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The Problem – Sustainability as an ‘Add-On’

Incremental approaches to sustainable business model innovation contribute
too little to sustainable development (Scheyvens et al., 2016; Van Zanten & Van
Tulder, 2018). There is a need for Sustainable Business Models that go beyond
isolated initiatives. This requires the development of new, impact-driven
business models (Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Nidumolu et al., 2009).

The Solution – Reversing Materiality

The extent to which sustainability issues can be made ‘material’ determines the
integration of sustainability in innovation strategies (Van Tulder & Lucht, 2019).
An outside-in approach, that takes sustainability as a starting point, is more
likely to lead to radical innovation than the current inside-out approaches
(Dyllick & Muff, 2016). Rather than reactively integrating SDGs in existing
business models, the SDGs provide a framework to design SBMs that contribute
to sustainable development (Morioka et al., 2017; Raith & Siebold, 2018).

A Case Study – Aker BioMarine

Aker BioMarine has redeveloped its business model around the SDGs through
the following activities:

(i) Prioritize a subset of SDGs without hindering the progress of others
(ii) Match resources and capabilities with the SDGs
(iii) Involve all employees in selecting the SDGs

This results in a corporate strategy that is driven by the SDGs. Within this
process, Aker BioMarine stresses the importance of ‘just starting to walk’,
sharing the lessons learned and creating partnerships.

‘How does reversed materiality enable companies to design sustainable business 
models that systematically contribute to sustainable development?’


