken & Geradts, 2020; Boons & Liideke-Freund, 2013; Liideke-
Freund et al., 2018). This work has broadened understanding of how
sustainability may be integrated earlier in innovation processes and
has highlighted the importance of collaboration, assessment, experi-
mentation, and business model reconfiguration. In this literature, at-
tempts have been made to further an operationalized understanding of
social and environmental concerns at a company level. For example,
the flourishing business model canvas (Elkington & Upward, 2016) and
the triple-layered business model canvas (Joyce & Paquin, 2016) both
put forward tools for innovating towards increased sustainability and
common flourishing. Yet, these tools remain focused on sustainability
as an aspirational idea and apply a triple-bottom-line logic of integra-
tion, instead of offering a systems view of dynamic embeddedness. In
response, recent work has argued that systems thinking principles,
such as interconnections, causal relations, feedback loops, and trade-
off awareness, must be more explicitly integrated into early-stage sus-
tainability assessment if the sustainability implications of business
model innovation are to be understood more robustly (Fehrer &
Wieland, 2020; Schliiter et al., 2023). This is a useful development, but
it also underscores a broader point that is central to the present thesis:
sustainability-oriented solution design often advances faster than the
conceptual understanding of the unsustainable dynamics such solu-
tions are intended to transform.
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A second important stream is sustainability-oriented service research,
and related work on sustainable service ecosystems, value co-creation,
and service provisioning. This stream is particularly relevant to the pre-
sent thesis because it shifts the focus beyond the focal firm and empha-
sizes actor interactions within wider institutional arrangements (Vargo
& Lusch, 2011, 2016, 2017). Institutions and their arrangements, such
as rules, languages, norms, practices, beliefs, etc., play a key role where
actors' interactions can result from institutional work, the purposive
action of actors "aimed at creating, maintaining, and disrupting insti-
tutions" (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006, p. 217). Furthermore, service re-
search has increasingly adopted a systemic and emergent understand-
ing of value creation and its outcomes, and therefore offers important
foundations for thinking beyond narrow organizational boundaries.
For example, the service ecosystem consideration allows for the analy-
sis of phenomena at different levels of aggregation, that is a multi-level
perspective (Chandler & Vargo, 2011).

Service research is also a field in which social concerns, vulnerability,
well-being, and transformative outcomes have long been in focus, es-
pecially through transformative service research and adjacent streams
(Blocker et al., 2022; Boenigk et al., 2021). At the same time, the con-
cept of sustainability itself has often remained underdeveloped or frag-
mented in this literature, with a stronger orientation toward social
well-being rather than toward environmental sustainability (Field et
al., 2021; Saviano et al., 2017). In response, recent studies have sought
to strengthen the sustainability orientation of the field, for example by
examining circular service ecosystems (Fehrer et al., 2024) and the
triggering of sustainability transitions (Sarno et al., 2025). Yet this re-
search remains in its early stages. Service research therefore offers
powerful relational and ecosystem-oriented theoretical perspectives in
which wider system actors are given greater recognition, while still
lacking a clear anchoring in relations with non-human actors and sus-
tainability science (Teixeira et al., 2024).

2.1.1 Dominant approaches and problem assumptions in sustain-
ability-oriented business research

Generally, sustainability-oriented business research has often been
shaped by a managerial impulse to respond to pressing sustainability
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concerns through organizational solutions. This has yielded valuable
work on tools, models, best practices, and managerial responses. How-
ever, it has also created a tendency to move relatively quickly from
broad sustainability concerns to organizational interventions (Ehren-
feld, 2004; Johnston et al., 2007; Jorgensen, 2011). Climate change,
resource depletion, or social inequalities are identified as urgent socie-
tal problems, after which firms, business models, or service providers
are examined as possible solution sites (e.g. Adams et al., 2016;
Schaltegger et al., 2016). While such work is often well motivated, it
can bypass a critical analytical step: a sufficiently grounded under-
standing of how unsustainability is generated from the perspective of
the company and through the systems in which companies are embed-
ded (Griggs et al., 2013). When that step is underdeveloped, proposed
responses risk becoming weakly anchored in the generative dynamics
of the problem they seek to address (Ehrenfeld, 2004). This concern is
visible in critiques that question the demonstrated impact of many
business sustainability initiatives and the extent to which current ap-
proaches remain bounded by business-case assumptions, incremental-
ism, or narrow organizational frames (e.g. Alonso-Martinez et al.,
2021; Busch et al., 2024; Schneider, 2020).

This limitation becomes clearer when the field is examined in terms of
its underlying problem assumptions rather than only its proposed so-
lutions. Sustainability-oriented business research does not rest on a
single diagnosis of why business contributes to unsustainable out-
comes, nor is it explicit. Rather, different strands of the literature imply
different understandings of what the core problem is, where it is lo-
cated, and what kinds of intervention are likely to matter most. This is
one reason why the field can appear coherent at the level of aspiration
while remaining conceptually fragmented at the level of explanation.
The issue is not merely that different scholars use different terms; it is
that the field contains distinct assumptions about the sources of unsus-
tainability, the level of analysis applied, and the locus of control for ad-
dressing it.

A first orientation treats the problem primarily as one of insufficient
integration of environmental and social concerns into organizational
economic value creation. In this orientation, social and environmental
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concerns are therefore coupled with economic concerns. This orienta-
tion is visible in much of the sustainable business model literature and
in related work on sustainability-oriented innovation, where the task is
to redesign how value is proposed, created, delivered, and captured so
that environmental and social objectives are better incorporated along-
side economic pursuits (e.g.Bocken et al., 2014; Evans et al., 2017;
Schaltegger et al., 2016). In other words, the focus is on internal sus-
tainability improvements. Within this framing, the key challenge is of-
ten how to align or balance multiple value dimensions more effectively
at a micro firm-level.

A second orientation fragments sustainability by treating social and
environmental problems separately, without recognizing the intricate
nature of the two (Simmonds & Gazley, 2021). In the service field in
particular, consumer harm and well-being is addressed as potential
outcomes of the value creation process (Blocker et al., 2022; Boenigk
et al.,, 2021), while the environmental aspects of sustainability are
largely left out (Field et al., 2021). Although the customer as a benefi-
ciary is often centrally incorporated in the value creation process, it
tends to remain dyadic, and the wider systemic outcomes are largely
not taken into consideration.

A third orientation identifies the central obstacle less in the absence of
sustainability-oriented tools and more in the dominance of profit-cen-
tered objectives and growth-dogmatism shaping company priorities
(Busch et al., 2024; Hinton, 2020; Hinton & Maclurcan, 2017). From
this perspective, sustainability efforts remain limited not because firms
lack models or tools, but because prevailing corporate purpose and
governance structures channel organizational action toward outcomes
that are fundamentally misaligned with sustainability (Hinton &
Maclurcan, 2017; Schneider, 2020). Therefore, the proposed response
becomes a replacement of the traditional economic objective with a so-
cial or environmental orientation. Yet, it often remains unclear how
this should take place in practice, especially given how dominant eco-
nomic objectives tend to be institutionalized (Hinton, 2020).

A fourth orientation emphasizes the role of regulation, institutional ar-
rangements, and collective-action conditions in shaping unsustainable
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outcomes (Schrempf-Stirling, 2013; Sjafjell et al., 2015). Here, the
problem is not located primarily inside the focal firm, but in the wider
legal, political, and institutional structures that define what is re-
warded, mandated, and externalized (Bunzl, 2018; Ostrom, 2015;
Scott, 2014; Sjafjell et al., 2015). Hence, the main response is to change
the meso-level incentive structure of the organizational actor, to be bet-
ter aligned with sustainability and shared value objectives.

Fifth, and finally, is a broader ecological framing in which the core
problem lies in the disembeddedness of economic activity from bio-
physical limits and wider social foundations (Griggs et al., 2013), mak-
ing unsustainability a systemic condition (Daly, 2014; Raworth, 2017).
This orientation has a strong anchoring in a system view of change,
providing an initial step to a systems anchored way of addressing un-
sustainability (Abson et al., 2017). Yet, it often remains positioned on
the macro-level, lacks a clear operationalization for micro-actors such
as companies, and does not fully clarify the mechanisms generating un-
sustainability from a company perspective.

These differences in problem assumptions matter because they shape
what is understood to be the source of the problem, where leverage for
change is assumed to lie, and which forms of response are treated as
meaningful. The field is therefore not only diverse in its solution vocab-
ularies; it is also fragmented in how it implicitly diagnoses the problem
of unsustainability. This fragmentation is analytically important be-
cause it helps explain why sustainability-oriented business research of-
ten offers multiple pathways for action without a correspondingly inte-
grated account of how unsustainability is generated and reproduced.
An overview of the five identified dominant approaches can be found
in Table 2, categorizing differences in 1) who is the main driver of
change, 2) where the locus of control (LoC) for change lies, 3) the main
level of aggregation used, and 4) what is the course of action, or re-
sponse, that follows.
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Table 2. Overview of dominant approaches in sustainability-oriented business re-

search
Approach | Coupling | Frag- Replace- | Regulating | Ecological
mented | ment
Who Companies, | Focal Actors | Companies, Regulatory bod- | Various Sys-
Business (Service Individuals ies (Gov.) tem Actors, of-
Models Actors) ten unspecified
LoC Internally Focal Actor + | Internally Externally System-wide
Beneficiary
Level of Micro Micro Micro Meso Macro
Aggrega-
tion
Response Tools for in- | Improving Change Governance, leg- | System-level
novating to- | beneficiary focus, new | islation, policy problem
wards sus- | well-being & | measure- framing, lim-
tainability satisfaction ments, ited actor-spe-
changing cific implica-
internal tions
incentives

The purpose of the overview in Table 2 is not to establish rigid catego-
ries, but to clarify that sustainability-oriented business research con-
tains different and partly competing assumptions about the nature of
the problem it seeks to address. This matters for the present thesis be-
cause the underdevelopment of unsustainability is not simply a gap in
terminology. It is also a consequence of the field lacking a sufficiently
shared explanatory understanding of how unsustainability is generated
from a company perspective within wider systems.

In that sense, the contribution of the present thesis is not to dismiss
sustainability-oriented business research, but to build on it in a more
explanatory direction. Although the field’s ambition to improve busi-
ness responses to social and ecological challenges should be taken se-
riously, such efforts require a stronger understanding of unsustainabil-
ity as a phenomenon in its own right. This implies moving beyond a
literature that is primarily oriented toward how business actors might
contribute to sustainability, and toward a literature that can also ex-
plain how business actors and the systems around them actively gen-
erate and reproduce unsustainable outcomes.

2.2 Unsustainability as an underdeveloped object of inquiry

A central argument of this thesis is that unsustainability remains un-
derdeveloped as an object of inquiry in sustainability-oriented business
research. Although sustainability has been extensively discussed and
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theorized, the term unsustainability has received comparatively lim-
ited direct conceptual attention. Where it appears, it is often used de-
scriptively, residually, or as the negative opposite of sustainability
(Bocken & Short, 2021), rather than being developed as a distinct phe-
nomenon with its own generative logic.

This matters because if the thesis seeks to explain why business sus-
tainability efforts are systemically insufficient, it must examine not
only the aspirational horizon of sustainability, but also the patterned
reproduction of the conditions that repeatedly undermine that horizon.
In that sense, unsustainability is not merely a linguistic inversion of
sustainability; it is the phenomenon that must be explained if one seeks
to understand why explicit efforts to address sustainability so often re-
main weakly effective. The move to unsustainability in this thesis
should therefore be understood as a problem-first analytical strategy
rather than as a rejection of sustainability as a normative aspiration.

To build this understanding, the thesis first draws on macro-level
scholarship that clarifies the wider conditions against which unsustain-
ability may be understood. Taking the concept of sustainability at face
value, sustainability can be seen as having the property of “being sus-
tained”, that is the ability to continue for an extended period of time
(Manderson, 2006). Most commonly, sustainability and sustainable
development are defined as “a society that meets the needs of the pre-
sent without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs” (Brundtland et al., 1987). This definition highlights
the temporal dimension of sustainability by emphasizing that present
activity should not undermine the environmental and social systems on
which future generations depend.

A related way of approaching sustainability is found in the Framework
for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD), which formulates sus-
tainability through the elimination of systematic contributions to un-
sustainability (Broman & Robert, 2017). Broman and Robert (2017) de-
scribe a sustainable society as one in which actors do not systematically
contribute to increasing concentrations of substances from the Earth’s
crust, increasing concentrations of substances produced by society, the
physical degradation of nature, or conditions that undermine people’s
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capacity to meet their needs. This formulation defines sustainability
negatively, by specifying the kinds of systematic degradation that must
not be reproduced. It therefore offers a useful step toward the present
thesis’ focus on unsustainability. However, while this framework clari-
fies broad sustainability principles, it does not by itself explain how
such contributions are generated from the perspective of companies
embedded in wider systems.

On the ecological side, sustainability scholarship has long emphasized
that human activity and socio-economic systems operate within bio-
physical limits (Meadows et al., 2004). These limits have been concep-
tualized through ecological carrying capacity, material and energy
throughput, planetary boundaries (Rockstrom et al., 2009; Steffen et
al., 2015), and related perspectives that draw attention to stocks and
flows of resources, pollutants, and long-term ecological viability
(Broman & Robert, 2017; Daly, 1990). Such perspectives make clear
that unsustainability must be understood in relation to excess deple-
tion of resources, pollution and waste generation, biodiversity loss, and
the degradation of ecological systems over time. From this perspective,
the persistence of unsustainability reflects not just localized environ-
mental harm, but repeated transgression of the conditions required for
the continued viability of broader biophysical systems. The term bio-
physical is used here to emphasize the material, ecological, biological,
and life-supporting conditions of the biosphere on which company ac-
tivity depends and which it may affect2. This emphasis is important be-
cause sustainability aspirations have been critiqued for their anthropo-
centric outlook (Taylor, 2012) and for insufficient consideration of
non-human actors (Teixeira et al., 2024).

A terminological clarification is useful here. In the broader sustainabil-
ity-oriented business literature, the term environmental sustainability
is more commonly used. In this thesis, I use this terminology when

2 In the broader sustainability-oriented business literature, the term environmental sustainability is
more commonly used. In this thesis, environmental is used when referring to the established vocabu-
lary of that literature, while biophysical is used in the systems-based conceptualization of unsustaina-
bility to emphasize ecological, material, biological, and life-supporting conditions of the biosphere, in-
cluding non-human life.
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referring to the established vocabulary of that literature. However,
when developing the systems-based conceptualization of unsustaina-
bility, I use the term biophysical to emphasize that the analysis con-
cerns not only environmental issues in a managerial sense, but the ma-
terial, ecological, biological, and life-supporting conditions of the bio-
sphere on which company activity depends and which it may affect.

On the social side, sustainability scholarship points to a broader set of
conditions required for social flourishing. These include not only access
to material resources, but also equity, well-being, inclusion, dignity,
and the institutional conditions that support viable social systems writ
large (Missimer et al., 2017a, 2017b; Raworth, 2017; Robert, 2008).
Furthermore, a broader discussions of social deterioration include is-
sues such as stress, alienation, loss of community, and meaning-related
forms of decline (Freinacht, 2019). These are often less visible in main-
stream sustainability vocabularies, but remain highly relevant to how
contemporary societies are experienced and organized. Such concerns
widen the social horizon of what unsustainability may involve and sup-
port the view that sustainability cannot be reduced to environmental
performance alone.

Taken together, these biophysical and social perspectives, as well as
negatively formulated sustainability definitions, suggest that unsus-
tainability concerns not merely environmental harm, but the degrada-
tion of both biophysical and social conditions required for sustained
viability and flourishing. However, while macro-level sustainability
scholarship clarifies the broader conditions at stake, it does not by itself
provide a clear company-perspective conceptualization of unsustaina-
bility. This is precisely the challenge addressed in this thesis. Sustaina-
bility and unsustainability become visible most clearly at wider system
levels, yet business research often expects organizational actors to re-
spond to them. This creates a conceptual gap between the level at which
unsustainability is substantively visible and the level at which action is
frequently organized. Addressing that gap requires a perspective capa-
ble of linking company activity to wider system outcomes without col-
lapsing one level into the other. This creates the basis for turning to
systems thinking in the following section.
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2.3 Systems thinking as an enabling lens

Systems thinking is used in this thesis as an enabling lens for address-
ing the gap outlined above. The value of this lens lies in its capacity to
connect levels of analysis, foreground interdependence, and shift at-
tention from isolated events toward the structures and dynamics that
generate recurring patterns over time (Jackson, 2016; Meadows, 2008;
Sterman, 2010). Rather than treating the company as a self-contained
actor, systems thinking makes it possible to understand organizations
as subsystems embedded in wider economic, institutional, social, and
biophysical systems. This is essential if one seeks to explain how com-
pany activity relates to wider unsustainability outcomes. In the present
thesis, systems thinking is therefore not used merely as a language of
holism, but as the conceptual basis for examining how relations, struc-
tures, and multi-level dynamics shape the generation and persistence
of unsustainability.

2.3.1 Nested systems and scale

A first important concept is that of nested systems (Gunderson & Hol-
ling, 2002). Systems thinking suggests that any focal organization is
situated within wider containing systems while also containing internal
subsystems (Meadows, 2008; Von Bertalanffy, 1968). The company
may be treated as a system-in-focus, but it is simultaneously embedded
in markets, industries, institutional environments, societies, and, ulti-
mately, the biosphere. This nestedness matters because the sustaina-
bility or unsustainability of company activity cannot be determined
solely by what happens within organizational boundaries. It also de-
pends on how the focal system relates to the wider systems that enable
and constrain it, and on the consequences its activities have for those
systems. Related ecological perspectives, including ecological systems
theory and panarchy, reinforce this insight by emphasizing cross-scale
interaction, adaptive cycles, and the interdependence of social and eco-
logical systems (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Gunderson & Holling, 2002).
While panarchy is not used in this thesis as a standalone framework,
its emphasis on hierarchy, scale, and interdependence supports the
nested-systems view that underpins the present thesis (Gunderson &
Holling, 2002).
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The nested view is important because it guards against two common
analytical errors. The first is firm isolationism, in which the focal or-
ganization is treated as if its sustainability could be understood solely
through internal characteristics, strategies, or outputs. The second
is undifferentiated holism, in which the company disappears into an
abstract macro-system and the analysis loses its focal perspective. A
nested-systems view avoids both extremes. It allows the company to
remain the focal analytical vantage point while also recognizing that its
behavior, possibilities, and consequences are shaped by wider systems
and by interactions across levels (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Garmestani
et al., 2020). In this way, nestedness provides a conceptual basis for
relating the company perspective to wider sustainability and unsus-
tainability patterns without collapsing the distinction between them.

2.3.2 Boundaries and what becomes visible

A second important concept concerns boundaries. From a systems per-
spective, boundaries are not simply given; they are analytical choices
that shape what becomes visible, relevant, and actionable (Meadows,
2008). Narrow boundary choices may direct attention only to the focal
organization’s internal performance, while broader boundary choices
may reveal how organizational activity depends on and affects wider
actors, infrastructures, institutions, and resource systems. This is par-
ticularly important in sustainability-related research, where organiza-
tional decisions frequently have consequences that travel beyond for-
mal firm boundaries, and through supply chains, user practices, dis-
posal systems, or institutionalized market expectations (Meadows et
al., 2004).

The importance of boundary choice is visible across several streams of
sustainability-oriented business research. In sustainable business
model work, for example, assessments frequently focus on the focal or-
ganization’s value proposition or internal model configuration, even
though broader system effects may be indirect, delayed, or distributed
across multiple actors (Fehrer & Wieland, 2020). Similarly, service and
ecosystem approaches show that value creation unfolds through inter-
dependent actor interaction and institutional arrangements (Koskela-
Huotari et al., 2016; Vargo & Lusch, 2016), meaning that sustainability
cannot be understood solely at the level of the focal provider or firm. A
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systems perspective does not eliminate the need for boundaries; rather,
it makes boundary judgment itself explicit. This is important for the
present thesis because boundary choices influence whether organiza-
tional sustainability efforts are interpreted only within the focal firm or
in relation to wider system conditions.

2.3.3 Interconnections, feedback, goals, and mindset

A third set of systems concepts important for explaining systemic out-
comes concerns interconnections, feedback, goals, and mindsets. In
systems thinking, persistent outcomes are not explained primarily by
isolated elements, but by the patterned relations among them
(Forrester, 1961; Meadows, 2008; Sterman, 2010). Interconnections
shape how action in one part of the system produces consequences
elsewhere, often across organizational and temporal boundaries. Feed-
back loops help explain how such consequences become self-reinforc-
ing or self-correcting over time, thereby stabilizing or amplifying par-
ticular patterns of system behavior (Sterman, 2010). Goals and mind-
sets, in turn, influence what the system prioritizes, what becomes visi-
ble, and which responses are interpreted as rational, legitimate, or de-
sirable (Meadows, 2008).

These concepts are particularly relevant for the present thesis because
they shift analysis away from linear cause and effect reasoning and sim-
ple barrier descriptions. From a systems perspective, persistent unsus-
tainability cannot be adequately examined only through individual
choices or isolated constraints. It requires attention to recurrent rela-
tions among actors, structures, incentives, information flows, and in-
terpretive frames. Systems literature repeatedly emphasizes that feed-
back-rich structures, delayed effects, limited information, and goal-
seeking behavior make systemic outcomes difficult to understand if one
looks only at isolated events or proximate decisions (Meadows, 2008;
Sterman, 2010). In sustainability-oriented business research, this im-
plies that organizational responses may need to be examined in rela-
tion to wider structures and prevailing goals that shape what forms of
action become likely, legitimate, or difficult to sustain. Recent work
connecting systems thinking to sustainable business model assessment
makes a similar point by showing that interconnections, causal rela-
tions, feedback loops, and adaptation need to be considered if trade-
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offs, unintended consequences, and wider system effects are to become
visible (Schliiter et al., 2023).

Systems thinking is also useful here because it emphasizes that system
goals and mindsets are not simply cognitive variables located inside in-
dividual actors. They are often institutionalized, socially reproduced,
and embedded in organizational routines, metrics, and legitimating
narratives (Meadows, 2008; Meadows et al., 2004). This matters for
sustainability-related analysis because what counts as a “good” deci-
sion within the focal organization may be shaped by deeper assump-
tions about value, success, responsibility, and rationality (Abson et al.,
2017). A systems perspective therefore allows questions of meaning,
valuation, and purpose to be treated not as secondary normative issues,

but as structurally significant aspects of how systemic outcomes may
be shaped.

