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Chapter 5
Development of Sustainable Business 
Models for Innovation in the Swedish  
Agri- sector: Resource-Effective Producer 
or Stewardship-Based Entrepreneur?

Per-Ola Ulvenblad

5.1  Introduction

This chapter focuses on the development of sustainable business models for innova-
tion in the Swedish agri-sector. This is important for several reasons. At the global 
level, many of society’s challenges are linked to social, environmental and eco-
nomic aspects of agriculture. Worldwide food production must increase by 70% 
from 2009 to 2050, and in developing countries, the increase needs to be 100% 
(FAO 2011). However, productivity growth has fallen and remains below potential 
in many countries (OECD 2019). Simultaneously, the negative climate impact of 
agriculture has to be reduced. The recently released IPCC Special Report on Climate 
Change and Land highlights the interconnection between climate change and the 
agri-sector (including forestry). At the same time, as some parts of the agri-sector 
are drivers of climate change, sustainable agriculture and forestry can reduce cli-
mate change (IPCC 2019). Further, research has suggested that investment in agri-
culture is an effective strategy to achieve many of society’s development goals, like 
poverty and hunger, nutrition and health, education, economic and social growth, 
peace and security and preserving the world’s environment (Dobermann and 
Nelson 2013).

The IPCC report also states that climate change represents a threat to the agri- 
sector (IPCC 2019). As research has identified, there is a need to focus R&D on how 
to improve agricultural adaptation to climate change, especially in food-insecure 
human populations (e.g. Lobell et al. 2008). Furthermore, sustainable food produc-
tion will have to address aspects such as the nutritional quality of diets and positive 
health effects (Benbrook et al. 2013; Średnicka-Tober et al. 2016).
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Agricultural research has made important contributions to poverty reduction and 
food security over the last 40 years (Thornton et al. 2017). Research has also identi-
fied investment in R&D as an important driver of growth in agricultural production 
efficiency (Alston 2010, 2018; Fuglie et al. 2017). Regardless, European Union’s 
Research and Innovation Programme “Horizon 2020” (European Commission 
2011) and United Nations’ “The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” 
including the 17 sustainable development goals (SDG) (Griggs et al. 2013; United 
Nations 2015; European Commission 2016) call attention to the need for more 
research and innovation on food security and sustainable agriculture.

At the firm level, many agri-companies often struggle with low profitability. In 
order to be able to produce, distribute and sell more food, they need to achieve profit 
goals. The majority of agri-companies have focused on their role as producer at the 
beginning of the food value chain and, consequently, have focused on becoming 
more effective and being able to produce more with the same, or less, resources. 
However, the issue of profitability remains an issue for agri-companies (Dobermann 
and Nelson 2013; Ulvenblad et al. 2016), and they face increasing demands from 
governments, local authorities, other companies in the agri-value chain and end 
customers regarding quality and sustainability issues.

The focus on efficiency, economies of scale and growth has been an effective 
approach for the agri-sector (Alston 2018). Over time, many of the small coopera-
tives and networking firms in the agri-sector have either joined or become large 
multinational companies through mergers and acquisitions. Though this trend has 
led to cost-effective production and distribution systems, has it also built barriers for 
sustainable business model innovation in the agri-value chain?

In recent times, small agri-companies have often been reduced to a subcontractor 
role without any real influence (Ulvenblad et al. 2016). It is known that power asym-
metry combined with low-quality business relationships can lead to suboptimiza-
tion and a reduced ability to identify and meet end-consumer needs (Benton and 
Maloni 2005; Schulze-Ehlers et al. 2014). Large companies mainly look for stan-
dardized products that suppliers produced at low cost, and innovations developed by 
smaller companies along the food chain making products better but different can be 
difficult to integrate into big companies’ business plans and delivery systems.