2.3.4 Leverage points and depth of intervention

Systems thinking also offers a way to assess the depth of intervention
through the concept of leverage points. A leverage-point perspective
highlights that not all interventions are equally capable of changing
system behaviour. Some interventions operate at relatively shallow lev-
els, such as parameters, resource flows, or material adjustments, while
others target deeper features of system structure, such as information
flows, rules, goals, and paradigms (Meadows, 1999).

The leverage point perspective is relevant to the present thesis because
it supports the broader analytical move from event-level and solution-
led reasoning toward explanations in terms of deeper generative dy-
namics. The leverage-point perspective provides a way to assess
whether sustainability-oriented interventions address visible symp-
toms or engage with deeper system structures, goals, and paradigms.

2.4 Theoretical synthesis and analytical orientation

Taken together, the literature reviewed in this chapter establishes three
analytical starting points for the thesis. First, sustainability-oriented
business research provides important concepts for understanding how
firms, business models, service providers, and related actors engage
with environmental and social sustainability challenges (e.g. Field et
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al., 2021; Schaltegger et al., 2012). Second, macro-level sustainability
scholarship clarifies the broader biophysical and social conditions
against which unsustainability must be understood (e.g. Raworth,
2017; Steffen et al., 2015). Third, systems thinking provides concepts
for relating company activity to wider system conditions across levels
(Gunderson & Holling, 2002; Meadows, 2008). However, these litera-
tures do not, on their own, provide a sufficiently clear way of conceptu-
alizing unsustainability from the perspective of the focal company.

A first analytical premise is therefore that unsustainability should be
treated as the phenomenon to be explained, rather than merely as the
absence of sustainability. This does not reject sustainability as a nor-
mative aspiration, but clarifies the analytical focus of the thesis: the
conditions and dynamics through which biophysical and social degra-
dation continue to be generated and reproduced despite growing sus-
tainability efforts (Johnston et al., 2007).

A second analytical premise is that a company perspective must relate
company activity to macro-level sustainability conditions without
treating those conditions as firm-level properties. The biophysical and
social conditions at stake, such as resource depletion, pollution, biodi-
versity loss, equality, access, governance, health, community, and well-
being, are properties of wider systems (e.g. Raworth, 2017; Steffen et
al., 2015). Yet, business research is often organized around the com-
pany as a practical site of intervention. Yet, business research is often
organized around the company as a practical site of intervention. This
creates the central theoretical challenge taken up in this thesis: how to
maintain the company as the focal analytical vantage point while inter-
preting its activity in relation to the wider systems it depends upon and
affects.

A third analytical premise is that these wider conditions are conceptu-
alized in different but partly overlapping ways across the literature.
Macro-level sustainability scholarship offers several frameworks for
identifying the biophysical and social conditions at stake, including
work on ecological limits and throughput (Broman & Robert, 2017;
Daly, 1990), planetary boundaries (Rockstrom et al., 2009), social sus-
tainability (Missimer et al., 2017a, 2017b), an integrated safe and just
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operating space for humanity (Raworth, 2017), and emergent perspec-
tives on contemporary issues of stress, alienation and lack of meaning
(Freinacht, 2019). These frameworks differ in emphasis, terminology,
and scope, but together they suggest that unsustainability cannot be
reduced to any single indicator or dimension.

This means that approaching unsustainability from a company per-
spective requires an analytical orientation capable of holding multiple
levels together. On the one hand, the analysis must remain attentive to
the focal company as the practical site from which business activity is
traced. On the other hand, it must interpret that activity in relation to
wider biophysical and social conditions. This is the point at which sys-
tems thinking becomes central: it provides a way to situate company
activity within broader systems without either reducing unsustainabil-
ity to firm-internal performance or dissolving the company into an ab-
stract macro-level whole.

2.4.1 From balancing value dimensions to nested systems

A related limitation concerns how business sustainability is often visu-
ally and conceptually framed. As discussed, current business sustaina-
bility research frequently draws on a triple-bottom-line logic, in which
business sustainability is understood as the simultaneous creation and
balancing of economic, social, and environmental value. This perspec-
tive is often represented as a “sweet spot” in which the three value di-
mensions overlap, as illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. A triple-bottom-line view of business activity in relation to social and en-
vironmental spheres, adapted from Elkington (1998)

Sustainability

Social (People)
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Environmental
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While this framing has been influential in emphasizing that business
activity should not be evaluated on economic grounds alone, it also car-
ries limitations. In practice, the simultaneous balancing of all three
value forms seems to be difficult to achieve (Alonso-Martinez et al.,
2021; Massa et al., 2017; Ritala et al., 2018), and tensions often emerge
among them (Hahn et al., 2010; Hahn et al., 2015). When such tensions
arise, economic value creation frequently remains the dominant prior-
ity, while environmental and social value risk becoming secondary or
contingent considerations (Alonso-Martinez et al., 2021; Ritala et al.,
2018). In addition, the triple-bottom-line framing tends to present the
three domains as separate and equivalent spheres, which can obscure
the more foundational role of wider social and biophysical conditions
for economic activity itself.

A systems view suggests a different way of situating business activity in
relation to sustainability. Rather than treating economic, social, and
environmental value as separate and parallel dimensions to be bal-
anced, a systems perspective places business actors and economic ac-
tivity within wider societal and biophysical contexts (Griggs et al.,
2013; Meadows, 2008). In such a view, firms are not external to society
or the biosphere but embedded within and dependent upon them. This
shifts attention from finding an internal “balance” among three sepa-
rate value domains to examining how business activity is situated
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within broader social and ecological conditions. This nested systems
view is illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2. A nested systems view of business activity as embedded in societal and
biospheric systems, adapted from Griggs et al. (2013)

Biosphere

This shift in perspective is important for the present thesis because it
highlights that the sustainability of business activity cannot be under-
stood only in terms of firm-internal balancing among competing objec-
tives. It also depends on how business activity is connected to wider
social and biophysical conditions, and how those wider conditions are
treated analytically. In this sense, a systems perspective does not
simply add further complexity; it reorients the analytical frame
through which sustainability-related phenomena in business are ap-
proached.

The company is therefore not approached here as an isolated unit, but
as situated within wider economic, institutional, social, and biophysical
contexts. From this perspective, company activity cannot be under-
stood independently of the broader systems within which it takes place.
Attention must therefore be given both to the focal company and to the
wider conditions and processes with which it is connected (Griggs et
al., 2013).

2.4.2 Analytical orientation for the thesis

Systems thinking is central here because it provides an analytical ori-
entation for examining sustainability-related phenomena as complex,
interdependent, and dynamic. Rather than treating organizations as
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self-contained entities, a systems perspective foregrounds their embed-
dedness in wider contexts, emphasizes that observed outcomes emerge
through structured relations and processes over time, and highlights
the importance of analytical boundaries for what becomes visible and
actionable. In this way, systems thinking serves not as a general philo-
sophical backdrop, but as an enabling lens for examining how company
activity relates to wider biophysical and social conditions.

The role of this chapter is therefore not to offer a final conceptualiza-
tion of unsustainability from a company perspective. Rather, it estab-
lishes the premises and analytical orientation required for such a con-
ceptualization. These premises are:

I. that unsustainability concerns the degradation of wider biophys-
ical and social conditions, as conceptualized through multiple
partly overlapping macro-level frameworks;

II. that companies are situated within and dependent upon wider
systems; and
ITI.  thatunderstanding unsustainability from a company perspective
requires connecting company activity to the broader contexts
and conditions within which it takes place.

These premises do not close the conceptual question, but they make it
analytically tractable. On this basis, the following chapter turns to the
research design through which these theoretical commitments are op-
erationalized across the four included papers.

33



3 Methodology

In this chapter, the philosophical and methodological foundations of
the thesis is explained. In addition to outlining the research design,
data collection, and analytical approaches used across the included
studies, I clarify the methodological logic through which the four pa-
pers are brought together in the kappa to address the research ques-
tions and support the meta-analytical conceptual and explanatory syn-
thesis.

3.1 Compilation thesis design and analytical framing

The overall aim of the thesis is to explain why business sustainability
efforts remain systemically insufficient by elucidating the systemic
mechanisms that generate and reproduce unsustainability from a com-
pany perspective. Given that unsustainability remains comparatively
underdeveloped as an object of inquiry, and that the thesis seeks to
move from diverse context-specific observations toward higher-order
conceptual and explanatory insights, the study was designed as quali-
tative, exploratory, and abductive. According to Patton (2014) such de-
signs are commonly used when the aim is to develop a conceptual un-
derstanding and generate explanatory insights from complex empirical
material.

This dissertation is a compilation thesis consisting of four papers: one
conceptual paper and three empirical studies. Together, the papers
provide complementary conceptual and empirical entry points into the
broader problem of unsustainability from a company perspective. The
conceptual paper contributes by critically examining how sustainabil-
ity-oriented solutions are framed in the sustainable business model lit-
erature. The empirical studies examine unsustainability-related dy-
namics in three different business contexts: sustainability-oriented
new ventures, food retailing, and the beauty industry. Together, they
draw on 71 interview responses, complemented by additional data
sources such as netnography, observations, documents, and theoretical
input, depending on the design of each study.

Because the thesis seeks to understand unsustainability across differ-
ent forms of organizing and sustainability-oriented research domains,
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the studies are designed to capture variation in empirical context. This
variation allows for the identification of recurring patterns that are not
reducible to a single sector, organizational form, or empirical setting.
At the same time, the studies remain connected through their shared
concern with un/sustainability-related business activity, their explora-
tive qualitative orientation, and their use of systems-informed analysis.

To clarify the methodological logic of the thesis, it is useful to distin-
guish between the unit of analysis, unit of observation, analytical per-
spective, and level of analysis. The unit of analysis is unsustainability,
more specifically the systemic dynamics through which it is generated
and reproduced. The units of observation consist of the actors and ma-
terials through which the dynamics of unsustainability are studied. In
the empirical studies, these include companies as well as organiza-
tional and ecosystem actors, such as founders or entrepreneurs, man-
agers, employees, customers, and other actors involved in the focal
business or service ecosystems. In the conceptual paper, the units of
observation instead consist of theoretical and conceptual frameworks.

The analytical perspective of the thesis is a company perspective. This
means that the company is used as the focal vantage point from which
wider unsustainability dynamics are traced and interpreted. However,
adopting a company perspective does not imply that the company is
treated as an isolated unit. Rather, broader unsustainability dynamics
are examined from the perspective of focal business activity, with at-
tention to both how company activity affects wider social, economic,
institutional, and biophysical contexts and how those contexts shape,
enable, and constrain company activity. The level of analysis is there-
fore multilevel. The thesis explores how company activities both shape
and are shaped by broader system conditions, and how unsustainabil-
ity emerges through reciprocal relations between company-level activ-
ity and wider social, economic, institutional, and biophysical systems.

The diversity of contexts and approaches represented across the in-
cluded papers constitutes a deliberate feature of the research design.
By integrating studies situated in different empirical settings and in-
formed by diverse theoretical domains, the thesis is able to identify re-
curring patterns and develop higher-order conceptual and explanatory
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insights that extend beyond any single context. At the same time, this
diversity necessitates methodological clarity regarding the relation-
ships among the individual papers and the process through which the
synthesis is developed. These issues are addressed in the present chap-
ter.

The following sections describe the philosophical underpinnings of the
thesis, the role of systems thinking as an enabling analytical and meth-
odological lens, and the data collection and analysis approaches used
across the thesis. Later sections explain how the thesis-level synthesis
was conducted and how issues of ethics, trustworthiness, reflexivity,
and paper roles were addressed.

3.2 Philosophical foundation

3.2.1 Critical Realism

The present thesis is philosophically grounded in critical realism. A
critical realist perspective assumes that a reality exists independently
of our descriptions of it, while at the same time recognizing that our
access to that reality is always mediated through concepts, interpreta-
tion, and context (Danermark et al., 2005; Pawson, 2013). Critical re-
alism therefore distinguishes between the empirical, the actual, and the
real (Danermark et al., 2005). The empirical concerns what is experi-
enced, observed, or recorded. The actual refers to occurrences, pro-
cesses, and states of affairs that take place regardless of whether they
are observed. The real concerns the underlying structures, powers, and
generative mechanisms that make such occurrences and patterns pos-
sible. A critical realist stance therefore entails moving beyond observa-
ble phenomena to inquire into the underlying structures and mecha-
nisms that generate them (Danermark et al., 2005).

The critical realist philosophical stance is particularly suitable for the
present thesis because the research aim is not limited to describing
business sustainability efforts or documenting the persistence of un-
sustainable outcomes. Rather, the purpose of the thesis is to explain
how unsustainability is generated and reproduced despite sustained at-
tention to sustainability in business research and practice. Addressing
this explanatory aim requires an approach that goes beyond observable
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practices, stated intentions, or isolated outcomes, and instead attends
to the underlying conditions and dynamics through which such out-
comes persist.

This distinction between observable appearances and underlying gen-
erative conditions is central to the explanatory logic of the thesis. Law-
son (1999, p. 442) makes this point forcefully in relation to economics,
arguing that much research tends to conflate reality with what is ob-
servable:

I refer here to the tendency of most projects in economics implicitly to con-
flate the real with what is or could be apparent (or is ‘observable’), and fail
in any meaningful, systematic or sustained fashion to go beyond appear-
ances to the (equally real - but not necessarily wholly apparent) underlying
structures, powers, mechanisms and tendencies that generate or condition
the surface phenomena of reality.

Lawson’s argument is useful here because it clarifies why the thesis
does not treat observable sustainability initiatives, reported outcomes,
or stated intentions as sufficient explanations in themselves. Instead,
these are treated as empirical entry points for examining the structures,
relations, mechanisms, and tendencies through which unsustainability
is generated and reproduced. In this sense, critical realism supports the
move from describing visible sustainability efforts to explaining the
deeper conditions that make their systemic insufficiency possible.

Critical realism is also relevant because the phenomenon under study
is shaped by both material and social conditions (Pawson, 2013). Un-
sustainability is not only visible in biophysical degradation and social
harm, but is also connected to socially produced structures such as
normes, rules, goals, incentives, market logics, and broader institutional
arrangements (Meadows, 2008; Meadows et al., 2004). Such struc-
tures may not be directly observable in the same way as physical events,
yet they are still real in the sense that they have consequences for how
organizations act and how broader outcomes are generated (Daner-
mark et al., 2005). In this way, critical realism makes it possible to take
seriously both the material and the social dimensions of unsustainabil-
ity without reducing one to the other.
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A further implication of the critical relist stance is that company activ-
ity must be understood as shaped by an ongoing interplay between
structure and agency. Organizations do not act in a vacuum: their de-
cisions are enabled and constrained by wider social, economic, institu-
tional, and biophysical conditions. At the same time, organizational ac-
tions may reinforce or modify those conditions over time. This perspec-
tive is helpful given that the thesis is concerned with unsustainability,
since unsustainability as a phenomena emerge neither from individual
choice alone nor from structure alone, but through their interaction
(Meadows, 2008).

Finally, the thesis adopts a critical orientation in the sense that it ques-
tions dominant framings of sustainability in business research and
problematizes why progress remains limited despite growing attention
to sustainability. However, the methodological role of critical realism
here is primarily explanatory rather than activist. Its value lies in justi-
fying inquiry into the deeper conditions and generative mechanisms
underlying observable patterns of unsustainability, rather than limit-
ing the analysis to what is directly visible or immediately measurable.

3.2.2 Systems thinking as an enabling lens

In addition to its critical realist grounding, this thesis adopts systems
thinking as an enabling theoretical and methodological lens. Systems
thinking is not used here as a separate philosophical alternative to crit-
ical realism, but as an analytical orientation for examining how com-
pany activity is embedded in wider contexts and how outcomes emerge
through structure, feedback, and dynamics over time (Sterman, 2010).
In this sense, systems thinking supports the explanatory ambition of
the thesis by directing attention toward interdependence, nonlinearity,
and multi-level effects that are difficult to capture through firm-cen-
tered or event-based approaches alone.

As a field, systems thinking encompasses a range of methodological
traditions with different emphases (Jackson, 2016). Some are primar-
ily concerned with system behavior, control, and viability, while others
focus more strongly on pluralism, boundary critique, participation, or
conflicting purposes (Jackson, 2016). The present thesis draws mainly
on systems approaches concerned with system behavior, persistence,
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and dynamic complexity, since the research questions require attention
to how unsustainability-related outcomes emerge and endure in com-
plex settings. At the same time, it also remains attentive to questions of
differing purposes, boundary judgments, fairness, and diversity of per-
spectives, all of which are relevant when studying un/sustainability-re-
lated phenomena in business contexts.

The value of a systems approach in this thesis lies in three main fea-
tures. First, it makes it possible to examine companies as situated
within wider social, economic, institutional, and biophysical contexts
rather than as isolated units (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). Second, it
directs attention toward interdependencies, feedback processes, and
the conditions through which patterned outcomes are reproduced over
time (Meadows, 2008; Sterman, 2010). Third, it highlights that what
becomes visible, relevant, or actionable depends on how systems are
bounded and from which perspective they are examined (Meadows,
2008). These features make systems thinking particularly useful for a
thesis that seeks to understand unsustainability from a company per-
spective while relating company activity to wider systemic conditions.

The systems orientation also supports a shift in analytical emphasis
(Jackson, 2016). Rather than treating sustainability-related problems
as the aggregate result of isolated decisions, systems thinking encour-
ages attention to the structures, relations, and processes through which
such outcomes are produced and maintained (Meadows, 2008). In do-
ing so, it helps create an analytical bridge between the focal company
and the wider conditions within which it operates, without assuming
that either level can be understood adequately on its own.

Taken together, systems thinking directs analytical attention away
from isolated events and toward the structures, interdependencies,
feedback processes, goals, and mindsets through which patterned out-
comes emerge over time. In this sense, systems thinking provides a
powerful vocabulary for analyzing how system behavior is generated.
However, critical realism adds a more explicit philosophical and meth-
odological grounding for treating such structures and dynamics as gen-
erative mechanisms that may not be directly observable.
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The issue is therefore not that systems thinking lacks concern with un-
derlying system structures, but that a critical realist stance helps clarify
the explanatory move from observed patterns to the deeper conditions
and mechanisms that make those patterns possible. As the present the-
sis is concerned with explanatory depth rather than surface-level de-
scription, the task is to align systems-theoretical accounts of system be-
havior with a critical realist concern for uncovering generative struc-
tures underlying observed outcomes.

3.2.3 Aligning critical realism and systems thinking

The critical realist stance adopted in the present thesis reflects an ex-
planatory ambition to move beyond observable events and outcomes
toward the underlying generative structures through which unsustain-
ability is produced and reproduced. Systems thinking provides a com-
plementary analytical perspective by offering concepts for examining
how system behavior unfolds over time through structures, intercon-
nections, feedback, goals, and mindsets (Meadows, 2008; Sterman,
2010). In this sense, the critical realist concern with the empirical, the
actual, and the real (Danermark et al., 2005) can be brought into dia-
logue with systems-theoretical accounts of system behavior and change
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Figure 3. A heuristic alignment between critical realist levels of reality and deter-
minants of system behavior, drawing on Sterman (2010), Meadows (2008)
and Danermark et al. (2005)

m The Actual
Function/Goal
The Real

Figure 3 illustrates a heuristic alignment by organizing key determi-
nants of system behavior, as identified in systems thinking (Meadows,
1999; Sterman, 2010), in relation to the critical realist distinction be-
tween the empirical, the actual, and the real (Danermark et al., 2005).
In the figure, the empirical level corresponds to observable events and
system behavior. The actual level corresponds to the elements of the
system and the interconnections among them, that is, the system con-
figuration through which observable behavior unfolds. The real level
corresponds to deeper determinants of system behavior, such as sys-
tem functions, dominant goals, and underlying mindsets, which condi-
tion how elements are organized and how interconnections operate.

The alignment should not be read as an exact correspondence between
critical realist ontology and systems theory. Rather, it provides an an-
alytical way of relating observable system behavior to the structures
and deeper determinants that help explain why such behavior persists
over time. Critical realism provides the philosophical grounding for
treating mechanisms as explanatory inferences rather than directly ob-
servable entities, while systems thinking provides concepts for
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examining how such mechanisms may operate through interconnec-
tions, feedback, boundaries, goals, and system structures.

This combined orientation is important for the present thesis because
the analysis seeks to explain persistent unsustainability rather than
merely describe sustainability efforts or observed outcomes. Aligning
critical realism and systems thinking makes it possible to move from
observed patterns of business sustainability efforts and unsustainable
outcomes toward an analysis of the deeper structures and mechanisms
through which such patterns are generated and reproduced.

Building on this alignment, the thesis requires a methodological orien-
tation capable of examining how system structures and feedback pro-
cesses shape patterned outcomes over time. Among the systems ap-
proaches informing this thesis, qualitative system dynamics is particu-
larly important because it offers tools for analyzing how system behav-
ior unfolds through feedback structures, accumulations, and dominant
system logics (Keys, 1990; Sterman, 2010). The following section there-
fore introduces qualitative system dynamics as the methodological ori-
entation that most directly operationalizes this explanatory, systems-
based approach.

3.2.4 Qualitative system dynamics as a methodological orienta-
tion

Given the thesis aim and research questions, qualitative system dy-
namics provides a particularly useful methodological orientation. Sys-
tem dynamics is one of the major traditions within systems thinking
and is concerned with how complex patterns of systemic behavior
emerge through feedback processes, accumulations, delays, and re-
lated structures (Forrester, 1961; Sterman, 2010). In the present thesis,
system dynamics is not used primarily in a formal simulation-based
sense, but through its qualitative logic for examining how company-
level activity is connected to wider system outcomes.

One of the central contributions of system dynamics is that it enables
attention to move from isolated events to the structures that generate
those events (Meadows, 2008; Sterman, 2010). Rather than asking
only what happened in a linear fashion, a system dynamics perspective
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asks how recurring outcomes are produced through relations among
stocks and flows, feedback loops, and dominant institutional structures
(Sterman, 2010; Wolstenholme, 1990). This makes the approach par-
ticularly useful in sustainability-related research, where the phenom-
ena under study are often characterized by delayed effects, indirect
consequences, nonlinearity, and interactions across multiple levels
(Meadows et al., 2004).

A key methodological tool within system dynamics is the causal loop
diagram, which helps visualize how different elements of a system in-
fluence one another and how those influences form reinforcing or bal-
ancing feedback structures (Sterman, 2010). In the present thesis,
causal loop logic is used not to claim a singular or final representation
of reality, but to support interpretation of how broader system patterns
may emerge from interdependent relations. Used qualitatively, such
modelling can help make assumptions, interdependencies, and system
structures more explicit, especially in contexts where boundaries are
fuzzy and outcomes are shaped by multiple actors and conditions.

Qualitative system dynamics is particularly well suited to exploratory
systems research (Wolstenholme, 1990). It is useful where the purpose
is to make sense of complex and partially under-specified phenomena
rather than to produce precise predictive models (Keys, 1990). This is
important in the present thesis because unsustainability is approached
as a complex, multi-level phenomenon that cannot be reduced to a sin-
gle variable, actor, or causal chain. Qualitative system dynamics there-
fore supports the thesis by helping to trace how company-related activ-
ity may be linked to wider patterns of unsustainability, while remaining
compatible with qualitative data, abductive reasoning, and evolving an-
alytical boundaries.

At the same time, the use of qualitative system dynamics requires
methodological caution. Qualitative system maps are interpretive rep-
resentations rather than direct mirrors of reality, and their value de-
pends on transparency, iterative refinement, and careful grounding in
theory and empirical material (Keys, 1990; Wolstenholme, 1990). For
that reason, system dynamics in this thesis is used as a methodological
orientation and sensemaking device, not as a claim to complete or final
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system representation. Its role is to support the analysis of how unsus-
tainability-related outcomes may emerge through structured interde-
pendencies and dynamic processes, particularly in those studies where
feedback logic and multi-level interaction are central.

3.3 Data collection

Across the thesis, the empirical material is qualitative. The dominant
source of data in the empirical papers consists of interviews, comple-
mented by; netnography in Paper II, theoretical input in paper I11, and
observations and industry reports in paper IV. The conceptual paper
relies on theoretical literature and conceptual frameworks as its pri-
mary material input.

Primary empirical material

The dominant empirical data source across the thesis is interviews.
These were conducted with actors occupying different roles in and
around companies, including founders, chief executive officers, man-
agers, employees, and other key informants. Interviews were selected
as the main source of primary data because they provide access to the
company perspective while also making it possible to trace wider sys-
tem influences through how respondents describe organizational aims,
constraints, relations, and decision contexts (Patton, 2014). In all in-
terviews, a semi-structured interview guide was used and developed
among the authors for each study. The semi-structured form allowed
for a clear focus with targeted questions, while keeping flexibility for
in-the-moment adaptations and follow-up questions (Patton, 2014).

Paper II applied a longitudinal design. A first round of interviews was
conducted in spring/summer 2020 with sustainability-oriented new
ventures, followed by a second round of data collection in winter 2022
and early spring 2023. Due to the exclusion of some of the originally
collected material, Paper II contributes a total of 10 interview re-
sponses to the thesis analysis, of which 8 were conducted as oral inter-
views and 2 were provided in written format. The written format was
used when some founders or CEOs were time-constrained and pre-
ferred to respond in writing.
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In Paper III, 15 interviews were conducted with employees of the focal
food retailer’s Swedish regional branch, including both head-office em-
ployees and store managers. The interviews ranged in duration from
approximately 30 minutes to 1 hour and 30 minutes.

Finally, in Paper IV, 46 in-depth interviews were conducted with a
broad set of key informants in the Italian beauty service ecosystem. The
key informants included university researchers, CEOs, middle manag-
ers, sustainability consultants, influencers, and other ecosystem actors,
some of whom were interviewed more than once. The interviews lasted
between 30 and 78 minutes.

In total, the thesis draws on 71 interview responses: 69 oral interviews
and 2 written interview responses. This material forms part of the em-
pirical basis for the meta-analysis conducted to address the thesis aim.

Complementary empirical material

To complement the interviews and broaden the empirical basis, several
additional forms of qualitative material were used. In Paper II, inter-
view data was supplemented with netnographic material drawn from
company communication channels such as LinkedIn and press re-
leases. In Paper III, interviews were complemented by academic input
from a literature review of 18 articles focused on food waste at the re-
tailer-consumer interface. Finally, in Paper IV, interviews were com-
plemented by participant observations of multi-stakeholder events and
webinars, as well as secondary data from press articles, annual reports,
beauty industry reports, sustainability reports, and other communica-
tion materials. The complementary empirical material made it possible
to capture broader ecosystem dynamics, and verify patterns with addi-
tional sources.

Conceptual material

The conceptual paper differs from the empirical studies in that it does
not draw on primary empirical material. Instead, it is based on an ex-
tensive conceptual engagement with two theoretical areas, sustainable
business models and systems thinking, and more specifically with the
sustainable business model archetypes (Bocken et al., 2014) and the
leverage points framework (Meadows, 1999). These two literature
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streams, and particularly the frameworks, present the material input of
the paper. An integrative approach was used (Snyder, 2019) to explore
the systemic leverage points targeted by current sustainability solu-
tions, in this case the sustainable business model archetypes. Hence,
the purpose of the conceptual analysis was to use one theoretical lens
to inform and problematize another, consistent with theory adaptation
as a form of conceptual development (Jaakkola, 2020; Lukka & Vin-
nari, 2014).

Sampling logic

Sampling across the thesis was guided by a combination of purposive
and pragmatic considerations. At the thesis level, the included studies
were selected for breadth and variation in order to illuminate different
company-related contexts in which unsustainability become visible
(Patton, 2014). Within the empirical studies, access considerations
sometimes shaped the initial sample, but final sample inclusion was
always guided by relevance to the purpose of each study. This means
that while some initial access points were pragmatic or convenience-
based, the overall logic of the thesis design remains purposive in rela-
tion to the broader aim of understanding unsustainability from a com-
pany perspective across different settings.

To conclude, Table 3 provides an overview of the included papers, their
study designs, empirical or conceptual material, and analytical ap-
proaches. The table shows how the four papers draw on different forms
of qualitative material and analysis, while together forming the basis
for the thesis-level meta-analysis.
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Table 3. Overview of included papers, study design, material input, and analytical

approaches
Paper Study Material input | Analytical
design approach
I. Identifying Systemic | Conceptual The sustainable busi- | Following an integra-
Leverage Points for Effec- study ness model archetypes | tive approach, in-
tive Sustainable Busi framework (Bocken et | spired by theory adap-
1ve sustainable business al., 2014) and thelev- | tation
MOdel Development erage points frame_
work (Meadows,
1999).
II. From Mission to Im- | Longitudinal | Interviews (5+5) & | Gioia approach
multiple case | netnography

pact? Sustainable Busi-
ness Model Development
and Systemic Misalign-
ments in New Ventures

study

ploring Sustainable Value

II1. Drivers and Hinder- | Systemic Literature review (18), | Gioia approach,

ers of (Un)Sustainable combining interviews (15) causal loop modelling

Service: A Systems View

IV. Towards Tensions in | Qualitative Interviews (46), ob- | Gioia approach,

Service Ecosystems: Ex- explorative servations and sec- | causal loop modelling
approach ondary sources e.g. re-

. . orts
Co-Creation in the P

Beauty Industry

3.4 Data analysis

The data analysis across the thesis was informed by established quali-
tative and conceptual analytical approaches, including an integrative
approach (Snyder, 2019) and theory adaptation (Jaakkola, 2020), the
Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013), and systematic combining (Du-
bois & Gadde, 2002). Although the included papers differ somewhat in
design, the overall analytical logic of the thesis is exploratory, iterative,
and abductive.

Conceptual analysis

As described above, the first paper uses a conceptual integrative ap-
proach in which one theoretical framework is used to inform and prob-
lematize another (Snyder, 2019). The analytical task is therefore not
empirical coding, but conceptual comparison, iterative matching, and
theory adaptation (Jaakkola, 2020; Lukka & Vinnari, 2014), to develop
new theoretical and conceptual insight. This makes the paper distinct
from the empirical studies while still aligning with the thesis’ broader
aim of strengthening problem understanding in sustainability-oriented
business research.
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Empirical qualitative analysis

Across the empirical studies (paper II-IV), the main analytical ap-
proach is Gioia-inspired qualitative analysis (Gioia et al., 2013). This
means that the analysis proceeds iteratively between empirical mate-
rial and theory, beginning with close engagement with the data and
gradually moving toward more abstract categories and themes. The Gi-
oia approach is particularly appropriate where the aim is to remain
open to emergent concepts while still allowing iterative dialogue with
theory (Gioia et al., 2013).

In the empirical papers (II-IV), the general analytical logic was adapted
to fit the specific design of each study. In Paper II, the data was ana-
lyzed asynchronously; the first interview data was analyzed during fall
2020 and the follow-up interview data was analyzed in fall of 2023,
while the nethnography data was analyzed sporadically and concluded
in early spring 2024. The analysis moved from more inductive early
coding toward a more clearly defined focus on sustainable business
model development and systemic misalignments, as both empirically
and theoretically grounded concepts.

In Paper III, a systematic combining approach was used (Dubois &
Gadde, 2002) in which we moved back and forth between theoretical
and empirical input to develop an understanding of causes and out-
comes of the papers focal phenomenon. The data analysis occurred it-
eratively and partially overlapped with the data collection (Dubois &
Gadde, 2002). Raw data quotes and first-order codes were put into an
excel-file, from which the continued analysis and identification of sec-
ond order codes and themes, in continuous dialogue with both theoret-
ical input and theory. Similarly to Paper III, the raw data and first-or-
der codes in Paper IV were compiled in an excel file, which was used
for the ongoing iterative analysis where additional codes and themes
were identified before arriving at the final Gioia-model.

In both Paper IIT and IV, Gioia-informed coding was combined with
systems-oriented interpretation, drawing on insights from the system
dynamics literature and the use of causal loop logic (Meadows, 2008;
Sterman, 2010).
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Systems-oriented analysis

In Papers III and IV, systems-oriented analysis played a more explicit
role. In these studies, the coding process was combined with theory
from system dynamics and causal loop modelling in order to identify
the structures and feedback relations shaping the focal phenomenon
(Sterman, 2010). The purpose of this modelling was not to create pre-
dictive simulation models, but to support interpretation of how
broader patterns emerge from interdependent relations, accumula-
tions, and feedback.

In both papers, the initial coding was primarily informed by the Gioia
approach to identify the overall themes based on the purpose of each
paper. Thereafter, a systems-informed analytical lens was applied to
identify causal relationships and interconnections, which were used to
develop qualitative causal loop models. In Paper III, the model was de-
veloped in PowerPoint from the outset. In Paper IV, the model was in-
itially developed in NVivo and later recreated in PowerPoint for visual
refinement and presentation.

Abductive analytical logic

The meta-analysis across the included papers followed an abductive
analytical logic. This means that empirical and conceptual material
were analyzed iteratively in dialogue with theory, rather than through
a purely inductive process of deriving concepts from the material or a
purely deductive process of applying predefined categories (Alvesson &
Skoldberg, 2009; Dubois & Gadde, 2002). The analysis remained open
to patterns emerging from the included papers, while also being pro-
gressively informed by systems thinking, sustainability scholarship,
and sustainability-oriented business research.

This abductive logic was particularly important because unsustainabil-
ity was not treated as a fully established concept at the outset of the
thesis. Rather, its meaning from a company perspective was progres-
sively clarified through movement between the empirical material, the
conceptual papers, and the theoretical framework. In this way, abduc-
tion supported both the conceptual development of unsustainability
and the explanatory synthesis of the mechanisms through which it is
generated and reproduced.
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3.5 Meta-analysis and abstraction process

A key methodological undertaking of this thesis is the progression from
the individual papers to the meta-analytical synthesis developed in the
kappa. The four papers were not intended as independent endpoints,
but as complementary studies that each illuminate different aspects of
the broader phenomenon, that is, unsustainability from a company
perspective. The role of the kappa is therefore not merely to summarize
them, but to integrate and critically synthesize their findings, bringing
them into analytical dialogue so that higher-order conceptual and ex-
planatory insights can be developed.

This synthesis proceeded through iterative comparison across the in-
cluded papers, moving from context-specific findings, such as hinder-
ers, tensions, misalignments, and feedback structures, toward more
abstract meta-analytical concepts and explanatory patterns. The pro-
cess combined abductive and retroductive approaches. It was abduc-
tive in the sense that empirical material, paper-level findings, and the-
ory were iteratively brought into dialogue in order to reinterpret find-
ings and identify broader patterns. It was retroductive in the sense that
the analysis moved beyond observable findings and recurring patterns
toward deeper explanatory dynamics and the underlying mechanisms
capable of accounting for them. Through this process, the thesis devel-
ops an integrated and theoretically informed understanding of unsus-
tainability that extends beyond the scope of the individual studies.

In practical terms, the synthesis involved three forms of abstraction:

I. Cross-paper comparison, in which concepts and findings from the
different papers were read against one another to identify recurring
similarities, differences, and patterns.

I1. Theoretical integration, in which the empirical and conceptual ma-
terial was interpreted in light of the systems-oriented framework de-
veloped in Chapter 2.

ITI. Meta-analytical abstraction, in which context-specific findings
were progressively reformulated into broader conceptual and explana-
tory categories relevant to the research questions.

50



More concretely, the synthesis unfolded as a structured analytical pro-
cess conducted during the development of the kappa. First, key find-
ings from each paper were extracted and summarized in relation to the
thesis aim and research questions. For RQ1, this involved identifying
the conceptual building blocks relevant for understanding unsustaina-
bility from a company perspective, particularly the nested-systems
logic developed in Paper III and the macro-level sustainability condi-
tions discussed in Chapter 2. For RQ2, the summaries focused on how
each paper helped explain the limitations of sustainability efforts, in-
cluding identified hinderers, tensions, misalignments, feedback dy-
namics, boundary choices, and implicit goals.

Second, these paper-level summaries were systematically compared
across studies. Through this comparison, recurring patterns were iden-
tified that appeared across different empirical contexts and theoretical
domains, even when expressed using different terminology. During
this stage, several provisional conceptual and explanatory categories
were generated, revised, merged, or discarded as their relevance and
scope were tested against the full set of papers.

Third, the provisional categories were interpreted through the systems-
oriented framework developed in Chapter 2. This step involved exam-
ining whether the categories referred primarily to surface-level phe-
nomena, context-specific conditions, or deeper generative dynamics.
For the explanatory synthesis under RQ2, only those categories that
consistently captured underlying dynamics capable of explaining per-
sistence across contexts were retained as meta-analytical mechanisms.
This iterative refinement continued until a parsimonious set of mech-
anisms was established that could account for the recurring patterns
observed across the included studies.

Fourth, the emerging conceptualization and mechanisms were checked
against the underlying material from the papers. This involved revisit-
ing paper-level analyses as well as selected raw data, such as interview
material, quotations, coding structures, and causal-loop models, in or-
der to ensure that the meta-analytical categories remained grounded in
the empirical and conceptual material. This step was particularly
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important because the synthesis did not simply restate the categories
used in the individual papers, but reformulated them at a higher level
of abstraction. Revisiting the underlying material therefore helped as-
sess whether the proposed conceptualization and mechanisms were
sufficiently supported, whether they captured recurring dynamics
across the papers, and whether important contextual differences were
being overlooked.

This process is particularly important for understanding the status of
the answers to the two research questions. The conceptualization of un-
sustainability from a company perspective developed under RQ1 is not
taken directly from any single paper. Rather, it is developed by com-
bining the theoretical foundations in Chapter 2 with the conceptual
building blocks developed across the papers, most notably the focal-
system/containing-system logic developed in Paper III. The meta-ana-
lytical work in relation to RQ1 therefore involved adapting and refining
this systems logic for the broader company perspective of the thesis,
while specifying the biophysical and social conditions against which
company contribution can be interpreted.

The explanatory categories developed under RQ2, in contrast, are
meta-analytical abstractions from recurring patterns across the in-
cluded papers. They should be understood as higher-order explanatory
categories grounded in, but not reducible to, the findings of any single
study. Their analytical status is therefore not that of directly observed
variables, but of explanatory mechanisms developed through iterative
synthesis, theoretical interpretation, and renewed engagement with
the underlying paper-level and raw material.

3.6 Trustworthiness, reflexivity, and ethical considerations

Issues of ethics and participant protection are central in qualitative re-
search and are closely connected to the broader question of trustwor-
thiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2014). Trustworthiness in this
thesis is approached through the criteria of credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability, while also taking into account re-
flexivity and ethical considerations.
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Credibility

Credibility concerns whether the research provides a sufficiently plau-
sible and grounded account of the phenomenon under study (Patton,
2014). In the empirical studies, credibility was supported through close
engagement with participants, the use of semi-structured interviews,
iterative dialogue among co-authors, and, where relevant, the inclusion
of complementary material such as documents, observations, or
netnography. In the thesis as a whole, credibility was also strengthened
through repeated presentation and discussion of the work at national
and international conferences, where feedback from peers, reviewers,
and senior scholars contributed to refining both the individual papers
and the broader thesis argument.

An additional credibility consideration relates to the translation of em-
pirical material. In Paper II and Paper III, most interviews were con-
ducted in Swedish and subsequently translated into English during the
analysis process. In Paper IV, the interviews were instead conducted in
Italian, which was likewise translated into English during the analysis
process. Translation introduces an additional interpretative layer,
where nuances, expressions, and contextual meanings may risk being
partially lost or altered. To mitigate this, translations were carried out
with attention to preserving meaning rather than relying on literal
word-for-word rendering. In cases of ambiguity, original phrasing was
revisited to ensure interpretative accuracy. Furthermore, the transla-
tions were discussed and double-checked among the co-authors. This
iterative engagement with the original material supports the credibility
of the findings by reducing the risk of misrepresentation.

Transferability

Transferability concerns the extent to which the thesis provides suffi-
cient contextual transparency for readers to judge the relevance of the
findings to other settings (Patton, 2014). The thesis does not aim for
statistical generalization, but for analytical generalization. This means
that the value of the findings lies in the extent to which the concepts
and explanatory patterns developed can travel across related contexts.
Transferability is supported by the deliberate variation in empirical set-
tings and organizational forms across the included studies, as well as
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by transparent description of the contexts, actors, and analytical aims
involved.

Dependability

Dependability concerns the traceability and coherence of the research
process (Patton, 2014). Across the thesis, dependability was supported
through systematic documentation of data collection, coding, concep-
tual development, modelling, and iterative analytical decisions. Exter-
nal transcription services were used in some studies under formal con-
fidentiality arrangements, and data handling followed relevant ethical
and legal standards, including GDPR where applicable. Dependability
at the thesis level was also strengthened by making the logic of synthe-
sis explicit and by documenting the role of the different studies within
the broader research design.

Confirmability

Confirmability concerns whether the findings can be reasonably traced
back to the empirical and conceptual material rather than being merely
speculative (Patton, 2014). Across the empirical studies, confirmability
was supported by transparent coding structures, iterative author dis-
cussions, and the use of Gioia-style data structure models where appro-
priate. In the systems-oriented studies, causal loop logic and systems-
based modelling made analytical moves more visible and discussable.
In the conceptual work, confirmability was supported through system-
atic comparison of frameworks and iterative theoretical reasoning. At
the thesis level, confirmability was further supported by explicitly dis-
tinguishing between first-order study findings and meta-analytical ab-
stractions.

Reflexivity

Reflexivity is particularly important in a thesis that combines systems
thinking, qualitative interpretation, and a critical realist explanatory
orientation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Analytical boundary choices, the-
oretical commitments, and interpretations of what counts as relevant
unsustainability all shape the research process. The thesis therefore
does not claim that analysis can be fully detached from prior theoretical
assumptions. Rather, it acknowledges that the research is guided by an
explicit interest in explaining the conditions and mechanisms through
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which unsustainability is generated and reproduced. To support ana-
lytical rigor, these assumptions, boundary choices, and abstraction
processes are made explicit throughout the thesis.

Ethical considerations

Ethical considerations were addressed throughout the research pro-
cess. All participants were informed about the purpose of the study,
their voluntary participation, and their right to withdraw at any stage.
Informed consent was obtained prior to data collection, and care was
taken to ensure confidentiality and anonymity in the reporting of em-
pirical material. Sensitive information was handled with discretion,
and identifying details were omitted or anonymized where necessary.
Data storage and processing followed relevant legal and institutional
requirements, including GDPR where applicable. These considerations
were particularly important given the qualitative and interpretive na-
ture of the studies, in which participants’ perspectives form a central
part of the empirical material.

3.6.1 Paper role clarification

Because this is a compilation thesis and the papers involve different
authorship constellations, it is important to clarify the role of the au-
thor in each study. Papers I and II are single-authored, therefore the
author was the only contributor to all parts of these two papers. In Pa-
per III, the author was one of the two main contributors and was in-
volved in the research design, data collection, data analysis, modelling,
and writing, with a particularly strong role in the data collection and
analysis, model building and development of the findings. In Paper IV,
the author is the main contributor and first author. In that paper, the
author was involved in research design, had primary responsibility for
data analysis and modelling, and was the main contributor to writing
and revisions, while the co-authors conducted most of the data collec-
tion.

55)



Table 4. Overview of author role across the included papers
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9 ticipation, and iteration; )
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gagement_ and ners engaged and in- N/A X - -
comrpumca— formed
tion
Empirical A Managing the empirical
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lection company reports)
Organizing and analyzing
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Data analysis and previous academic X X X X
literature)
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Findings the findings section X X X X
Outlining theoreti-
Contribution cal/practical contribu-
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and diSCuss1on | ,rjor literature, and fu-
ture research directions
Revising the manuscript
based on reviewer com-
. . ments (major changes in
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cussion), writing the re-
sponse letter
Revising the manuscript
based on reviewer com-
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cussion), writing the re-
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4 Paper overview and assertions

This section provides a brief overview of each of the four papers in-
cluded in the present thesis in the form of a structured abstract.

Paper |

Research Question Addressed: I1

Title: Identifying Systemic Leverage Points for Effective Sustainable
Business Model Development

Author/s: Kristin Caravelli-Svard

Purpose: This study aims to create a better understanding of the ef-
fectiveness of sustainable business models in achieving system change
towards sustainability.