These are important issues, because of the increased worldwide competition, 
advanced technological developments and large-scale production existing in the 
agri-sector, and with a resulting general trend towards fewer and larger farms 
(OECD 2016), it remains to be seen whether the global goals of sustainable agricul-
tural development can be met.

The agri-sector is different from other industries for several reasons: food from 
living things, animals and plants, must meet specific welfare, health and safety 
requirements. Furthermore, production and often distribution are generally con-
nected to a specific geographic area, where nature and climate may have important 
influence and establish constraints to production and distribution. OECD (2019) 
highlights the need for more responsive agricultural innovation systems, since cli-
mate change and weather-related production shocks are expected to increase the 
challenge of improving productivity, sustainability and resilience on farms.
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When increasing productivity, efficiency and economies of scale have become 
very important in the agri-sector, small- and medium-sized agri-companies engaged 
in business model innovation focusing on sustainability must take a more strategic 
and innovative perspective. A strategy for these companies can be to expand their 
business not through traditional growth, but rather by diversifying activities and 
focusing on cooperation. Research have shown that small- and medium-sized agri- 
companies that have been able to overcome the challenges of the agri-sector have 
developed sustainable business models based on a diversified approach (Ulvenblad 
et  al. 2016), a network approach (Lawson et  al. 2008) or a value-net approach 
(Kähkönen 2012). These sustainable business models often generate value not only 
for customers but also for other stakeholders, the community and the environment 
(Barnett and Salomon 2012; Kiron et al. 2013; Schaltegger et al. 2016).

Previous research regarding agri-companies have, in general terms, focused on 
production and cost-efficiency (Alston 2010, 2018). Further, research regarding 
business models has often addressed industries other than the agri-sector (Tell et al. 
2016) such as media, information technology and biotechnology industries 
(Johnson 2010).

Schaltegger et al. (2016) state that “The business model perspective is particu-
larly interesting in the context of sustainability because it highlights the value cre-
ation logic of an organization and its effects and potentially allows (and calls) for 
new governance forms such as cooperatives, public private partnerships, or social 
businesses, thus helping transcend narrow for-profit and profit-maximizing models” 
(p.5). This is line with Boons et al. (2013), who conclude that business models are 
useful for the creation and study of sustainable innovation. Lambert and Davidson 
(2013) and Zott et al. (2011) have shown that a sustainable business model is a use-
ful tool when studying how a single company or an entire value network achieves 
sustainability in terms of environmental, social as well as economic value. However, 
the existing research on sustainable business models in the agri-sector has often 
been limited to and addresses developing rather than developed countries (e.g. the 
United States and European countries) (Beuchelt and Zeller 2012). Even though a 
structured literature review reveals an increasing number of research articles that 
examine sustainable business model innovation in the agri-sector, there is a need for 
more research on this topic (Tell et al. 2016).

To summarize, businesses in the agri-sector face difficult challenges – but have 
also unique opportunities to develop sustainability-oriented innovation and sustain-
able business models which create value in other ways than low-cost production. 
However, even if the needs at the global and firm levels are large, research regarding 
the development of sustainable business models within the agri-sector is limited. 
This is a significant issue, since profitable agri-companies, which develop sustain-
able business models and advance along the agri-value chain, need to become part 
of the solution at a moment in history when the world needs more food, which is to 
be produced and distributed in sustainable ways.

In order to reduce the research gap identified, the aim of this chapter is to illus-
trate and analyse how Swedish agri-companies strive to develop sustainable busi-
ness models to innovate their business activities. I will illustrate, map, categorize 
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and analyse the orientation of the practices of sustainability innovation and the 
development of sustainable business models. The research questions are: (i) “How 
do Swedish agri-companies apply sustainable innovation practices?”, (ii) “Which 
sustainable business models do Swedish agri-companies use?”, and (iii) “How can 
these innovation practices and sustainable business models be understood?”