Method: Integrative Approach — Theory Adaptation

Findings: The conceptual analysis shows that the sustainable busi-
ness model archetypes largely target shallow system leverage points,
which are unlikely to achieve wide-ranging system change. Therefore,
aresearch agenda is developed around the deep leverage points for sys-
tem change to guide future research efforts in developing truly sustain-
able business models.

Outlet: Journal of Business Models

Status: Published

Paper Il

Research Question Addressed: I1

Title: From Mission to Impact? Sustainable Business Model Develop-
ment and Systemic Misalignments in New Ventures

Author/s: Kristin Caravelli-Svard

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to explain the development of
sustainable business models in born-sustainable new ventures from a
systems-informed perspective.

Method: Longitudinal multiple case study; Interviews (5+5) &
netnography

Findings: The findings show that sustainable business model devel-
opment in born-sustainable ventures is characterized by four recurrent
features: strong purpose anchoring, networked co-development, ex-
perimental adaptation, and an opportunity-oriented interpretation of
disruption. At the same time, the translation of mission into impact is
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constrained by six systemic misalignments at the venture-system inter-
face: goal, legitimacy, structural, value appropriation, scale, and evalu-
ative misalignments. These misalignments shape business model com-
promises that delay, dilute, or render uncertain the realization of sus-
tainability impact.

Outlet: Journal of Cleaner Production

Status: Submitted

Paper Il

Research Question Addressed: I-11

Title: Drivers and Hinderers of (Un)Sustainable Service: A Systems
View

Author/s: Kaisa Koskela-Huotari, Kristin Svard, Helén Williams, Ja-
kob Trischler, Fredrik Wikstrom

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to develop a systemic under-
standing of sustainability in service provision and shed light on the
mechanisms that drive unsustainability and hinder service providers in
their efforts to be more sustainable.

Method: Systemic combining; Literature review (18), interviews (15)
& causal loop modelling.

Findings: We make two theoretical contributions to the service re-
search on sustainability. First, we offer a systemic conceptualization of
sustainability in service as a dynamic ability of a focal system (e.g., a
service firm) to sustain the system(s) that contains it. Second, we expli-
cate the mechanisms—stocks and flows, feedback and mindsets—that
contribute to (un)sustainable service provision as a systemic behavior,
and which can thus be used as intervention points when designing sus-
tainability initiatives. Our work also has significant practical implica-
tions for food retailers and policymakers working towards reaching
UN’s Sustainable Development Goal 12.3, as we specify the feedback
loops that drive food waste and hinder efforts to reduce it at the re-
tailer-consumer interface.

Outlet: Journal of Service Research

Status: Published
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Paper IV

Research Question Addressed: I1

Title: Towards Tensions in Service Ecosystems: Exploring Sustainable
Value Co-Creation in the Beauty Industry

Author/s: Kristin Caravelli-Svard, Alessia Anzivino, Roberta Seba-
stiani

Purpose: This study explores how sustainability tensions arise within
value co-creation processes in a service ecosystem and how they shape
the conditions for sustainable value co-creation.

Methods: Qualitative explorative approach: Interviews (46), observa-
tions and secondary sources e.g. reports, and causal loop modelling
Findings: The findings identify four sustainability tensions embedded
in value co-creation processes: institutional tension, value proposition
tension, value realization tension, and resource integration tension.
The causal-loop model shows how these tensions are generated and
sustained through interacting reinforcing and balancing feedback dy-
namics involving institutional misalignment, performance signaling, a
private value orientation, and dominant resource integration patterns.
Through their interaction, these dynamics contribute to ecosystem
degradation and, in turn, shape the ecological and social conditions
that support future value co-creation.

Outlet: Journal of Service Management

Status: In review, resubmitted after revision round I
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5 Findings

This chapter gives an overview of the findings of each paper. For more
background and more extensive description of the findings, see the full
papers.

5.1 Paper I: Identifying systemic leverage points for effective sus-
tainable business model development

Paper I examined the effectiveness of sustainable business model ar-
chetypes in contributing to system change towards sustainability.
Drawing on an integrative approach (Snyder, 2019), the paper utilizes
one theoretical perspective, namely systems thinking and Meadows’
(1999) leverage point framework, to analyze another, namely the sus-
tainable business model archetypes proposed by Bocken et al. (2014),
and the depth of system change they target.

The analysis shows that most sustainable business model archetypes
primarily target relatively shallow leverage points. Six of the nine ar-
chetypes focus directly or indirectly on reducing material throughput,
resource use, or waste generation. Archetypes aimed at maximizing
material and energy efficiency, creating value from waste, substituting
with renewable resources, encouraging shared use, reducing consump-
tion, and scaling these solutions all primarily intervene in the physical
flows of socio-economic systems. While such interventions may im-
prove environmental performance (Alonso-Martinez et al., 2021), they
largely leave underlying system structures, goals, and paradigms un-
changed.

From a systems perspective, interventions focused on material flows
are important but unlikely to generate wider system change on their
own (Meadows, 2008). Improvements in efficiency and reductions in
resource intensity can reduce negative impacts locally, yet may be off-
set through rebound effects or become absorbed by existing system dy-
namics without altering the structures generating unsustainable out-
comes (Binswanger, 2001). As a result, sustainability improvements at
the firm level do not necessarily translate into sustainability improve-
ments at broader system levels.
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The remaining archetypes, repurposing the business for society and the
environment, adopting a stewardship role, and developing inclusive
value creation practices, have the potential to target deeper leverage
points. However, the analysis suggests that this potential largely de-
pends on how these archetypes are implemented. For example, chang-
ing the formal mission of a company may have limited transformative
effects if the organization remains embedded in wider systems that
continue to reward conventional measures of success (e.g. Doane,
2005; Ehrenfeld, 2004). Similarly, stewardship and stakeholder-ori-
ented approaches may contribute to positive change, but their effects
are constrained when sustainability remains dependent on voluntary
corporate action (Schneider, 2020).

Based on these findings, the paper develops a research agenda aimed
at strengthening the system change potential of sustainable business
models. Rather than focusing on material flows, the proposed agenda
encourages greater attention to deeper leverage points, including infor-
mation flows, institutional rules, system self-organization, system
goals, and underlying paradigms. For the overall thesis, the paper pro-
vides an important indication that many contemporary business sus-
tainability approaches target symptoms of unsustainability rather than
the deeper structures through which unsustainable outcomes are gen-
erated and reproduced.

5.2 Paper ll: From mission to impact? Sustainable business model
development and systemic misalignments in new ventures

Paper II examines the development of sustainable business models in
born-sustainable ventures from a systems perspective. The study ad-
dresses two research questions: (i) how born-sustainable ventures de-
velop their business models in pursuit of sustainability impact, and (ii)
what systemic misalignments constrain the translation of sustainable
business model development into sustainability impact. Empirically,
the study is based on a longitudinal multiple-case study of five born-
sustainable ventures operating in different sustainability domains.

The findings show that sustainable business model development is not
experienced as a linear process of implementing a predefined business
model. Instead, it unfolds as an ongoing and adaptive process shaped
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by interactions between the venture and its wider environment. Four
recurring characteristics of this process were identified. First, all ven-
tures exhibited strong purpose anchoring, where a social or environ-
mental mission constituted the starting point for the venture and re-
mained a central anchor throughout the business model development
process. Second, development occurred through networked co-devel-
opment, where external actors, such as customers, partners, munici-
palities, funding organizations, and other stakeholders, actively influ-
enced the evolution of the business model. Third, development was
characterized by experimental adaptation, where business models were
continuously tested, adjusted, and refined in response to emerging op-
portunities and challenges. Finally, the ventures displayed an oppor-
tunity-oriented interpretation of disruption, where external shocks and
changing conditions were often viewed as openings for sustainability-
oriented innovation rather than solely as threats.

The findings are summarized in Figure 4, which illustrates how sus-
tainability impact is pursued through an ongoing process of sustainable
business model development while simultaneously being shaped by
broader system conditions. At the center of the model is the translation
from sustainability mission to sustainability impact, mediated by busi-
ness model development and constrained by six recurring forms of sys-
temic misalignment operating at the interface between the venture and
its wider environment.
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Figure 4. From mission to impact: Sustainable business model development and
systemic misalignments
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A central finding of the study is that sustainability-oriented intent
alone was insufficient to generate sustainability impact. Instead, the
realization of impact was repeatedly constrained by six forms of sys-
temic misalignment.

The first was goal misalignment, referring to tensions between sustain-
ability-oriented purposes and external expectations of traction,
growth, profitability, and return on investment. Although the ventures
were strongly mission-driven, they often had to demonstrate success
according to conventional business metrics that did not necessarily re-
flect sustainability impact.

The second was legitimacy misalignment, reflecting difficulties associ-
ated with promoting business models that challenged established as-
sumptions about ownership, consumption, pricing, or organizational
purpose. In several cases, ventures needed to build legitimacy not only
for their nonconventional offerings, but also for the underlying logic of
their business models.
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The third was structural misalignment, referring to the ways in which
legal forms, funding systems, institutional arrangements, and resource
conditions were often calibrated for conventional business models ra-
ther than sustainability-oriented ventures. These structures sometimes
constrained the ventures’ ability to pursue their intended mission.

The fourth was value appropriation misalignment, which concerned
the challenge of translating sustainability value into viable revenue
streams. The ventures frequently struggled to identify who should bear
the additional costs associated with more sustainable products, ser-
vices, or business models, creating tensions between sustainability am-
bitions and commercial viability.

The fifth was scale misalignment, reflecting conflicts between domi-
nant expectations of scalability and the contextual nature of many sus-
tainability challenges. While investors and support organizations fre-
quently emphasized replication and rapid growth, several ventures re-
lied on locally adapted solutions that were difficult to standardize
across contexts.

The sixth was evaluative misalignment, referring to difficulties related
to assessing, measuring, and communicating sustainability impact.
The ventures often relied on proxy measures such as user growth, trac-
tion, or rough alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals,
while simultaneously recognizing that these indicators only partially
captured the sustainability effects they sought to create.

Taken together, the six misalignments illustrate how sustainability-ori-
ented ventures encounter constraints across multiple dimensions of
the systems in which they operate. Some misalignments relate primar-
ily to dominant goals and incentive structures, others to legitimacy, in-
stitutional arrangements, resource distributions, assumptions about
scale, or the availability of meaningful sustainability information. Con-
sequently, the study suggests that the realization of sustainability im-
pact is shaped not only by entrepreneurial intent or business model de-
sign, but also by wider system conditions that influence how sustaina-
bility-oriented ventures develop over time.
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For the overall thesis, Paper II provides an important illustration of
how unsustainability can persist despite strong sustainability inten-
tions. The findings show that even organizations explicitly founded to
address sustainability challenges remain embedded within wider sys-
tems that shape what forms of value creation are possible, legitimate,
scalable, and measurable. These findings subsequently informed the
meta-analytical identification of the mechanisms underlying the sys-
temic insufficiency of business sustainability efforts.

5.3 Paper lll: Drivers and hinderers of (un)sustainable service: A
systems view

The purpose of Paper I1I was to develop a systemic understanding of
sustainability in service provision and shed light on the mechanisms
that drive unsustainability and hinder service providers in their efforts
to be more sustainable. In the paper, a systemic combining approach is
applied (Dubois & Gadde, 2002), combining academic input with an
empirical case study to contribute both conceptually and empirically.

First, a systems-based conceptualization of sustainability in service
provision is developed, answering calls to address sustainability in ser-
vice as a systemic phenomenon (Field et al., 2021; Saviano et al., 2017).
Building on Manderson’s (2006) systemic framework of sustainability,
sustainability is defined as the ability of a focal system to sustain the
broader system(s) upon which it depends. Rather than evaluating sus-
tainability solely within organizational boundaries, the framework sit-
uates service providers as subsystems embedded within wider ecologi-
cal and social systems. From this perspective, the sustainability of a
service provider depends on whether its activities contribute to main-
taining the viability of those wider systems.

This conceptualization provides the foundation for understanding both
sustainability and unsustainability from a company perspective. It im-
plies that sustainability cannot be assessed solely through internal or-
ganizational performance, but must be evaluated in relation to the con-
dition of the systems that the focal organization affects and depends
upon. Consequently, a service provider cannot meaningfully be under-
stood as sustainable if its activities contribute to the degradation of the
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broader systems that sustain it. The conceptual model is illustrated in
Figure 5.

Figure 5. A systemic framework of sustainability in service provisioning
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Building on this conceptualization, the paper develops a systemic
framework explaining how service provisioning becomes sustainable
or unsustainable. Drawing on systems thinking and system dynamics
(Forrester, 1961; Meadows, 1999), the framework identifies three in-
teracting categories of system determinants that together shape system
behavior: system stocks and flows, feedback, and underlying mindsets
or paradigms. These determinants influence the capacity of the focal
system to sustain its containing systems and therefore constitute im-
portant sources of both sustainability and unsustainability.
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The empirical analysis applies the underlying logic of this framework
to a well-documented unsustainability problem, namely food waste
generation in food retailing, particularly at the retailer-consumer inter-
face (United Nations Environment Programme, 2021). The findings
identify nine interacting feedback loops and two competing mindsets
that together shape food waste outcomes and influence retailers’ ability
to engage in food waste reduction initiatives. These relationships are
illustrated using a causal loop diagram in Figure 6.

Figure 6. The systemic mechanisms driving food waste and hindering food retail-
ers’ engagement with waste reduction initiatives
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At the deepest level of the system, two competing mindsets were iden-
tified. The first, termed the sustainability mindset, is rooted in concern
for environmental degradation and supports efforts to reduce food
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waste. The second, termed the profit-maximizing mindset, is rooted in
the assumption that the primary purpose of the firm is to maximize
profit. These two mindsets were found to be in direct conflict, with the
latter frequently constraining or overriding food waste reduction initi-
atives.

The analysis further identified a series of feedback loops that either en-
abled or hindered waste reduction efforts. One reinforcing Win—Win
loop supported food waste reduction by aligning environmental bene-
fits with economic gains. However, this enabling mechanism was con-
strained by a Diminishing Returns loop, which reduced the effective-
ness of interventions over time, and a Cost Barrier loop, which limited
the implementation of initiatives associated with additional costs.

Several reinforcing feedback loops were found to reproduce unsustain-
able outcomes. These included a Growth loop, an Over-purchase loop,
and an Overstocking loop, all of which reinforced consumer purchasing
behavior, increased sales volumes, and contributed to food waste gen-
eration. The findings suggest that these mutually reinforcing processes
make reductions in consumer-related food waste particularly difficult
to achieve within prevailing market conditions.

Finally, two additional systemic constraints were identified. The Exter-
nalization loop showed how social and environmental costs are shifted
to society and the environment in pursuit of lower costs and higher
profitability. Closely related to this, the Collective Action Problem loop
illustrated how fragmented responsibility and divergent incentives re-
duce incentives for coordinated action, thereby constraining food waste
reduction efforts across the wider system.

Taken together, the findings demonstrate that unsustainable out-
comes, in this case food waste, are not generated by isolated organiza-
tional decisions, but emerge from interactions between deeper mind-
sets, feedback structures, and system elements. For the overall thesis,
Paper III provides a conceptual foundation for understanding unsus-
tainability from a company perspective and an empirically grounded
illustration of how unsustainable outcomes are reproduced through
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interacting systemic mechanisms. Several insights from the paper sub-
sequently informed the thesis-level development of the mechanisms.

5.4 Paper IV: Tensions in service ecosystems: Exploring sustain-
able value co-creation in the beauty industry

Paper IV explores how sustainability tensions arise within value co-cre-
ation processes in a service ecosystem and how they shape the condi-
tions for sustainable value co-creation. Drawing on research on value
co-creation in service ecosystems (Vargo & Lusch, 2016, 2017) and a
systems approach (Meadows, 2008; Sterman, 2010), the following re-
search question is posed: How do sustainability tensions arise within
value co-creation processes in a service ecosystem, and how do they
shape the conditions for sustainable value co-creation? Empirically,
the Italian beauty industry constitutes the research setting.

The first contribution of the paper is theoretical. By combining service
ecosystem theory with system dynamics, the study develops an initial
conceptual model of sustainable value co-creation in service ecosys-
tems. The model positions value co-creation as a recursive process link-
ing resource integration capacity, value propositions, service exchange,
and value realization. Consistent with service-dominant logic, this pro-
cess is enabled and coordinated through shared institutions and insti-
tutional arrangements, while simultaneously reproducing the condi-
tions necessary for future value creation (Vargo & Lusch, 2016, 2017).

Importantly, the model extends traditional service ecosystem concep-
tualizations by explicitly embedding value co-creation within broader
ecological and social systems. More specifically, biospheric flourishing
and social well-being are introduced as foundational conditions upon
which continued value creation depends (Fehrer et al., 2024; Field et
al., 2021; Sarno et al., 2025). In this view, sustainable value co-creation
is not merely a matter of successful service exchange or value realiza-
tion, but of whether these processes sustain or undermine the wider
ecological and social systems that make future value creation possible
(As’ad et al., 2024). The resulting conceptual model is presented in Fig-
ure 7.
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Figure 7. A Causal Loop Model of Sustainable Value Creation in Service Ecosys-
tems Drawing on Vargo and Lusch (2016, 2017)
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Building on the theoretical foundation and conceptual model above,
the empirical analysis examines how sustainability tensions emerge
within value co-creation processes. The findings reveal that sustaina-
bility tensions are not isolated obstacles attached to individual actors,
but recursive contradictions embedded within value co-creation itself.
These tensions arise through the interaction of reinforcing and balanc-
ing feedback dynamics and shape whether value co-creation contrib-
utes to or undermines broader sustainability outcomes.

The analysis identifies four interrelated sustainability tensions: insti-
tutional tension, value proposition tension, value realization tension,
and resource integration tension. These tensions and their feedback re-
lationships are summarized in Figure 8.
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Figure 8. A Causal Loop Model Illustrating the Emergent Tensions in Value Co-
Creation Processes in the Beauty Service Ecosystem
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The first tension is an institutional tension between shared institutions
and institutional misalignment. Sustainability-oriented service ex-
change depends on common understandings, governance arrange-
ments, and shared interpretations of sustainability. However, actors
frequently differ in their priorities, sustainability commitments, and
institutional logics. As a result, institutional alignment and institu-
tional misalignment operate as opposing dynamics that either enable
or constrain coordinated sustainability efforts across the ecosystem.

The second tension is a value proposition tension between perfor-
mance signaling and sustainability-compatible value propositions.
Market exchange tends to reward value propositions built around
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recognizable performance cues such as convenience, aesthetics, price,
and efficacy. At the same time, these same performance expectations
may encourage resource-intensive products and practices. Sustainabil-
ity-oriented alternatives therefore often struggle to compete with prop-
ositions more closely aligned with existing expectations and consump-
tion patterns.

The third tension is a value realization tension between private value
orientation and collective sustainability valuation. The findings show
that value is typically realized and evaluated through actor-specific
benefits such as profitability, market position, or customer retention.
Sustainability benefits, in contrast, are often collective, long-term, and
difficult to appropriate. This creates a tendency toward externalization,
whereby environmental and social costs remain outside the decision-
making boundaries of individual actors despite being generated
through value co-creation processes.

The fourth tension is a resource integration tension between dominant
resource integration patterns and change implementation. Established
supplier relationships, production routines, material choices, and in-
dustry practices create lock-in effects that stabilize existing ways of cre-
ating value. Although sustainability concerns generate pressure for
change, this pressure is frequently counteracted by inertia, path de-
pendence, and isomorphic tendencies that make deeper reconfigura-
tion difficult.

The findings further demonstrate that these tensions are not independ-
ent. Institutional misalignment weakens efforts to coordinate sustain-
ability-oriented change, while dominant performance expectations re-
inforce existing resource integration patterns. Likewise, narrow forms
of value realization support continued externalization of environmen-
tal and social costs, which in turn contribute to ecosystem degradation.
The tensions therefore reinforce one another and collectively shape the
sustainability of value co-creation within the ecosystem.

Taken together, the findings suggest that sustainability is not an exter-
nal objective that can simply be added to value co-creation processes.
Rather, sustainability is conditioned by how institutions, value
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propositions, value realization practices, and resource integration pat-
terns interact over time. For the overall thesis, the paper provides an
empirically grounded explanation of how unsustainable outcomes can
be reproduced through the very processes by which value is co-created.
It thereby contributes important insights into the systemic mecha-
nisms through which unsustainability is generated and reproduced.
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6 Synthesis of the findings: Answering the research
questions

This chapter develops the meta-analytical synthesis of the thesis in re-
lation to the two research questions. The purpose is to integrate the
findings of the four papers with the theoretical framework developed
in the kappa in order to formulate a higher-order argument about un-
sustainability from a company perspective. Hence, the chapter consti-
tutes the central interpretive work of the thesis: it conceptualizes un-
sustainability from a company perspective and explains why it is gen-
erated and reproduced despite explicit business sustainability efforts.

The synthesis proceeds by bringing the papers into analytical dialogue.
The four papers provide different conceptual and empirical entry
points into the broader problem of unsustainability, and their findings
are re-analyzed in relation to one another to identify recurring system
dynamics. In this sense, the meta-analysis moves from context-specific
findings, such as misalignments, tensions, feedback loops, and concep-
tual models, toward a broader understanding of what unsustainability
means from a company perspective and which mechanisms help ex-
plain how it is generated and reproduced.

The synthesis builds on two analytical starting points established ear-
lier in the thesis. The first is that sustainability-oriented business re-
search has generated important concepts and responses, but has re-
mained less developed in directly conceptualizing and explaining un-
sustainability from a company perspective. The second is that a sys-
tems approach makes it possible to connect company activity to wider
social and biophysical outcomes without reducing unsustainability ei-
ther to firm-internal performance or to abstract macro-level condi-
tions. Together, these starting points imply that the thesis does not only
identify isolated misalignments, hinderers, or tensions, but develops a
more coherent understanding of how company activity participates in
the generation and reproduction of unsustainability within nested sys-
tems.