The remaining of this chapter is organized as follows: A conceptual framework 
will be articulated, and, subsequently, the methodological research approach will be 
presented. Later on, eight Swedish cases including companies and cooperatives will 
be illustrated and analysed. Once these cases are discussed, some aspects of theory 
development will be developed. Finally, based on the most salient learnings from 
the research, guidelines for agri-entrepreneurs will be provided as well as sugges-
tions for future research.

5.2  Conceptual Framework

The theory section is organized as follows: sustainability in the agri-sector, 
sustainability- oriented innovation, sustainable business models and eight types of 
sustainable business models.

5.2.1  Sustainability in the Agri-sector

The field of sustainability is a relatively new discipline that has developed over the 
last 15–20  years (Coad and Pritchard 2017). Nidumolu et  al. (2009) showed a 
decade ago that sustainability became innovation’s new frontier. They stated that 
sustainability is a fundamental layer of organizational and technological innova-
tions that yield both bottom-line and top-line returns. This has only escalated further 
during the last decade. The majority of businesses are now well aware of the impor-
tance of sustainability, which represents a key driver for innovation and a challenge 
in many aspects at the same time. The challenges include not only obvious aspects 
such as products, processes, technologies and business models but also more 
abstract dimensions like cognitive, psychological and organizational challenges 
(Sharma 2017).

Sustainability in the agri-sector is of vital importance since this large sector uses 
over 37% of the total land area of the world and 21% of the land area of the European 
Union. If forestry is included, the area used reaches 68% of the world and 46% of 
the European Union (FAO 2019). Further, the agri-sector represents a significant 
component of the EU economy, accounting for about 7% of its total exports. The 
agri-sector also accounts for 4.3% of the total labour market in the European Union 
(Eurostat 2018).

Many businesses in the agri-sector are small companies with primary production 
as the dominating aspect of their business. These companies need new ideas and 
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approaches to become more profitable at the same time as they are exposed to both 
internal and external pressure to become more sustainable. Internal pressure to build 
a business on sustainable values may arise from the board, management, sharehold-
ers, family and employees. External pressure can be derived from competitors, cus-
tomers, special interest groups and governmental regulation-legislation (Tell 
et al. 2016).

There are also actors and forces working in the opposite direction, contributing 
to an increasing “unsustainability” of the agri-food sector. Bernard et  al. (2014) 
have identified actors whose impact can lead to decision-making in the agri- 
company which leads to unsustainability: (i) loss-making investors and credit pro-
viders who abandon farms due to low economic returns; (ii) angry neighbours and 
environmental activists engaging in silent or active conflict, because they are nega-
tively affected by farming activities; (iii) dissatisfied customers at the endpoint of 
value chains who do not trust the quality of products or disapprove of production 
conditions; and (iv) overacting regulators who over-regulate farm activities. Even 
though each actor perceives their actions as sustainable, they can influence agri- 
companies’ management path towards unsustainability. Further, Fritz and 
Matopoulos (2008) have identified forces that can lead to unsustainability, such as 
(i) globalization of the agri-food industry resulting in increased imports and exports; 
(ii) consumer changes in consumption, resulting in a larger demand of food prod-
ucts, often out of season, that are transported long distances; (iii) the concentration 
of the sector, which has resulted in an ever-increased power imbalance in favour of 
retailers; and, finally (iv) major changes in delivery patterns with most goods now 
routed through supermarket regional distribution centres using larger heavy goods 
vehicles.

Despite the pressure to raise efficiency and lower costs from strong actors in the 
food value chain, many agri-food companies strive to conduct a sustainable busi-
ness from social and ecological perspectives as well as from an economic one. 
Recent research (Cagliano et  al. 2016) has identified three main integrated chal-
lenges for sustainability in the agri-food sector: first, the interdependency between 
food production and environmental, human and physical resources; second, the 
important role – sustainability and health aspects – of food for humans; and, third, 
the special characteristics of the food supply chain, with companies of different size 
and different sustainability focus.