The chapter is structured around the two research questions. First, it
addresses RQ1 by conceptualizing unsustainability from a company

74



perspective within a nested systems view. This part of the chapter de-
velops the conceptual bridge between macro-level biophysical and so-
cial conditions and the company

6.1 Addressing RQ1: Conceptualizing unsustainability from a
company perspective

This section addresses the first research question: How can unsustain-
ability be conceptualized from a company perspective? As argued in
Chapter 2, sustainability-oriented business research has developed
substantial insight into how firms, business models, and service sys-
tems may respond to environmental and social challenges (e.g. Bocken
et al., 2014; Field et al., 2021). Yet, while this literature provides im-
portant resources for an implicit problem understanding and potential
solution avenues, it does not offer a sufficiently developed conceptual-
ization of unsustainability from a company perspective. The purpose of
this section is therefore to provide such a conceptualization by synthe-
sizing the theoretical foundations of the thesis with conceptual building
blocks developed across the included papers. Paper III is particularly
important in this respect because it develops a nested-systems logic for
relating a focal system to wider containing systems, but the conceptu-
alization developed here is not derived from Paper III alone.

The section proceeds in three steps. First, it revisits the nested-systems
logic used in Paper III and adapts its relational language to the broader
company perspective adopted in this thesis. Second, it specifies the bi-
ophysical and social conditions against which company contribution
can be interpreted. Third, it formulates the thesis’ answer to RQ1 as a
relational and systems-based conceptualization of unsustainability
from a company perspective.

6.1.1 Un/sustainability as wider system contribution

A key conceptual building block for answering RQ1 is developed in Pa-
per III, where sustainability in service provisioning is approached as
the focal system’s ability to sustain its containing system(s), drawing
on Manderson (2006). Importantly, the conceptual model developed
in Paper I1I (see Figure 5 in Chapter 5) is theoretically derived, not lim-
ited to the specific empirical context of food retailing or service provi-
sioning. Although service providers and the biosphere are used as
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examples to fit the focus of that paper, the model itself is formulated in
more general systems terms: a focal system is understood in relation to
the wider containing system(s) upon which it depends and which it af-
fects. This makes the model highly relevant for the present thesis, be-
cause it offers a nested-systems and relational way of linking focal busi-
ness activity to wider system conditions. The meta-analytical move
made in this chapter is therefore to retain the already general focal-
system/containing-system logic developed in Paper III and adapt its
relational language to the purpose of conceptualizing unsustainability
from a company perspective. The most important change concerns how
the relation between the focal system and the containing system(s) is
expressed.

In Paper III, the central relation is formulated as the focal system’s abil-
ity to sustain its containing system(s). This formulation is useful for
conceptualizing sustainability, but it is less precise for representing un-
sustainability, which is central to the present thesis. For that reason,
the relation from the focal company to the containing systems is refor-
mulated as a contribution to either sustaining or degrading those sys-
tems over time. This makes it possible to analyze not only whether com-
pany activity supports wider system viability, but also how it may un-
dermine or degrade the conditions upon which both the company and
surrounding systems depend.

A second clarification concerns the relation from the containing sys-
tems to the focal company. In Paper 111, the containing system(s) are
described primarily as containing the focal system. In the present the-
sis, this relation is made more explicit. Drawing on the macro-level sus-
tainability literature reviewed in Chapter 2 (e.g. Raworth, 2017; Steffen
et al., 2015), containing systems such as the societal system and the bi-
osphere are understood not as passive containers, but as systems that
sustain, enable, and constrain company activity (Griggs et al., 2013).
They sustain the focal company by providing the social, institutional,
material, and biophysical conditions required for its existence; they en-
able company activity by making certain forms of organizing, produc-
tion, exchange, and value creation possible; and they constrain com-
pany activity by setting social and biophysical limits to what can remain
viable over time.
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The adapted conceptualization therefore preserves the nested-systems
logic of Paper III while revising the relational language to better fit the
focus of this thesis. The focal system is understood as the focal com-
pany, while the containing systems are later specified as the societal
system and the biosphere. The relation between them is interpreted as
reciprocal, though not symmetrical: containing systems sustain, ena-
ble, and constrain the focal company, while the focal company contrib-
utes to either sustaining or degrading the conditions of those systems
through its patterned activity. This provides the conceptual basis for
understanding unsustainability from a company perspective without
treating it as an internal property of the firm.

On this basis, sustainability from a company perspective can be under-
stood as the ability of the focal company, as a subsystem, to contribute
to sustaining the containing systems that sustain, enable, and constrain
it. By extension, unsustainability from a company perspective concerns
the patterned ways in which the focal company contributes to under-
mining or degrading those containing systems over time. This move is
important because it allows the thesis to maintain the company as the
focal analytical vantage point while preserving the macro-level bio-
physical and social referents of sustainability. In this way, the company
perspective is not a reduction of sustainability to the firm. It is a van-
tage point for tracing how the focal company participates in wider pat-
terns of sustainment or degradation.

The Paper III model also draws on system dynamics to show how sys-
tem behavior is generated through deeper structural features such as
mindsets or paradigms, feedback relations, stocks, and flows
(Forrester, 1961; Meadows, 1999; Sterman, 2010). These features re-
main important, but they play a different role in the meta-analytical
synthesis in this thesis. In Paper III, they are part of the conceptual
model of (un)sustainable service provisioning. In the present thesis,
however, they are treated primarily as part of the explanatory logic de-
veloped under RQ2, where the focus shifts from conceptualizing unsus-
tainability to explaining the mechanisms through which unsustainabil-
ity is generated and reproduced. For that reason, these structural gen-
erators are not retained as separate components in the
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conceptualization developed for RQ1. Instead, the focus here is on the
relational structure needed for answering RQ1: the focal company, the
containing systems, and the biophysical and social conditions through
which company contribution can be interpreted. The deeper generative
structures are taken up in the mechanism analysis that follows.

6.1.2 Specifying wider system conditions

If sustainability from a company perspective is understood as the abil-
ity of the focal company to contribute to sustaining the containing sys-
tems that sustain and constrain it, then it becomes necessary to spec-
ify what exactly those systems must be sustained in relation to. This is
where the macro-level sustainability scholarship reviewed in Chapter 2
becomes essential. The theory chapter established that biophysical and
social conditions cannot remain generic abstractions if the concept of
unsustainability is to become analytically meaningful. For that reason,
the thesis compiles and specifies divergent macro-level conditions
identified in existing literature through two overarching domains: bio-
spheric and social conditions.

These terms are not introduced as new theoretical constructs, but as
integrative labels that synthesize and operationalize existing macro-
level sustainability frameworks for the purposes of company-level anal-
ysis. Previous literature in sustainability-oriented business research
more commonly refers to environmental or ecological concerns when
discussing the non-social dimension of sustainability conditions (e.g.
Bocken et al., 2014; Field et al., 2021; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). In this
thesis, the term biospheric conditions is used to align with the systems-
based conceptualization developed in Chapter 2. This terminology em-
phasizes that the analysis concerns not only environmental issues in a
managerial sense, but the material, ecological, biological, and life-sup-
porting conditions of the biosphere, including non-human life, on
which company activity depends and which it may affect (Rockstrom et
al., 2009; Teixeira et al., 2024).

Specifically, biospheric conditions refer to the ecological, biological,
and material conditions necessary for life-supporting systems and
long-term biospheric viability (e.g. Rockstrom et al., 2009), while so-
cial conditions refer to the conditions required for human well-being,
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equity, and social viability (e.g. Raworth, 2017). Together, these do-
mains provide an analytically tractable way of relating company activ-
ity to the wider systems within which unsustainability is generated.

Biospheric conditions

In this thesis, the biospheric conditions are conceptualized through
four biospheric sustainability dimensions:

« Renewable resources

« Nonrenewable resources
o Pollution/waste

« Biodiversity

These conditions are grounded in the macro-level sustainability litera-
ture mobilized in Chapter 2. Daly’s (1990) conditions for sustainability
foreground the use of renewable resources, nonrenewable resources,
and pollution streams in relation to regenerative and absorptive capac-
ities, while planetary boundaries scholarship and related ecological lit-
erature emphasize that resource depletion, pollution, biodiversity loss,
and ecological destabilization must be understood as system-level con-
ditions rather than isolated environmental impacts (Rockstrom et al.,
2009). Together, these conditions capture whether the patterned activ-
ity of the focal company contributes to sustaining or degrading the ma-
terial and ecological conditions required for continued system viability.

Social conditions

The social conditions, on the other hand, are understood through two
broader clusters:

o Equality, including:
o opportunity
o access
o distribution
o governance

« Well-being, including:
o resource availability
o health
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o community
o balance
o meaning

These conditions are grounded in the broader social sustainability lit-
erature used in Chapter 2. Work on social sustainability emphasizes
that sustainable social systems depend not only on basic material con-
ditions but also on equity, inclusion, participation, institutional qual-
ity, and the conditions required for meaningful and viable social life
(Missimer et al., 2017a, 2017b; Raworth, 2017; Robeért, 2008). The in-
clusion of opportunity, access, distribution, and governance captures
more structural and institutional aspects of equality (Raworth, 2017),
while resource availability, health, community, balance, and meaning
broaden the well-being dimension beyond narrow economic metrics
(Freinacht, 2019; Missimer et al., 2017a, 2017b).

Biospheric and social conditions

Taken together, the social and biospheric conditions above specify the
substantive referents against which company contribution is inter-
preted. Hence, unsustainability from a company perspective cannot be
understood only through one-dimensional perspective such as the en-
vironmental one, but must also be interpreted in relation to wider con-
ditions of social flourishing due to how these systems are intrinsically
interconnected (Garmestani et al., 2020). However, they do not imply
that all variables are equally measurable or always directly attributable
to the focal company. Nor do they imply that a single company can be
judged apart from context, boundary choices, or time horizon. Rather,
they clarify what it means, in the present thesis, for a company to con-
tribute to sustaining or degrading the containing systems upon which
it depends. Without such explicit referents, the notion of “sustaining
containing systems” would remain too abstract.

6.1.3 Conceptualizing unsustainability from a company perspec-
tive

On the basis of the synthesis above, unsustainability can be approached
not merely as the absence of a desired sustainability state, but as an
active and continuously reproduced phenomenon. It emerges through
patterned relations, practices, and system dynamics, and is therefore
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best understood not as a static condition but as an ongoing process.
While manifestations of unsustainability may be observed in isolated
activities, they become analytically meaningful only when interpreted
in relation to the broader systems whose conditions are being affected
over time.

Taken together, these analytical moves result in the adapted model pre-
sented in Figure 9. The model retains the nested systems logic of Paper
III but respecifies it for the company perspective adopted in this thesis.
It shows the focal company as situated within the societal system and
the biosphere, and identifies the biospheric and social conditions
through which the company’s contribution to these containing systems
can be interpreted. In this way, the model provides an analytical bridge
between company-level activity and wider system conditions without
treating sustainability or unsustainability as internal properties of the
firm.

Figure 9. Visual representation of un/sustainability from a company perspective
adapted from Paper IIT
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From this foundation, unsustainability from a company perspective is
conceptualized as the patterned ways in which company activities
contribute to undermining or degrading the biospheric and social
conditions of the wider systems that sustain, enable, and constrain the
focal company.

Three features of this conceptualization are particularly important.
First, it is relational rather than attribute-based. The analysis does not
assign sustainability or unsustainability as inherent properties of a
company, but instead evaluates how company activity relates to and
affects wider system conditions. Second, it is contribution-based rather
than intention-based. A company may explicitly pursue sustainability
and still contribute to unsustainable outcomes if the effects of its pat-
terned activities remain degrading or net-negative in relation to the
systems it depends upon. Third, it is dynamic rather than static. Com-
pany contributions emerge through ongoing system processes, such as
feedback, accumulation, and dominant organizing logics, rather than
through isolated decisions or actions.

These features also imply that unsustainability from a company per-
spective should not be interpreted as a binary or final classification. A
focal company may contribute positively to some conditions while neg-
atively to others, its contribution may shift over time, and its effects
may vary depending on how system boundaries are drawn and which
temporal horizon is applied. The conceptualization should therefore be
understood as an interpretive and diagnostic lens rather than as a uni-
versal company-assessment metric.

The role of this conceptualization is to frame the focal phenomenon of
the thesis. It establishes a relational and systems-based understanding
of unsustainability from a company perspective and specifies the bio-
spheric and social conditions against which company contribution can
be interpreted. In doing so, it creates a conceptual bridge between
macro-level sustainability frameworks and the analysis of business ac-
tivity without reducing unsustainability either to firm-internal charac-
teristics or to abstract macro-level conditions.
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At the same time, this conceptualization is enabling rather than the pri-
mary explanatory contribution of the thesis. Its role is to clarify what
constitutes the phenomenon to be explained and to specify the analyt-
ical boundaries and system conditions in relation to which company
activity is interpreted. In this way, the answer to RQ1 provides the nec-
essary grounding for RQ2: it defines what the mechanisms are mecha-
nisms of. The subsequent analysis can therefore move from conceptu-
alizing unsustainability from a company perspective to explaining why
business sustainability efforts remain systemically insufficient by iden-
tifying the mechanisms through which unsustainability is generated
and reproduced.

6.2 Addressing RQ2: Identifying the underlying systemic mecha-
nisms generating unsustainability

Having established in the previous section that unsustainability from a
company perspective concerns the patterned ways in which company
activities contribute to undermining or degrading the conditions of the
wider systems that sustain, enable, and constrain the focal company,
the next task is explanatory. The question is no longer only what un-
sustainability is from a company perspective, but why it persists and
how it is generated and reproduced despite explicit business sustaina-
bility efforts. This is the task of the second research question, which
constitutes the primary explanatory contribution of the thesis.

In this thesis, business sustainability efforts are understood as system-
ically insufficient when they remain inadequate not primarily because
of isolated failures, but because of the structures, dynamics, or under-
lying logics of the systems in which they are embedded. Applied to busi-
ness sustainability, this means that even sustained and well-inten-
tioned efforts by companies may remain insufficient to produce mean-
ingful alignment with broader biophysical and social conditions. This
insufficiency does not primarily arise from a lack of commitment,
awareness, or isolated shortcomings at the firm level. Rather, it reflects
how business activities are shaped by wider economic, institutional, so-
cial, and biophysical systems that condition what forms of action are
possible, effective, and sustained over time.



Systemic insufficiency therefore describes a situation in which sustain-
ability-oriented initiatives may generate localized improvements while
failing to alter the broader patterns through which unsustainability is
generated and reproduced. In this sense, the concept shifts analytical
attention from the performance of individual firms to the deeper sys-
tem dynamics that constrain, redirect, or weaken their efforts. From
this perspective, the mechanisms identified in this section are under-
stood as the generative dynamics through which unsustainability is re-
peatedly produced through company activity situated within wider sys-
tems.

As introduced at the beginning of this chapter, the mechanisms devel-
oped here are the result of meta-analytical abstraction across the in-
cluded papers. They are not derived by transferring findings from one
empirical context to another, nor by simply counting recurring themes.
Rather, they are developed by identifying similar generative dynamics
expressed through different paper-level findings.

The answer developed here is that business sustainability efforts often
remain systemically insufficient because they are shaped by, embedded
in, and may reproduce deeper systemic mechanisms that generate and
reproduce unsustainability over time. These mechanisms are not
equivalent to isolated hinderers, misalignments, or context-specific
tensions. Rather, they are higher-order explanatory abstractions syn-
thesized by moving from paper-specific findings to the underlying sys-
tem dynamics those findings indicate. In other words, the synthesis
moves from what appears in each paper to the dynamics that help ex-
plain why similar patterns recur across contexts.

This distinction is important. In Paper II, systemic misalignments de-
scribe mismatches between the ventures’ sustainability ambitions and
the wider market, institutional, structural, and evaluative conditions
through which those ambitions must be realized. In Paper III, hinder-
ers and feedback loops describe context-specific dynamics that enable
or constrain food waste reduction at the retailer-consumer interface. In
Paper IV, tensions describe contradictions embedded in value co-crea-
tion processes, where elements that may appear logical in isolation be-
come inconsistent when combined over time. A mechanism, by
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contrast, refers to the recurring dynamic through which such misalign-
ments, hinderers, feedback loops, and tensions can be understood as
expressions of broader generative processes.

In social science, mechanisms occupy a middle ground between general
social laws and purely descriptive accounts. Merton (1968, pp. 43-44)
defines mechanisms as “social processes having designated conse-
quences for designated parts of the social structures.” In line with a
critical realist perspective, the mechanisms identified in this thesis are
not treated as directly observable or universally recurring entities, but
as explanatory constructs used to account for how unsustainability is
generated and reproduced. Rather than assuming stable and repeata-
ble patterns, this approach recognizes that outcomes typically arise
from different combinations and interactions of mechanisms. The
mechanisms should therefore be understood heuristically: as analyti-
cally useful representations of underlying causal processes, rather than
as fixed entities discovered in identical form across all contexts.

An example illustrates this analytical move. In Paper II, goal misalign-
ment shows how sustainability-oriented ventures are pulled between
creating sustainability impact and meeting external expectations of
traction, growth, and return on investment. In Paper I1I, a similar dy-
namic appears in the win-win loop, where sustainability initiatives
were pursued only when they also reduced costs, thereby accommodat-
ing conflicting goals. In Paper IV, the dynamic appears in the value re-
alization tension, where actors realize value individually while broader
ecological and social costs remain insufficiently internalized. These
findings are empirically different and belong to different contexts.
However, they point to a shared underlying dynamic: individually ra-
tional or locally viable goal pursuit reproduces collectively undesirable
system outcomes. In the meta-analytical synthesis, this dynamic is ab-
stracted as the mechanism of multipolar traps.

The abstraction from paper-level findings to mechanisms was guided
by the systems perspective developed earlier in the thesis. Chapter 2
established that patterned outcomes are shaped by system structures
and features such as interconnections, boundaries, feedback, goals,
and mindsets (Meadows, 2008; Sterman, 2010). These systems
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concepts provided the analytical lens through which paper-specific
findings were interpreted. Findings were understood as expressions of
the same mechanism when they pointed to similar dynamics in relation
to dominant mindsets, system goals, feedback and incentive structures,
boundary choices, or information flows. The focus was therefore not on
whether the empirical expressions were identical, but on whether they
indicated the same kind of generative system dynamic.

The methodological basis for this abductive and retroductive synthesis
was described in Chapter 3.5. In the present chapter, the transfor-
mation is made visible where it is analytically used: by explaining how
paper-level findings are interpreted as expressions of broader genera-
tive dynamics and by tracing this movement in the discussion of each
mechanism. On this basis, the thesis identifies five mechanisms that
generate and reproduce unsustainability from a company perspective:
(1) unsustainable paradigm, (2) multipolar traps, (3) destructive
competition, (4) narrow boundary perspectives, and (5) information
and feedback gaps.

The section proceeds as follows. First, it discusses each mechanism in
turn, including how it was synthesized from the included papers, how
it generates and reproduces unsustainability, and how it contributes to
the systemic insufficiency of business sustainability efforts. Second, it
clarifies how the mechanisms interact rather than operate in isolation.
Finally, it formulates the thesis’ answer to RQ2 in a concluding remark.

6.2.1 Mechanism 1: Unsustainable paradigm

The first mechanism was developed from paper-level findings and the-
oretical support that point to a recurring dynamic in which sustainabil-
ity efforts are shaped by deeper assumptions about business purpose,
value, legitimacy, and success. In Paper II, this dynamic appears
through legitimacy misalignment, where sustainability-oriented initia-
tives conflict with dominant expectations of what a business actor is
and should do. In Paper II1, it appears through the profit-maximizing
mindset and growth-related feedback dynamics, which shaped what
was considered valuable and what remained in focus. In Paper IV, it
appears through institutional tension, where sustainability remains
weakly embedded in organizational culture and is sometimes managed
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primarily at the level of communication. Taken together, these findings
and theoretical insights point to a shared underlying dynamic: sustain-
ability action is conditioned by meaning systems that shape what is val-
ued, prioritized, and normalized. This recurring dynamic is conceptu-
alized here as the mechanism of the unsustainable paradigm. Table 5
summarizes how paper-level findings, supported by selected theoreti-
cal references, are abstracted into the mechanism of the unsustainable
paradigm.

Table 5. From paper-level findings and selected theoretical references to Mecha-
nism 1: The unsustainable paradigm

. 1 irical
Mechanism PaperIl PaperIIl PaperIV Selected empirical &

theoretical support

Unsustainable Legitimacy Profit Institutional  “The paradigm whereby eco-
Paradigm: Misalignment = Maximizing  Tension nomic growth and exploitation
Shapes what is Mindset economics act as primary
valued, priori- drivers of resource manage-
tized, and nor- Growth Loop ment is highly questionable
malized and manifestly unsustaina-

ble.” - Johnston et al. (2007, p.

61)

“Tensions exist to the extent
that within their structure
there is no real culture of sus-
tainability, but sustainability
is managed at the market-
ing level, therefore it tends to
favor solutions that are imme-
diately communicable, but
structurally poor.”— CEO A
(R14); Paper IV

The mechanism of the unsustainable paradigm refers to the deeper
meaning systems, assumptions, and value logics through which busi-
ness activity is interpreted and organized. In systems terms, it concerns
the dominant paradigm or mindset from which more visible structures
and behaviors arise (Meadows, 2008). Paradigms influence how peo-
ple think, how they make sense of the world, and how they act within
it. Since companies are social systems consisting of people and situated
within wider societal structures, such mindsets shape how business is
organized and how customers are served. The paradigm is also re-
flected in what service science refers to as institutions, that is, norms,

87



rules, practices, beliefs, and related meaning structures (Vargo &
Lusch, 2011). Institutions play a fundamental role in facilitating or hin-
dering actors’ interactions. In fact, shared institutions, or paradigms,
are seen as prerequisites for value co-creation (Vargo & Lusch, 2016).
In systems thinking, the cultural paradigm is identified as one of the
most significant generators of system behavior and outcomes
(Meadows, 1999).

Across the papers, the findings point to a recurring pattern in which
sustainability efforts are constrained by inherited assumptions and be-
liefs about what business is for, what counts as value, and which out-
comes are treated as legitimate or rational. These assumptions are not
merely individual beliefs; they are institutionalized in organizational
routines, market expectations, and dominant models of business suc-
cess. In the empirical material, this pattern is visible most clearly in the
persistence of profit-maximization mindsets, consumerist value logics,
and the prioritization of business objectives that remain weakly aligned
with the sustainability of containing systems. Paper III identifies con-
flicting mindsets in the service system under study, showing how sus-
tainability efforts may remain embedded in logics that treat environ-
mental or social concerns as secondary or subordinate to dominant
economic goals.

Paper I provide conceptual support for this interpretation by showing
that many sustainability-oriented business model responses do not tar-
get deeper leverage points such as paradigms or the system goals they
give rise to, but remain focused on shallower interventions. For exam-
ple, business models that encourage sufficiency may seek to improve
product longevity or slow consumption cycles, such as fashion cycles
(Bocken et al., 2014). From a systems perspective, however, such inter-
ventions may still target relatively shallow leverage points if they do not
challenge the underlying consumerist paradigm implied (Meadows,
1999). In this sense, the unsustainable paradigm helps explain why sus-
tainability efforts may be real and visible while still leaving the deeper
purpose of the system intact.

This mechanism generates and reproduces unsustainability by shaping
what is perceived as desirable, possible, and rational (Meadows, 2008).
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If the focal company remains embedded in a paradigm that prioritizes
growth, profit appropriation, throughput, or demand stimulation, sus-
tainability initiatives are likely to be filtered through those priorities.
Environmental and social measures may then be adopted only insofar
as they fit dominant value logics, create reputational benefit, or avoid
immediate costs, rather than because the company is fundamentally
reoriented toward sustaining its containing systems. In this way, the
unsustainable paradigm does not simply block sustainability from the
outside. It structures the very terms through which sustainability is in-
terpreted and pursued.

This also clarifies how the mechanism contributes to the systemic in-
sufficiency of business sustainability efforts. Efforts remain systemi-
cally insufficient not only because they are insufficiently ambitious, but
because they are frequently formulated within an inherited paradigm
that defines the company’s core purpose in ways that remain misa-
ligned with biospheric and social viability. In Paper II, this was shown
through legitimacy misalignment, where strong sustainability efforts,
such as collective ownership, conflicted with dominant perceptions of
what kind of purpose a business actor should have. As long as that par-
adigm remains intact, sustainability initiatives risk becoming accom-
modative rather than transformative. They may optimize unsustaina-
bility rather than reduce it at the level of system purpose. In this sense,
the unsustainable paradigm is the deepest of the five mechanisms. It
shapes the system’s orientation and thereby conditions the operation
of several of the mechanisms that follow.

6.2.2 Mechanism 2: Multipolar traps

The second mechanism was developed from paper-level findings that
point to a recurring dynamic in which actors pursue locally viable or
individually rational goals in ways that collectively reproduce unsus-
tainable outcomes. In Paper III, it appears in several feedback loops:
the win—win loop, where sustainability initiatives become viable pri-
marily when they also support cost reduction; the over-purchase loop,
where sales-oriented dynamics reinforce excessive consumption; and
the collective action problem loop, where actors recognize food waste
as a problem but remain constrained by interdependent incentives. In
Paper IV, the same dynamic appears in the value realization tension,
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where actors prioritize privately realizable value while broader sustain-
ability value remains collective, diffuse, and difficult to appropriate.
Taken together, these findings point to a shared underlying dynamic:
unsustainable outcomes are reproduced through interdependent in-
centive structures that make deviation from prevailing practices costly,
risky, or ineffective. This recurring dynamic is conceptualized here as
the mechanism of multipolar traps. Table 6 summarizes how paper-
level findings, supported by selected theoretical references, are ab-
stracted into the mechanism of multipolar traps.

Table 6. From paper-level findings and selected theoretical references to Mecha-
nism 2: Multipolar traps

P 1 irical
Mechanism Paper II Paper II1 aper  Selected empirical &

v theoretical support
Multipolar Goal Win-Win Loop Value “Wisdom also tends to avoid
traps: repro- Misalignment Realization the development of [multi-
duce unsustaina- Over-Purchase Tension polar] social traps, such as
ble outcomes Loop arms races, in which individ-
through interde- uals or groups, driven by
pendent incen- Collective Action their own interests in win-
tive structures Problem Loop ning a competition, take ac-

tions that are beneficial in
the short term but harmful to
everyone (including them-
selves) in the long term.” -
The Consilience Project
(2024)

“And then [large supplier],
who is the industry leader,
has so much power and so
much influence, so they can
say like; “But we want to do
it this way. We want to do it
in our way. And our whole
business model is unsustain-
able, but we think that it is a
good solution for us.” - Inter-
viewee 12; Paper I11

The multipolar traps mechanism refers to situations in which multiple
actors, each acting within locally rational incentives, collectively repro-
duce an outcome that is unsustainable for the wider system. These dy-
namics are closely related to collective-action problems, short-
termism, and self-reinforcing incentive structures in which actors are
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locked into behavior they may not individually prefer in the long term,
but which is nevertheless reproduced because deviation appears costly,
risky, or futile (Olson, 1971). In the thesis, this mechanism captures
how unsustainability is often reproduced not because one actor delib-
erately chooses it as such, but because multiple actors are interlocked
in patterns of mutually reinforcing self-interest. Multipolar traps con-
cern the goal and incentive lock-ins that arise when actors pursue lo-
cally viable or self-oriented goals in ways that undermine collectively
desirable outcomes. It is related to destructive competition, discussed
in the next section, however destructive competition refers more spe-
cifically to the market and regulatory conditions through which com-
petitive pressures intensify such lock-ins.

Across the papers, multipolar traps are visible where sustainability-ori-
ented actors encounter system conditions that penalize deviation from
prevailing norms and goals or reward unsustainable conduct in the
short term. Paper II shows that sustainability-oriented new ventures
were often forced to navigate between conflicting internal and external
goals, creating a misalignment between the maximization of sustaina-
bility value and demonstrating conventional signs of business viability.
In Paper III, the profit-maximizing mindset played a central role in
shaping the company’s goal orientation and its primary focus on profit
as the central stock. The prominence of this goal constrained the com-
pany’s ability to pursue sustainability initiatives that conflicted, di-
rectly or indirectly, with profit maximization. As a result, a “win—win”
logic emerged, whereby sustainability initiatives were only pursued
when they also reduced costs, thereby reinforcing rather than challeng-
ing the underlying goal structure. Paper IV likewise identifies a value
realization tension between a private value orientation and collective
sustainability valuation, where ecosystem actors were often caught in a
reinforcing dynamic of optimizing direct and localized benefits at the
expense of broader sustainability concerns. These are not isolated cases
of resistance; they are expressions of a broader trap dynamic in which
no single actor can easily resolve the problem alone.

This mechanism generates unsustainability by making unsustainable
behavior collectively stable even when it is widely recognized as unde-
sirable. The trap lies in the divergence between individual incentive
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structures and system-level outcomes. A focal company may recognize
the need for change, but if the surrounding incentive structure contin-
ues to reward short-term, self-oriented, or locally optimized action, de-
viation may appear costly, risky, or ineffective. The result is not simply
inertia, but a system in which unsustainability is reproduced through
mutually reinforcing rationalities. This is why multipolar traps are such
a powerful explanatory device: they show how unsustainability can per-
sist without requiring any single actor to desire it in the form it takes at
the level of the system, as illustrated by the reproduction of food waste
in Paper III.

This mechanism also helps explain why business sustainability efforts
remain systemically insufficient. Company-level initiatives are often
insufficient when the underlying problem is a coordination trap rather
than an isolated internal deficiency. Firms may adopt sustainability ef-
forts, but if the broader system continues to reward speed, volume, cost
externalization, convenience, or short-term returns, then such efforts
are likely to remain partial, fragile, or niche. In other words, sustaina-
bility efforts may remain insufficient not only because firms do too lit-
tle, but because they operate inside collective dynamics that systemat-
ically pull them back toward unsustainable trajectories. Multipolar
traps therefore draw attention to the limits of voluntaristic and firm-
centric solutions when the deeper problem is one of interdependent
goals, incentives, and collective-action lock-ins.

6.2.3 Mechanism 3: Destructive competition

The third mechanism was developed from paper-level findings that
point to a recurring dynamic in which competitive conditions make
sustainability-oriented action strategically difficult to sustain. Where
multipolar traps describe broader goal and incentive lock-ins, destruc-
tive competition captures a more specific market-based dynamic: com-
petitive conditions that reward cost externalization, short-term ad-
vantage, and conformity to prevailing market rules, while penalizing
actors that attempt to internalize wider sustainability costs.

In Paper II, this appears in structural and scale-related difficulties ex-
perienced by born-sustainable ventures, particularly where they must
compete for resources, funding, and opportunities within

92



environments shaped by more conventional market expectations. In
Paper I1I, the dynamic appears through externalization and over-stock-
ing, which were practices recognized by respondents as problematic,
but also as reinforced by competitive pressures. In Paper IV, it appears
in the resource integration tension, where dominant industry practices,
path dependence, and isomorphic pressures constrain the implemen-
tation of more sustainability-compatible alternatives. Taken together,
these findings point to a shared underlying dynamic: competition can
become destructive when prevailing market rules and incentives re-
ward externalization, short-term advantage, and conformity to unsus-
tainable practices. This recurring dynamic is conceptualized here as the
mechanism of destructive competition. Table 7 summarizes how pa-
per-level findings, supported by selected theoretical references, are ab-
stracted into the mechanism of destructive competition.

Table 7. From paper-level findings and selected theoretical references to Mecha-
nism 3: Destructive competition

Mechanism Paper II Paper IIT Paper Selected empirical &

v theoretical support
Destructive Scale Externalization Resource “[...] destructive competition
competition: Misalignment  Loop Integration operates as a vicious circle
Pressures firms Tension that is very hard to escape. In
toward external- Structural Over-Stocking game theory this predica-
ization and Misalignment Loop ment is called ‘the prisoner’s
short-termism dilemma’ because it locks all

players into a downward
spiral that will ultimately
cause their collapse and yet
there seems to be no way
out.” - Bunzl and Duffell

(2017, p- 169)

“But overall, I think they are
very slow with legislation. I
understand that you are like
this ... you do not really dare.
But if you come back to pric-
ing and stuff, that it would be
possible to legislate to ... pre-
vent price dumping within
the food industry where the
environment, or biodiver-
sity, or water, or whatever it
is, accounts for the cost.” - In-
terviewee 2; Paper IIT
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The mechanism of destructive competition refers to competitive dy-
namics that pressure firms to externalize costs, narrow responsibility,
and prioritize short-term strategic advantage in ways that undermine
wider biospheric and social viability. It is widely established that mar-
kets are characterized by competition between companies, where firms
compete for customers, market share, resources, and investments.
However, less often recognized are the collaborative rules that make
competition possible and fair (Bunzl & Duffell, 2017). For competition
not to generate destructive or race-to-the-bottom dynamics, rules for
collaboration are needed (Means, 2017). In systems thinking, such
rules of the game, understood as the collaborative frameworks that
shape and constrain competition, are seen as fundamental generators
of system behavior (Meadows, 1999). Over time, these rules have been
changed or undermined partly as a result of increased global competi-
tion and deregulation, with detrimental environmental consequences
(Bunzl, 2018).

This mechanism is therefore not about competition in a generic sense.
It concerns forms of competition that become structurally destructive
because they drive actors toward cost externalization, encourage the
treatment of sustainability as secondary or symbolic, and penalize
firms that attempt to internalize wider system costs (Bunzl, 2018).

Across the thesis material, the findings point to market dynamics that
make it difficult for firms to sustain broader responsibility without
jeopardizing competitiveness. Paper II suggests that sustainability-ori-
ented ventures encounter structural and scale-related difficulties when
operating in environments organized around established, often unsus-
tainable incumbents. Paper IV shows a resource integration tension in
the beauty industry ecosystem, where competitive pressures set domi-
nant resource integration patterns, path dependence, inertia, and iso-
morphism, thereby restricting change implementation. The broader
synthesis identifies destructive competition as a mechanism because
these pressures recur across empirical contexts, even when the specific
form of competition differs. The issue is therefore not only that markets
are competitive, but that prevailing forms of competition repeatedly fa-
vor unsustainable patterns of organizing, pricing, and value appropri-
ation.
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Destructive competition generates and reproduces unsustainability by
making the internalization of ecological and social costs strategically
difficult. When firms compete primarily on price, speed, volume, or
short-term returns, there is strong pressure to minimize costs within
the focal firm’s boundaries and to externalize consequences elsewhere.
For example, in Paper III, a strong focus on profit maximization en-
couraged the externalization of costs, which in turn undermined the
sustainability mindset and associated initiatives. As a consequence, re-
spondents expressed a need for increased regulation to alter the com-
petitive dynamics. In their view, these dynamics compelled firms to ex-
ternalize costs in order to remain competitive. While they were aware
of this problem, they also emphasized that meaningful change could
not be achieved by individual firms alone, but required changes in the
rules governing competition. Across the three empirical papers, this
manifests in supply-chain opacity, resource intensity, low-quality pro-
duction, overconsumption-oriented business models, and the narrow-
ing of sustainability efforts to symbolic or low-cost initiatives.

In Paper II, the born-sustainability ventures expressed a somewhat dif-
ferent view of competition. They did not express being locked in a com-
petitive arms race like incumbents, however, they were still in compe-
tition for investments, which they described often held back their sus-
tainability efforts. Hence, this mechanism contributes to the systemic
insufficiency of business sustainability efforts by making ambitious
sustainability action strategically vulnerable. Even where firms wish to
move beyond minimal or symbolic measures, competitive pressures
may discourage them from taking on costs or constraints not shared by
others. This does not mean that firms are powerless, but it does mean
that sustainability efforts are filtered through market structures that
often reward unsustainable advantage. As a result, business sustaina-
bility efforts may remain shallow, selective, or easily reversed when
they threaten competitive position. Destructive competition therefore
helps explain why even well-developed sustainability initiatives may
remain systemically insufficient when competitive dynamics prevent
them from producing change at the scale required.
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6.2.4 Mechanism 4: Narrow boundary perspectives

The fourth mechanism was developed from paper-level findings that
point to a recurring dynamic in which sustainability problems are in-
terpreted through boundaries that are too narrow to capture their
wider system effects. In Paper II, this appears in value appropriation
misalignment, where the value of sustainable offerings can be articu-
lated but the costs and willingness to pay are distributed unevenly
across customers, investors, and other stakeholders. In Paper III, it ap-
pears in both firm and customer behavior: companies assess costs
within organizational boundaries, while customers evaluate value
without considering broader system consequences. In Paper IV, it ap-
pears in the value realization tension, where value is assessed in private
and immediate terms while collective and long-term sustainability ef-
fects remain outside the dominant evaluative frame. Taken together,
these findings point to a shared underlying dynamic: narrow bounda-
ries shape what is seen as the problem, who is considered responsible,
and which effects remain invisible. This recurring dynamic is concep-
tualized here as the mechanism of narrow boundary perspectives. Ta-
ble 8 summarizes how paper-level findings, supported by selected the-
oretical references, are abstracted into the mechanism of narrow
boundary perspectives.

Table 8. From paper-level findings and selected theoretical references to Mecha-
nism 4: Narrow boundary perspectives

. 1 irical
Mechanism Paper II PaperIII Paper IV Selected empirical &

theoretical support
Narrow Value Cost Barrier Value “Knowledge of interactions
Boundary Appropriation  Loop Realization taking place at the bounda-
Perspectives:  Misalignment Tension ries of the system is essential
Limit what Unsustainable to holistic resource manage-
wider system ef- Expectations ment.”- Crabtree et al. (2023,
fects become vis- Loop p. 10)

ible
“It’s difficult to translate bet-
ter care into something that
someone is clearly willing to
pay for... even if the benefit is
there.” - MedTech Service,
founder; Paper IT
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The mechanism of narrow boundary perspectives refers to the reduc-
tion of responsibility, analysis, and decision-making to overly narrow
organizational, temporal, or stakeholder boundaries. From a systems
perspective, boundary choice is never neutral: it shapes what becomes
visible, what counts as relevant, and therefore what can be acted upon
(Meadows, 2008). Narrow boundary perspectives become a mecha-
nism of unsustainability when companies interpret their role, impacts,
and obligations through boundaries that exclude the wider systems
they depend upon and affect. In the thesis, this mechanism is especially
important because it connects directly to the RQ1 argument that un-
sustainability from a company perspective must be understood rela-
tionally rather than as a firm-internal attribute alone.

Across the papers, the findings show how firms, focal systems, or other
ecosystem actors assess sustainability within truncated frames. Paper
IT identifies value appropriation misalignments as a boundary prob-
lem: the value of the sustainable offering could be articulated, but the
willingness to pay for it was distributed unevenly across customers, in-
vestors, and other stakeholders. Similarly, Paper IV’s value realization
tension reflects a narrow boundary perspective where value is evalu-
ated in private and immediate terms, while collective and long-term
sustainability effects are excluded. This leads to the externalization of
social and environmental costs and reinforces unsustainable outcomes.
In Paper III, narrow boundary perspectives are evident in both firm
and customer behavior. Companies assess costs within organizational
boundaries, while customers evaluate value without considering
broader system effects. Paper III shows that food waste cannot be ade-
quately explained if attention is restricted to individual consumers or
other direct stakeholders rather than the wider interface and system
dynamics. In this case, marketing-driven aesthetic standards shape ex-
pectations and behavior, contributing to waste across the system. A
broader perspective makes these interdependencies visible. The
broader synthesis therefore identifies narrow boundary perspectives as
a recurrent mechanism because they repeatedly shape what is seen as
the problem, who is held responsible, and which effects remain invisi-
ble.
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This mechanism generates and reproduces unsustainability by limiting
the scope of perception, responsibility, and evaluation. When firms as-
sess sustainability only within formal organizational boundaries, they
may ignore indirect effects, delayed consequences, upstream depend-
encies, downstream disposal dynamics, or the wider biospheric and so-
cial conditions through which their business models operate. Such nar-
rowing can make company sustainability efforts appear more success-
ful than they are, because the relevant containing systems are excluded
from, or only weakly included in, the frame of assessment. It can also
lead firms to misidentify symptoms as causes, since the system dynam-
ics generating the problem are distributed beyond the focal boundary.

This mechanism contributes to the systemic insufficiency of business
sustainability efforts because even well-intended initiatives may be de-
signed and evaluated within boundaries too narrow to capture the
problem they are meant to address. A company may optimize a local
process, improve a metric, or redesign an offering, while remaining
blind to rebound effects, burden-shifting, exclusionary consequences,
or wider system dependencies. Narrow boundary perspectives there-
fore help explain why sustainability efforts may remain partial and why
improvements inside the focal firm do not necessarily translate into
sustaining wider systems. In this sense, boundary narrowing functions
as a generative mechanism of unsustainability because it structures
what kinds of action appear justified, sufficient, or even imaginable.

6.2.5 Mechanism 5: Information and feedback gaps

The fifth mechanism was developed from paper-level findings that
point to a recurring dynamic in which sustainability-relevant infor-
mation is absent, delayed, ambiguous, or weakly connected to decision-
making. In Paper II, this appears as evaluative misalignment, where
born-sustainable ventures struggle to demonstrate, measure, and com-
municate sustainability impact in ways that are both meaningful and
legible to external audiences. In Paper III, it appears in feedback struc-
tures that obscure how food waste is generated and reproduced across
the retailer-consumer interface, making important feedback dynamics
difficult to identify and act upon. In Paper 1V, it appears in the value
proposition tension, where sustainability impacts are not effectively re-
flected in how value is signaled and perceived, while performance cues
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such as aesthetics, price, and functionality dominate. Taken together,
these findings point to a shared underlying dynamic: weak or distorted
feedback prevents actors from connecting sustainability intentions and
actions to their wider biospheric and social consequences. This recur-
ring dynamic is conceptualized here as the mechanism of information
and feedback gaps. Table 9 summarizes how paper-level findings, sup-
ported by selected theoretical references, are abstracted into the mech-
anism of information and feedback gaps.

Table 9. From paper-level findings and selected theoretical references to Mecha-
nism 5: Information and feedback gaps

Mechanism Paper II Paper II1 Paper  Selected empirical &

v theoretical support
Information Evaluative Sustainability ~ Value “..there is a clear and pre-
and feedback Misalignment Mindset Proposi- sent need to better conceptu-
gaps: Discon- tion alize how information avail-
nect action from Tension ability, information quality,
consequence and its use impacts ecologi-

cal management for good or
for ill [as] imperfect infor-
mation can also be a major
impediment to sustainabil-
ity.” Crabtree et al. (2023, p.
2)

“We connect it to the SDGs
because that’s what stake-
holders understand... but it
doesn't really capture every-
thing we are trying to do [in
terms of sustainability].” -
MedTech Device, Co-
founder; Paper IT

The mechanism of information and feedback gaps refers to situations
in which the information required for understanding wider sustaina-
bility consequences is absent, delayed, distorted, weakly connected to
decision-making, or structurally suppressed. In systems terms, feed-
back is essential because it links action to consequence (Meadows,
1999). When those links are weak, hidden, or delayed, systems may
continue reproducing harmful behavior without effectively registering
its wider effects of that behavior (Abson et al., 2017). The lack of infor-
mation regarding energy and resource stocks and flows has been ar-
gued to be one of the main drivers of the unsustainable predicament
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(Daly, 1990). This has been described as cultural energy blindness,
where limited information about environmental impacts and the scar-
city of non-renewable resources contributes to faulty cost and price at-
tributions, thereby exacerbating unsustainable systemic outcomes
(Hagens, 2020). The mechanism of information and feedback gaps
therefore connects directly to both the systems literature and the em-
pirical findings on information, feedback, visibility, and sustainability
assessment.

Across the papers, the findings point to information and feedback gaps
in several forms. Paper II identifies evaluative misalignment, pointing
to difficulties in demonstrating, measuring, and communicating sus-
tainability impact in ways that are both meaningful and legible to ex-
ternal audiences. Without such information, customers and other
stakeholders struggle to evaluate and valorize more sustainable offer-
ings or business models, thereby limiting the potential for sustainabil-
ity impact. Paper III emphasizes how feedback structures shape the
persistence of food waste and how important dynamics remain ob-
scured when consequences are not effectively fed back into the focal
system. Paper IV identifies a value proposition tension that illustrates
an information and feedback gap in which sustainability impacts are
not effectively reflected in how value is signaled and perceived. Perfor-
mance cues such as aesthetics, price, and functionality dominate, while
broader environmental and social consequences remain weakly visible,
allowing unsustainable outcomes to persist. The broader synthesis
therefore identifies information and feedback gaps as a recurring
mechanism that cuts across empirical settings.

The mechanism of information and feedback gaps generates and repro-
duces unsustainability by severing or weakening the relation between
company activity and its wider social and ecological consequences.
Firms may not receive timely, meaningful, or credible information
about the effects of their practices; they may receive it only in frag-
mented or lagged form; or they may lack interpretive frameworks
through which to make sense of sustainability-related information. In
other cases, sustainability information may exist but remain weakly
connected to dominant decision structures because performance sys-
tems, market signals, or accounting logics privilege other forms of
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information. This can make degrading activity appear rational or
harmless within the focal company even when it contributes substan-
tially to the degradation of wider system conditions.

This mechanism helps explain why business sustainability efforts re-
main systemically insufficient because effective action depends not
only on values and ambition, but also on what can be seen, measured,
and meaningfully interpreted. This is evident in the born-sustainable
ventures in Paper II, which, despite strong sustainability missions,
struggle to develop relevant metrics and evaluative frameworks to
demonstrate sustainability impact. If relevant feedback about bio-
spheric or social degradation is weak, delayed, or disconnected from
core decision structures, sustainability efforts are likely to be reactive,
symbolic, or poorly targeted. Firms may focus on what is easy to meas-
ure rather than what is systemically significant, as seen across the em-
pirical papers. They may also underestimate trade-offs, indirect effects,
or cumulative degradation because such dynamics do not register
clearly within existing information systems. Information and feedback
gaps therefore reinforce other mechanisms by obscuring the very con-
ditions through which unsustainability is reproduced.

6.2.6 How the mechanisms interact

Although presented separately for analytical clarity, the five mecha-
nisms do not operate in isolation. Rather, they form a layered and mu-
tually reinforcing configuration through which unsustainability is gen-
erated and reproduced. The unsustainable paradigm operates as the
most foundational mechanism, shaping the perceptions, value assump-
tions, and dominant understandings through which business action is
interpreted. These assumptions influence multipolar traps and de-
structive competition by helping define what kinds of goals, incentives,
strategic priorities, and market behaviors appear normal or necessary.
Multipolar traps and destructive competition are closely related but an-
alytically distinct. Multipolar traps describe broader goal and incentive
lock-ins, whereas destructive competition captures a more specific
market-based dynamic through which such lock-ins may be intensified.

At the same time, these goal- and incentive-related dynamics interact
with narrow boundary perspectives by shaping what is included in the
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frame of responsibility, value, and analysis. Narrow boundary perspec-
tives make it easier for degrading contributions to remain externalized
or unrecognized, while information and feedback gaps further weaken
the system’s capacity to register and respond to the wider consequences
of company activity. In turn, weak feedback can reinforce narrow
boundaries by making them appear sufficient. Together, these mecha-
nisms form an explanatory configuration, represented in Figure 10.

Figure 10. Layered and mutually reinforcing mechanisms generating and repro-
ducing unsustainability
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The double arrows in Figure 10 indicate that the mechanisms should
not be read as a linear sequence, but as mutually reinforcing dynamics.
The layered structure shows relative depth, with the unsustainable par-
adigm forming the deepest conditioning mechanism, while the other
mechanisms capture more specific ways in which unsustainability is
reproduced through incentives, competition, boundaries, and feed-
back. The dashed arrow from the reproduction of unsustainability back
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toward the unsustainable paradigm indicates a possible normalization
effect over time: as unsustainable outcomes continue to be reproduced,
dominant assumptions about what is necessary, rational, or unavoida-
ble in business may also be reinforced.

This interaction matters because it clarifies why business sustainability
efforts remain systemically insufficient even when particular problems
appear to be addressed. For example, a firm may improve certain met-
rics, adopt sustainability-oriented innovations, or communicate ambi-
tious intentions, yet remain embedded in an unsustainable paradigm,
subject to destructive competition, bounded by narrow responsibility
frames, and unable to access meaningful feedback about wider conse-
quences. In such cases, efforts may produce isolated improvements
without altering the generative configuration that reproduces unsus-
tainability. As a result, more fundamental changes in the dynamics re-
producing unsustainability may fail to materialize.

This is also why unsustainability should not be reduced to any single
cause. Rather, its persistence is best understood through the interplay
of deeper meaning structures, collective traps, market pressures,
boundary limitations, and feedback failures. Seen in this light, the five
mechanisms together explain why many sustainability efforts remain
symptomatic rather than transformative. The problem is not simply
that firms make poor choices, nor that individual barriers happen to
exist. The deeper issue is that the focal company is embedded in a sys-
temic configuration that repeatedly channels action toward outcomes
incompatible with the sustainability of containing systems. Business
sustainability efforts may therefore remain systemically insufficient
when they are directed at visible symptoms while leaving the underly-
ing generative mechanisms intact.

6.2.7 Concluding remark

The answer to RQ2 is a mechanism-based explanation of why business
sustainability efforts remain systemically insufficient. The five mecha-
nisms identified in this section show how unsustainability is generated
and reproduced not through isolated failures alone, but through deeper
systemic dynamics that shape how company activity is interpreted, or-
ganized, constrained, and evaluated. The unsustainable paradigm,
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multipolar traps, destructive competition, narrow boundary perspec-
tives, and information and feedback gaps operate in different ways, but
together they help explain why sustainability efforts may remain lim-
ited in effect even when they are explicitly pursued.

At the same time, the five mechanisms should not be read as a closed
or exhaustive typology of all possible causes of unsustainability. Their
value lies in offering a structured and empirically grounded explana-
tion of recurring dynamics that were salient across the thesis material.
They are sufficiently abstract to be applicable across contexts, yet suf-
ficiently grounded in the included papers to retain empirical relevance.
Their analytical purpose is therefore not to provide a universal list of
all causes, but to clarify the kinds of deeper dynamics that business sus-
tainability efforts must confront if they are to move beyond surface-
level responses.

The answer to the second research question can now be stated directly:
Business sustainability efforts remain systemically insufficient be-
cause they are shaped by five systemic mechanisms that generate and
reproduce unsustainability from a company perspective: (1) an un-
sustainable paradigm, (2) multipolar traps, (3) destructive competi-
tion, (4) narrow boundary perspectives, and (5) information and
feedback gaps. Together, these mechanisms explain how company ac-
tivity may remain misaligned with the conditions of the containing sys-
tems it depends upon, even when sustainability is explicitly pursued.

This answer builds directly on the conceptualization developed under
RQ1. Once unsustainability from a company perspective is understood
as the patterned contribution of a focal company to degrading the con-
ditions of the systems that sustain, enable, and constrain it, the explan-
atory task is to identify the recurrent dynamics through which such de-
grading contributions are generated and reproduced. The five mecha-
nisms identified here provide that explanation. They show why unsus-
tainability persists not simply as a consequence of isolated shortcom-
ings, but as an emergent result of deeper system dynamics. On this ba-
sis, the thesis turns from explanation to the implications of this analysis
for research and practice.
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7 Implications and contributions

Building on the conceptualization of unsustainability from a company
perspective (RQ1) and the mechanism-based explanation of systemic
insufficiency (RQ2), this chapter develops the practical implications
and contributions of the findings. Rather than proposing generic sus-
tainability recommendations, the implications follow from the central
insight of the thesis: that unsustainability is generated and reproduced
through identifiable mechanisms, and that effective responses must
therefore be mechanism-sensitive. This implies that sustainability in-
terventions differ in relevance depending on which underlying dynam-
ics they address, and on which actors have the capacity to intervene. As
shown in Chapter 2 (Table 2), such capacities are distributed across
firm-level and system-level actors.

The chapter proceeds in three parts. First, it presents a framework for
interpreting company contribution to unsustainability based on RQ1.
Second, it derives mechanism-specific implications from RQ2, showing
how different forms of intervention relate to different generative dy-
namics. Third, it summarizes the contributions made to sustainability-
oriented business research.

7.1 A framework for interpreting company contribution to un/sus-
tainability

On the basis of the model developed under RQ1 and the biospheric and
social conditions specified there, a managerial framework for inter-
preting company contribution to unsustainability is proposed. The pur-
pose of this framework is not to provide a definitive scorecard through
which a company can be classified as sustainable or unsustainable, as
such a classification would conflict with the relational and dynamic
conceptualization developed in Chapter 6. Rather, it is to provide
a conceptual-diagnostic framework for interpreting the patterned con-
tribution of the focal company to the biospheric and social conditions
of the systems that sustain, enable, and constrain it. The framework
specifies the biospheric and social conditions through which such con-
tribution should be assessed, illustrated in Table 10 below.
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Table 10. Framework for interpreting company contribution to un/sustainability

Containing
system
condition

Sustaining
contribution
pattern

Degrading
contribution
pattern

Intervention
avenue

System
actors
involved

Biospheric
Conditions

Renewable
Resources

Non-renewable
Resources

Pollution &
Waste

Biodiversity

Social
Conditions

Equality

Opportunity

Access

Distribution

Governance

Well-being

Resource
Availability

Health

Community

Balance

Meaning

The framework organizes the assessment around biospheric and social
conditions in order to indicate how a focal company contributes to
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sustaining or degrading those conditions, and to identify possible in-
tervention avenues and relevant system actors.

Specifically, the first column of the framework identifies the rele-
vant containing-system condition, organized under biospheric condi-
tions and social conditions. The second column addresses how the focal
company contributes to sustaining that condition. The third column
addresses how the focal company contributes to degrading it. The
fourth column identifies possible intervention avenues. The fifth col-
umn identifies the relevant system actors involved in the contribution
pattern. This structure is preferable to a simple positive/negative scor-
ing logic because it makes the conceptual basis of the assessment more
explicit: the focal company is being interpreted in relation to conditions
that sustain wider systems, and its contribution may be sustaining, de-
grading, or mixed depending on the dimension considered, the bound-
aries drawn, and the time horizon used. The framework therefore
makes visible not only positive and negative contributions, but also
trade-offs, asymmetries, and tensions that would be obscured in a more
reductive format.

The intervention avenues column gives the framework practical rele-
vance. The framework clarifies how company activity may be inter-
preted in relation to the containing systems it depends upon and af-
fects. It translates the conceptual diagnosis into possible avenues for
organizational or wider system-level intervention. In this sense, the
framework is both interpretive and practical: it helps define what un-
sustainability is for a particular company, while also indicating how
such a diagnosis might inform later response.

As outlined in chapter 6.1, the framework overlaps with, and draws on,
other existing frameworks, but it also differs on a few fundamental
points. First, many macro-level frameworks lack practical anchoring or
are too complex to be practical for company actors (e.g. Raworth, 2017;
Rockstrom et al., 2009). This is also true for most of the business model
focused frameworks (e.g. Elkington & Upward, 2016; Joyce & Paquin,
2016). Furthermore, they all implicitly include various systemic levels
and system actors, without making it explicit as in the framework for
interpreting company contribution to unsustainability. Without
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explicitly focusing on both sustaining or degrading patterns in relation
to wider systems, the framework risks remaining vague and ambigu-
ous. Furthermore, explicitly making space for intervention avenues
and the inclusion of wider system actors provides practical relevance
for managerial and collaborative intervention.

7.2 Mechanism-specific implications

The response logic developed in this thesis rests on the premise that
interventions are more likely to be meaningful when they are related to
the mechanisms through which unsustainability is generated and re-
produced. The findings across the empirical studies suggest that the
mechanisms identified in this thesis do not operate simply as isolated
organizational problems. Rather, they are embedded in broader con-
figurations of goals, incentives, competition, boundaries, and infor-
mation flows. Consequently, the implications of the findings concern
not only what firms can do, but also the conditions under which such
actions can contribute to addressing the dynamics identified.

The findings further indicate that the locus of possible intervention dif-
fers across mechanisms. Some responses can be initiated within the fo-
cal organization, whereas others depend on interactions with suppliers,
competitors, regulators, investors, or other wider system actors. This is
consistent with the theoretical review in Chapter 2 (see Table 2), which
highlights that the capacity to influence a system varies across actors
and levels. The findings therefore do not support a view in which either
firms or wider system actors can be regarded as solely responsible for
addressing systemic unsustainability. Rather, they point to a differen-
tiated understanding of agency in which actors may influence different
aspects of the generative configuration.

This has two implications for how the findings should be interpreted.
First, responses need to be sensitive to the mechanism through which
a problem is reproduced rather than assuming that a generic sustaina-
bility initiative will address it. Second, the empirical material does not
support treating any of the proposed responses as sufficient solutions
in themselves. The contribution of the thesis is instead to indicate
where the findings point towards possible intervention, and where
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changing the wider conditions in which firms operate may be neces-
sary.

The following sections therefore discuss the implications of each mech-
anism. Rather than restating the mechanisms in detail, the discussion
focuses on what the empirical findings reveal about the conditions that
sustain them, and what this suggests for possible responses.

7.2.1 Counteracting mechanism 1: Unsustainable paradigm

The findings suggest that the unsustainable paradigm is reproduced
through deeper assumptions about what is considered valuable, desir-
able, and successful. Across the empirical studies, these assumptions
shape how actors interpret sustainability, evaluate alternatives, define
organizational purpose, and make decisions. Organizational purpose
therefore represents one expression of the underlying paradigm rather
than the paradigm itself. The findings indicate that sustainability-ori-
ented ambitions may emerge within organizations, while remaining
constrained by more deeply rooted assumptions that continue to define
what is regarded as legitimate, realistic, or strategically desirable.

This dynamic is particularly visible in Paper I1I, where a sustainability-
oriented mindset emerged within the focal company and framed the
company's purpose as contributing positively to wider systems, yet
continued to coexist with dominant profit-oriented logics. Rather than
suggesting that sustainability ambitions were absent, the findings illus-
trate how alternative ways of understanding value and organizational
purpose remained in tension with established assumptions about prof-
itability and business success. A similar pattern can be observed in Pa-
per II. Although the sustainability-oriented ventures were founded
with ambitions that challenged dominant business logics, they never-
theless operated within wider evaluative systems that continued to
privilege more conventional understandings of performance and suc-
cess. Together, these findings suggest that organizations may adopt
sustainability-oriented purposes while remaining embedded within in-
stitutional contexts shaped by the dominant paradigm.

The findings further indicate that the unsustainable paradigm extends
beyond the focal organization. Paper III illustrates how customer
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preferences and expectations contributed to food waste by shaping
what was considered desirable and valuable in purchasing decisions. In
this sense, the mechanism is reproduced not only through organiza-
tional assumptions but also through the values, preferences, and ex-
pectations of other actors within the wider service ecosystem. This re-
inforces the view that the paradigm operates as a shared system prop-
erty rather than an organizational characteristic in isolation.

The implication is therefore not simply that firms should redefine their
purpose or introduce additional sustainability initiatives. Rather, the
findings suggest that more fundamental assumptions about value, suc-
cess, quality, responsibility, and organizational purpose need to be-
come visible and open to critical reflection. Unless these underlying as-
sumptions begin to shift, changes in purpose, strategies, or sustainabil-
ity initiatives are likely to remain constrained by the same dominant
logic that generated the problem in the first place. From this perspec-
tive, organizational purpose is important because it reflects underlying
assumptions, but changing purpose alone is unlikely to fundamentally
alter the mechanism if the broader mindset through which organiza-
tional decisions are interpreted remains unchanged.

This interpretation is consistent with systems perspectives on para-
digms, which position them as among the deepest leverage points in
systems because they shape how actors interpret reality and determine
appropriate goals and actions (Abson et al., 2017; Meadows, 2008).
Paradigms comprise the assumptions, values, and worldviews through
which organizational success is defined, while purpose, strategic prior-
ities, and performance criteria can be understood as downstream ex-
pressions of these deeper assumptions. It also resonates with research
suggesting that organizational outcomes depend less on profit genera-
tion itself than on the broader value orientations through which organ-
izations define and pursue their objectives (Bushouse, 1999). Similarly,
research on social norms emphasizes that shared expectations rein-
force existing patterns of behavior while also creating the possibility for
broader shifts when alternative understandings become increasingly
legitimate (Nyborg et al., 2016). The findings of this thesis are con-
sistent with these perspectives, suggesting that sustainability-oriented
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ways of thinking coexist with, rather than replace, dominant assump-
tions about organizational success.

The findings consequently point towards intervention at multiple lev-
els. Within organizations, this may involve creating opportunities to
critically examine the assumptions through which sustainability, value,
performance, and organizational purpose are understood, and reflect-
ing on how these assumptions shape strategic priorities and decision-
making. Beyond the firm, the findings and theoretical literature sug-
gest that wider institutions, including educational systems, markets,
professional norms, and policy frameworks, also shape what kinds of
organizational goals and value orientations are regarded as legitimate
(Scott, 2014). The thesis does not, however, provide a basis for deter-
mining which particular institutional interventions would be most ef-
fective. Rather, the findings suggest that counteracting the unsustain-
able paradigm requires attention not only to organizational purpose,
but to the broader mindset, values, and assumptions that shape how
organizations and other actors understand sustainability itself.

7.2.2 Counteracting mechanism 2: Multipolar traps

The findings indicate that multipolar traps arise where actors face pres-
sures to pursue outcomes that are individually rational but collectively
problematic. This is particularly evident in Paper III, where profit-
maximizing logics and short-term reward structures constrain the
scope for sustainability-oriented action, and in Paper IV, where the
value realization tension reinforces an orientation towards private and
short-term value creation. Importantly, these findings suggest that
such dynamics should not be understood merely as internal goal con-
flicts within individual firms. They can instead be interpreted as coor-
dination problems in which self-oriented or locally viable goal pursuit
makes more common-oriented forms of action difficult to sustain.

This distinction has implications for how the mechanism may be ad-
dressed. If sustainability-oriented action is constrained because actors
anticipate costs or disadvantages relative to others, then changing the
internal intentions of one firm may have limited effects. The empirical
findings instead point towards the importance of understanding the
surrounding goal and incentive structure and the degree to which
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actors are able to coordinate around shared outcomes. This is con-
sistent with collective-action and social-dilemma perspectives, which
emphasize that individually rational behavior can reproduce collec-
tively undesirable outcomes (Olson, 1971; Ostrom, 2015).

At the company level, the findings therefore suggest the relevance of
identifying situations in which organizational objectives are shaped by
this type of mutual constraint. The implication is less that firms should
simply collaborate more, and more that they need to recognize where
unilateral action is likely to remain vulnerable because other actors are
locked into the same goal and incentive structures. The empirical ma-
terial does not allow the thesis to determine which forms of collabora-
tion are most effective, but it does suggest that collective coordination
may become relevant where the mechanism is reproduced through in-
terdependent decision-making.

This also helps clarify the role of wider system actors. Where firms can-
not change the relevant incentive conditions individually, some form of
collective or institutional change may be necessary. Existing theory on
collective action indicates that such change may involve altered rules,
incentives, or forms of coordination (Ostrom, 2015). The findings sup-
port the broader implication that addressing multipolar traps may re-
quire attention to the conditions under which actors make decisions
collectively, rather than focusing exclusively on the intentions or sus-
tainability performance of individual firms.

At the same time, the empirical material does not establish that any
particular form of coordination will necessarily resolve these dynamics.
The more cautious conclusion is that where sustainability efforts re-
peatedly encounter the same goal conflicts, short-term reward struc-
tures, or collective-action constraints, interventions that alter those
conditions may be more consequential than interventions aimed solely
at individual organizational behavior.

This shifts the practical question from only asking what a firm can do
independently to also considering which goal and incentive conditions
make collective action difficult and where those conditions can poten-
tially be influenced. In this sense, the findings suggest that multipolar
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traps should be approached as relational and collective-action prob-
lems rather than as failures of organizational commitment alone.

7.2.3 Counteracting mechanism 3: Destructive competition

The empirical findings indicate that destructive competition is closely
connected to the rules and expectations through which firms are re-
warded for competing, including through pressures towards cost re-
duction, short-term performance, and externalization. In Paper III,
profit-maximizing dynamics incentivize forms of cost externalization,
while Paper IV shows how destructive competition contributes to lock-
in effects in which sustainability becomes associated with compliance
rather than deeper transformation. Paper I further indicates that com-
petitive dynamics can operate across wider, including supranational,
contexts, placing downward pressure on sustainability efforts.

Taken together, these findings suggest that destructive competition
cannot be understood primarily as a matter of firms making the wrong
choices despite knowing what would be preferable. Rather, firms may
be responding to a competitive environment in which sustainability-
oriented alternatives carry strategic disadvantages unless the rules of
competition also change. This is an important distinction for the impli-
cations of the thesis because it indicates that asking individual firms
simply to “compete more sustainably” may leave the conditions gener-
ating the problem largely unchanged.

The response logic is therefore twofold. At the organizational level,
firms can examine how their own competitive strategies depend on cost
externalization, short-term performance pressures, or compliance-ori-
ented sustainability work. At the wider-system level, firms and other
actors need to consider how market rules, standards, procurement cri-
teria, regulation, and cooperative frameworks could be changed so that
firms are not disadvantaged for internalizing biophysical and social
costs.

At the organizational level, the findings nevertheless suggest that firms
can become more attentive to how their own competitive strategies
contribute to these dynamics. In particular, the empirical material
points to the relevance of considering where business practices depend
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upon the externalization of biophysical or social consequences, or
where compliance-oriented responses are sufficient to preserve exist-
ing competitive positions without altering the underlying dynamics.
The findings do not establish a particular alternative business model as
the solution, but they suggest that firms need to examine the basis on
which they compete, including whether competitiveness depends on
externalizing costs, accelerating throughput, or limiting sustainability
to compliance.

This interpretation is consistent with systems perspectives emphasiz-
ing the role of rules, incentives, and structures in shaping system be-
havior (Meadows, 2008). It also resonates with institutional theory,
which highlights how organizational behavior is influenced by socially
embedded norms and expectations about legitimate business conduct
(Scott, 2014). From this perspective, the challenge identified empiri-
cally is not simply to change individual firm behavior, but to alter or
destabilize the conditions under which unsustainable forms of compe-
tition remain advantageous.

The wider-system implications are particularly relevant here. Where
destructive competition is reproduced by common market expectations
or by the possibility of shifting unsustainable practices elsewhere, ac-
tion by an individual firm may remain constrained. This was visible in
Paper III, where respondents described the pressure to externalize
costs in order to offer lower prices and attract customers as so strong
that several called for increased regulation to limit or end food waste.
The example illustrates that counteracting destructive competition
may require changing the rules under which firms compete, rather than
relying solely on individual firms to absorb costs that competitors can
continue to externalize. Paper I's findings regarding competitive dy-
namics across jurisdictions further suggest that the relevant conditions
may extend beyond a single market or organizational field.

However, the thesis does not provide empirical evidence for the effec-
tiveness of specific regulatory or international interventions. The im-
plication is therefore best stated at the level supported by the findings:
counteracting destructive competition requires changing the condi-
tions under which firms compete, rather than relying exclusively on
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voluntary changes by individual firms. This may involve rules, norms,
incentives, standards, or cooperative frameworks that reduce the stra-
tegic advantage of externalization and short-termism. Which institu-
tional arrangements are most appropriate remains an area for further
investigation.

7.2.4 Counteracting mechanism 4: Narrow boundary perspectives

The findings suggest that organizational boundaries do not merely de-
termine how sustainability is analyzed; they shape what becomes visi-
ble as a problem and what is therefore considered relevant for decision-
making. This is evident in Paper III, where narrow cost assessments
can constrain sustainability initiatives, and in Paper IV, where value
realization is framed primarily in terms of private and actor-specific
value. In both cases, what falls inside or outside the organizational
frame influences which consequences become relevant to organiza-
tional action.

This finding suggests that broadening boundaries is not simply a mat-
ter of collecting more information about stakeholders or external out-
comes. Rather, it concerns how the organization defines the system to
which its decisions are understood to belong. A sustainability issue may
therefore remain difficult to address when its consequences fall outside
the boundaries through which organizational value, cost, or responsi-
bility are currently assessed.

This interpretation is consistent with systems theory, which empha-
sizes that the selection of system boundaries influences what relation-
ships and consequences become visible (Meadows, 2008; Sterman,
2010). It also gives particular relevance to the systems perspective de-
veloped in this thesis. The assessment framework developed under RQ1
can be understood as one attempt to make such boundary choices more
explicit by relating organizational activities to wider social and bio-
physical conditions.

The empirical findings nevertheless suggest that recognizing broader
interdependencies does not automatically make them actionable. If or-
ganizational evaluation systems continue to privilege narrow costs and
privately appropriable value, broader consequences may remain
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marginal even when they are visible. The implication is therefore not
simply that firms should “think more broadly,” but that boundary
choices need to become connected to the processes through which de-
cisions are actually made.

This points towards a possible role for broader impact assessments, de-
cision criteria, and stakeholder perspectives, but the empirical material
does not provide sufficient evidence to establish which specific prac-
tices would most effectively achieve this. The more direct implication
from the findings is that organizations need to examine what they cur-
rently define as relevant and how these boundaries affect sustainabil-
ity-oriented decisions.

The findings also indicate that boundary perspectives are shaped by
conditions beyond the organization. Accounting conventions, report-
ing requirements, standards, and other institutional arrangements in-
fluence what organizations are expected to measure and take responsi-
bility for. Consequently, wider-system responses may be relevant
where narrow boundaries are reinforced by established institutional
arrangements. The thesis does not, however, establish which such re-
forms would be most effective. It instead suggests that changing organ-
izational boundaries may require both internal reflection and wider
changes in what is recognized as legitimate organizational responsibil-
ity. In this sense, broadening boundaries should not be understood
merely as an analytical refinement. The findings suggest that it may
also alter the set of consequences and dependencies that organizations
treat as relevant to their actions.

7.2.5 Counteracting mechanism 5: Information and feedback gaps

Among the five mechanisms, the empirical findings provide particu-
larly clear indications that information and feedback problems are not
reducible to a simple absence of data. Paper II shows how sustainabil-
ity-oriented ventures can struggle to develop meaningful evaluative
metrics despite strong mission anchoring. Paper IV further illustrates
how uncertainty and ambiguity in interpreting sustainability impacts
can hinder action, including through the adaptation ambiguity loop.
The findings therefore point towards a more specific problem:
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information may exist, but its meaning, relevance, and connection to
organizational action remain uncertain.

This distinction has important implications. If the problem is not
simply information scarcity, then producing additional information
does not necessarily address the mechanism. What appears necessary
instead is a stronger connection between information, interpretation,
and decision-making. The findings suggest that organizations may
struggle where sustainability signals are ambiguous, difficult to evalu-
ate, or disconnected from the structures through which strategic
choices are made.

This interpretation is consistent with systems theory, where the quality
and structure of feedback influence how actors learn and respond to
system conditions (Sterman, 2010). It also resonates with Meadow’s
(2008) emphasis on information flows as an important point of inter-
vention. The empirical findings extend this perspective by suggesting
that the issue concerns not only whether information reaches organi-
zations, but whether it can be translated into knowledge that meaning-
fully affects action.

At the company level, this points towards the importance of examining
how sustainability-related information is generated, interpreted, and
connected to organizational decisions. The relevant question is there-
fore not only which indicators are available, but what they make possi-
ble for decision-makers to see and respond to. The findings from Paper
IT and Paper IV suggest that this may be particularly important where
sustainability impacts are difficult to evaluate or where different sig-
nals point in different directions.

The findings also indicate that stronger visibility alone may have lim-
ited effects. Information that remains disconnected from organiza-
tional priorities, incentives, and routines may fail to alter behavior.
This is consistent with the broader systems perspective that infor-
mation flows have greater significance when they are connected to the
structures that shape action (Meadows, 2008). The implication is
therefore that feedback architecture needs to be considered together
with the decision structures into which that feedback is introduced.
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At the wider system level, this may create a role for actors that influence
the availability, comparability, credibility, or interpretation of sustain-
ability information. Reporting regimes, standards, public information
infrastructures, and other forms of institutionalized feedback may af-
fect what organizations can observe and how confidently they can in-
terpret it. However, the thesis does not provide sufficient evidence to
determine which particular reporting or measurement arrangements
are most effective.

The more defensible implication is therefore that addressing infor-
mation and feedback gaps requires attention to the relationship be-
tween information and action. More information may be useful, but the
findings suggest that its potential contribution depends on whether it
can become meaningful feedback within the structures through which
organizations make decisions.

7.2.6 Integrating responses across mechanisms

Although the five mechanisms have been discussed separately, the
findings indicate that they should not be treated as independent prob-
lems. The mechanisms are interconnected, and the conditions through
which one is reproduced may reinforce others. This is visible, for ex-
ample, in the way profit-oriented logics can shape competitive pres-
sures, narrow organizational boundaries, and influence which infor-
mation is considered relevant. Similarly, broader visibility of sustaina-
bility consequences may have limited effect if established goals and in-
centive structures continue to favor short-term outcomes.

This interconnectedness has an important implication for intervention.
It suggests that addressing one mechanism in isolation may not be suf-
ficient where other mechanisms continue to reproduce the same pat-
tern. The thesis therefore points towards a portfolio logic in which in-
terventions are considered in relation to the wider configuration of
mechanisms rather than as isolated solutions.

The findings do not, however, provide a basis for specifying a fixed se-
quence of interventions or a universal combination that would be ef-
fective across contexts. Rather, the contribution lies in providing a way
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of diagnosing where the relevant constraints may lie. The mechanism
perspective can help actors distinguish, for example, between a prob-
lem primarily associated with competing goals, a coordination prob-
lem, a competitive structure, a narrow system boundary, or weak feed-
back.

This diagnosis is important because similar sustainability outcomes
may have different underlying causes. An organization may have access
to relevant information but lack incentives to act on it; it may recognize
wider consequences but be constrained by competition; or it may ex-
press a sustainability-oriented purpose while evaluating success
through more established profit-oriented criteria. In each case, the ap-
propriate point of intervention may differ.

The practical contribution of the thesis therefore lies less in providing
a prescriptive list of sustainability actions and more in offering a mech-
anism-sensitive way of thinking about intervention. The framework de-
veloped from the thesis findings can support this process by encourag-
ing business actors to examine how their activities relate to the five
mechanisms and where intervention might be possible.

Rather than asking only which sustainability initiative should be
adopted, the framework encourages actors to consider:

e Which dynamics are contributing to the problem?

e Which of these dynamics can the focal organization influence di-
rectly?

e Which depend on relationships with other actors?

e Which may require changes in the wider institutional environment?

These questions do not guarantee effective intervention, nor does the
framework specify that a particular response will necessarily change a
mechanism. Their value lies instead in shifting attention from generic
sustainability action towards the mechanisms through which unsus-
tainability is generated and reproduced.

Table 11 summarizes this mechanism-sensitive diagnostic framework
for business actors. It translates the five mechanisms into contribution

119



assessment questions and possible intervention points, thereby sup-
porting actors in identifying which dynamics may be reproducing un-
sustainability and where responses might be directed.

Table 11. Mechanism-sensitive diagnostic framework for business actors

Mechanism

Contribution assessment

questions

Possible intervention
points

Unsustainable
paradigm

What are the key cornerstones
of our internal culture, and how
do they manifest?

How do our activities contribute
to dominant patterns of con-
sumption or self-benefit?

Reconsider assumptions about
purpose, value, and success; exam-
ine where alternative understand-
ings of organizational purpose
could be strengthened.

Multipolar traps

What are our goals, both stated
and manifested?

How are these goals related to
broader societal sustainability
goals?

Where are we constrained by
the behavior or expectations of
other actors?

Identify goal conflicts, short-term
reward structures, and collective-
action constraints; consider how
incentives, commitments, or coor-
dination mechanisms could align
locally viable action with shared
sustainability outcomes.

Destructive
competition

How do we compete today?
How does our current way of
competing constrain sustaina-
bility-oriented action?

What are we competing on?

Where could more collaboration
be useful?

Examine how competitive rules,
market expectations, and industry
practices reward externalization or
short-term advantage; identify
where standards, regulation, pro-
curement criteria, or cooperative
frameworks could reduce the com-
petitive advantage of unsustaina-
ble practices.

Narrow
boundary
perspectives

What do we currently consider
our responsibility and what is
not? Does it need to change?
What boundaries do we draw for
what is considered in decision-
making processes?

Who is included in decision-
making process and what voices
are not heard?

Broaden the boundaries consid-
ered in analysis and decision-mak-
ing where current boundaries ob-
scure relevant dependencies or
consequences.

Information and
feedback gaps

What information do we have
clarity on?

Which measurements are used?
What blind spots or ambiguities
might remain?

How can information become
more meaningful for sustaina-
bility-oriented decisions?

Strengthen the connection be-
tween information, interpretation,
feedback, and organizational deci-
sion-making.
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Overall, the findings suggest that responding to systemic unsustaina-
bility requires more than increasing the volume of sustainability activ-
ity. What matters is whether action is directed towards the dynamics
that reproduce the problem and whether the relevant actor has the ca-
pacity to influence those dynamics. The thesis therefore positions in-
tervention not as a matter of identifying a universal best practice, but
as a process of diagnosing mechanisms, understanding the distribution
of agency across levels, and identifying plausible points at which those
mechanisms may be influenced.

7.3 Contributions to sustainability-oriented business research

The findings of this thesis contribute to sustainability-oriented busi-
ness research in four main ways. In particular, they point to the need
to complement the field’s strong solution orientation with a more ex-
plicit explanatory focus on unsustainability. This responds to Johnston
et al.’s (2007) call to focus more explicitly on unsustainability.

As called for by, there is a need to focus on unsustainability as the phe-
nomenon to be explained. Despite the time that has passed since this
call, the field remains largely focused on sustainability as a normative
aspiration, without sufficiently treating unsustainability as the empiri-
cal problem to be explained (Bocken & Short, 2021). The present thesis
therefore contributes to sustainability-oriented business research in
four fundamental areas.

First, the thesis makes a conceptual contribution by clarifying unsus-
tainability from a company perspective within a systems framework.
Existing literature has often treated sustainability either at a macro
level, through frameworks such as planetary boundaries and social sus-
tainability (Raworth, 2017; Rockstrom et al., 2009), or at a firm level
through practices, strategies, and business models (e.g. Bocken et al.,
2014; Joyce & Paquin, 2016; Schaltegger et al., 2012). This has created
a gap in understanding how company activity relates to broader system
outcomes. By conceptualizing unsustainability as the patterned ways in
which a focal company contributes to undermining the biophysical and
social conditions of the systems that sustain, enable, and constrain it,
the thesis bridges this divide and responds to calls for more embedded
and systems-oriented understandings of business sustainability
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(Abson et al., 2017; Fehrer & Wieland, 2020; Sarno et al., 2025;
Waddock, 2020).

Second, and most importantly, the thesis provides an explanatory con-
tribution by developing a mechanism-based understanding of why
business sustainability efforts are systemically insufficient. While prior
research has offered important insights into sustainability initiatives,
sustainable business models, and barriers to implementation (Bocken
et al., 2014; Schaltegger et al., 2012), as well as tensions and paradoxes
associated with sustainability (Hahn et al., 2010; Smith & Lewis, 2011),
it has remained less explicit in explaining why such efforts consistently
remain insufficient in producing system-level change. By identifying
and articulating five interacting systemic mechanisms, unsustainable
paradigm, multipolar traps, destructive competition, narrow boundary
perspectives, and information and feedback gaps, this thesis moves be-
yond fragmented accounts and provides a more integrated explanation
grounded in system dynamics (Meadows, 2008; Sterman, 2010).

Third, the thesis provides a managerial contribution by informing how
organizations and other actors can diagnose and address the conditions
that generate and reproduce unsustainability. Prior work has often pro-
posed general strategies or tools for improving sustainability perfor-
mance (Bocken et al., 2014; Schaltegger et al., 2016) but has paid less
attention to the underlying dynamics that shape the effectiveness of
such efforts (Alonso-Martinez et al., 2021). By developing a mecha-
nism-sensitive response logic, it is shown that effective action depends
on identifying which mechanisms are at play and aligning interven-
tions accordingly. This shifts managerial attention from implementing
predefined solutions to diagnosing systemic conditions and engaging
with both organizational practices and wider system dynamics.

Fourth, the thesis makes a methodological contribution by demon-
strating how a systems approach can be applied to study unsustaina-
bility across heterogeneous business contexts and multiple levels of
analysis. While systems thinking has long been recognized as im-
portant for sustainability research (e.g. Meadows, 2008; Meadows et
al., 1972), it has been relatively underutilized in empirical business re-
search, which often remains firm-centered and linear in its analytical
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approach (Abson et al., 2017; Fehrer & Wieland, 2020; Waddock,
2020). By combining a critical realist orientation with systems thinking
and applying this across four studies spanning different domains, the
thesis shows how unsustainability can be analyzed as a multi-level,
mechanism-driven phenomenon. This contributes to ongoing method-
ological discussions on how to study complex unsustainability chal-
lenges in a way that captures interdependencies, feedback, and emer-
gent dynamics.

Taken together, these contributions advance sustainability-oriented
business research by shifting attention from isolated firm-level solu-
tions toward a more integrated, system-oriented understanding of how
unsustainability is generated, reproduced, and potentially counter-
acted.
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8 Conclusion

“The faulty narrative I always tell myselfis that someday I'm going find
enough pieces in books that I'm going to put the puzzle together into an
answer for all of these questions that I have.” - Anne Boyer

The aim of the present thesis was to explain why business sustainability
efforts are systemically insufficient by elucidating the systemic mecha-
nisms that generate and reproduce unsustainability from a company
perspective.

The thesis was motivated by an apparent disconnect between increas-
ing attention to sustainability in both research and practice and the
continued deterioration of biophysical and social conditions at broader
system levels (e.g. Chancel et al., 2026; Richardson et al., 2023). While
sustainability-oriented business research has generated important in-
sights into sustainable business models, sustainability-oriented inno-
vation, and sustainable service provision (Bocken et al., 2014; Evans et
al., 2017; Keiningham et al., 2024; Schaltegger et al., 2012), the field
has remained predominantly oriented toward developing solutions,
practices, and managerial approaches. Comparatively less attention
has been devoted to explaining how unsustainability is generated and
reproduced, despite calls for such an explanatory shift (Bocken &
Short, 2021; Johnston et al., 2007).

The central insight developed in this thesis is that unsustainability can-
not be adequately understood as a consequence of insufficient effort,
weak implementation, or lack of sustainability intentions alone. Ra-
ther, unsustainability emerges as a systemic phenomenon generated
and reproduced through interacting structures, relationships, feedback
processes, and meaning systems that shape what companies are able to
see, prioritize, value, and act upon within the wider systems in which
they are embedded. As such, business sustainability efforts often re-
main systemically insufficient not despite action, but because those ac-
tions unfold within conditions that continually reproduce unsustaina-
ble outcomes.
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In response to the first research question, the thesis develops a rela-
tional understanding of unsustainability from a company perspective.
Existing sustainability research has often conceptualized sustainability
either at the level of firms through organizational practices and busi-
ness models (Bocken et al., 2014; Elkington & Upward, 2016; Joyce &
Paquin, 2016), or at broader societal and planetary levels through con-
cepts such as social sustainability and planetary boundaries (Raworth,
2017; Rockstrom et al., 2009). This has left an underdeveloped under-
standing of how company activities relate to wider system conditions
and outcomes. The thesis addresses this gap by conceptualizing unsus-
tainability as the patterned ways in which a focal company contributes
to undermining or degrading the biophysical and social conditions of
the systems that sustain, enable, and constrain it. In doing so, it re-
sponds to calls for more embedded and systems-oriented understand-
ings of business sustainability (Abson et al., 2017; Fehrer & Wieland,
2020; Sarno et al., 2025; Waddock, 2020).

In response to the second research question, the thesis identifies five
interacting systemic mechanisms through which unsustainability is
generated and reproduced: unsustainable paradigm, multipolar traps,
destructive competition, narrow boundary perspectives, and infor-
mation and feedback gaps. While previous research has highlighted
barriers, tensions, paradoxes, and institutional constraints associated
with sustainability efforts (Bocken & Geradts, 2020; Hahn et al., 2015;
Schneider, 2020), these explanations have often remained fragmented,
context-specific, or weakly grounded in empirical analysis. By synthe-
sizing insights across three diverse empirical contexts and grounding
the analysis in systems thinking and critical realism, the thesis devel-
ops a more integrated explanation of why business sustainability ef-
forts frequently remain insufficient to produce system-level change.

Building on these findings, a mechanism-sensitive response logic is
also developed. Rather than assuming that generic sustainability solu-
tions can be universally applied, the findings suggest that effective in-
tervention depends on understanding which mechanisms are operat-
ing and how they interact. This shifts attention from implementing pre-
defined sustainability practices toward diagnosing the systemic condi-
tions that shape their effectiveness. In this way, the thesis contributes
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not only to explaining unsustainability, but also to informing more con-
text-sensitive approaches for addressing it.

Taken together, the findings contribute to sustainability-oriented busi-
ness research in four ways. First, they provide a mechanism-based ex-
planation of why business sustainability efforts remain systemically in-
sufficient. Second, they clarify unsustainability from a company per-
spective within a systems framework. Third, they offer a diagnostic ba-
sis for more effective organizational and wider system-level interven-
tions. Fourth, they demonstrate how systems thinking and a critical re-
alist explanatory orientation can be combined to study unsustainability
across multiple levels of analysis and heterogeneous business contexts.

Overall, the thesis argues that meaningful progress toward sustainabil-
ity requires moving beyond sustainability as a normative aspiration
and toward unsustainability as the phenomenon to be explained
(Johnston et al., 2007). By shifting attention from isolated sustainabil-
ity initiatives to the mechanisms through which unsustainable out-
comes are generated and reproduced, the thesis provides a foundation
for understanding why sustainability efforts remain insufficient and
what must be addressed if more fundamental change in social and bio-
physical conditions is to become possible.

Limitations and future research

The thesis has several limitations that open avenues for future re-
search. First, the analysis is based on a compilation of four studies sit-
uated in partly different theoretical and empirical contexts. This diver-
sity is a strength because it enables cross-paper synthesis and the iden-
tification of recurring dynamics. At the same time, it means that the
mechanisms developed in the thesis should be understood as analyti-
cally generalized explanatory constructs rather than empirically ex-
haustive categories. Future research could further examine, refine, and
compare these mechanisms across other industries, organizational
forms, geographical contexts, and sustainability domains.

Second, while the thesis develops a company-perspective understand-
ing of unsustainability, it does not claim to provide a universal com-
pany-level assessment tool. The conceptualization developed here is
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relational, contribution-based, and dynamic, which means that assess-
ments of company contribution depend on system boundaries, time
horizons, and the biophysical and social conditions foregrounded in the
analysis. Future research could therefore further operationalize the
conceptual framework and examine how it can be applied in specific
organizational, sectoral, or policy contexts.

Third, the thesis focuses primarily on identifying and explaining the
mechanisms through which unsustainability is generated and repro-
duced. While it develops a mechanism-sensitive response logic, it does
not empirically investigate how interventions targeting these mecha-
nisms unfold over time. Future studies could therefore examine how
companies, policymakers, investors, civil society actors, and other sys-
tem actors attempt to counteract specific mechanisms, and under what
conditions such interventions become effective. This includes research
on how dominant assumptions about value, success, and purpose may
be shifted; how coordination mechanisms can address multipolar
traps; how regulation, standards, procurement rules, or cooperative
frameworks may reduce destructive competition; how organizational
boundaries can be broadened in decision-making; and how sustaina-
bility-related information can become meaningful feedback connected
to action.

Fourth, the systems-oriented and critical realist approach adopted in
the thesis emphasizes explanatory depth rather than predictive cer-
tainty. The mechanisms identified should therefore not be understood
as operating in identical ways across all contexts, but as generative dy-
namics that may combine differently depending on the system setting.
Future research could build on this by developing more comparative,
longitudinal, and modelling-based studies of how mechanisms inter-
act, intensify, or weaken over time, and how portfolios of interventions
may address several mechanisms simultaneously.
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Un/sustainability

Despite decades of growing attention to sustainability, business efforts remain
systemically insufficient in addressing ecological degradation and social harm.
This thesis asks why. Rather than treating sustainability as an ambiguous ideal,
attention is shifted to unsustainability as what can be observed and explained: the
ongoing reproduction of harmful systemic outcomes. Companies are understood
as embedded in wider economic, institutional, social, and biophysical systems
rather than as isolated actors. Drawing on four studies in sustainable business
model research and sustainable service research, the thesis develops a relational
conceptualization of unsustainability from a company perspective. On this basis, it
identifies five systemic mechanisms that generate and reproduce unsustainability:
unsustainable paradigm, multipolar traps, destructive competition, narrow
boundary perspectives, and information and feedback gaps. Using systems
thinking from a company perspective, the thesis explains why sustainability efforts
may remain insufficient even when they are well intended. It offers a framework
for understanding how company activity relates to wider system conditions and
what must be addressed for more meaningful change to occur.
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