The mindset and awareness of the owners and/or the managers of agri- companies 
can be an important factor for the development of sustainability-oriented innovation 
(Cagliano et al. 2016). Walker has identified this as a values-based driver (Walker 
2012, 2014). Further, Barth et al. (2017) have found that many agri-food producers 
have a strong “value intention” to conduct their agri-business in a sustainable way. 
Explanations for this could be that many agri-companies are family businesses, 
rooted in their communities and strongly connected to the land of the ancestors. The 
owners/managers have experienced the effect of their actions on their land and pro-
duction. They have accepted a responsibility for coming generations (Ulvenblad 
et al. 2016; Barth et al. 2017).
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5.2.2  Sustainability-Oriented Innovation (SOI)

During the recent decades, the use of concepts connected to sustainable innovation, 
such as green innovation, environmental innovation and ecological innovation, have 
grown (Schiederig et al. 2012). In recent years, circular economy (Korhonen et al. 
2018) and circular innovation (Guzzo et al. 2019) have also emerged as concepts. 
Bigliardi and Bertolini (2012, p 400) offer three explanations for this growing inter-
est: “it may confer legitimacy, enhance competitiveness, and highlight ecological 
responsibility in an environment of both regulatory and consumer sensitization”. 
However, the connection between innovation and sustainability has still to be devel-
oped further (Neutzling et al. 2018). Adams et al. (2016) have, after conducting a 
structured literature review of both academic and grey literature, identified four 
shortcomings with previous work. There is uncertainty regarding what sustainabil-
ity actually means and how it can be achieved, because of the large variety of differ-
ent conceptualizations. Previous work also tends to treat sustainability dichotomously 
(sustainable/not sustainable), rather than as a dynamic, unfolding process that is 
achieved over time. Further, previous work often overlooks the social dimension. 
Finally, many reviews of environmental management and sustainability exclude 
contemporary grey literature.

Based on their literature review, Adams et al. (2016) developed a framework of 
sustainability-oriented innovation. Their perspective is that “sustainability-oriented 
innovation involves making intentional changes to an organization’s philosophy and 
values, as well as to its products, processes or practices to serve the specific purpose 
of creating and realizing social and environmental value in addition to economic 
returns” (p. 181). The framework starts as regulatory compliance with incremental 
change at the firm level and culminates with radical change at the large-scale sys-
tems level. The researchers claim that moving through the framework requires a 
step change in philosophy, values and behaviour, which will be reflected in the 
innovation activity of the company.

The framework is divided into three dimensions (from diminishingly unsustain-
able to increasingly sustainable). The first dimension, technical/people, is about a 
movement in the literature from a focus on technology, i.e. a “set of tools”, to a 
recent focus on people-centred innovation. The second dimension, stand-alone/inte-
grated, is internal and describes how “innovation for sustainable manufacturing has 
moved from end-of-pipe, stand-alone solutions to modes of practice that require 
sustainability to be more deeply embedded in the culture of the firm” (p. 183). The 
third dimension, insular/systemic, reflects the firm’s view of itself in relation to a 
wider socio-economic system beyond the firm’s immediate boundaries and 
stakeholders.

These three dimensions represent three sustainability-oriented approaches on the 
journey to a sustainable business, operational optimization, organizational transfor-
mation and system building that a firm can have when it comes to innovation objec-
tive, outcome and relationship, defining the sustainability of the business (Table 5.1).
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5.3  Business Models

Business models are descriptions of how companies create value through exploita-
tion of business opportunities (Rosca et al. 2017). Business models can be regarded 
as structured management tools, which are considered especially relevant for suc-
cess (Magretta 2002). The research regarding business models has been growing 
since the mid-1990s (Osterwalder and Pigneur 2012). In recent years, research has 
put a steadily increasing focus on business models (Wirtz et al. 2016).

Most of this research addresses the importance of business models for compa-
nies’ competitiveness, renewal and growth (Chesbrough and Rosenbloom 2002; 
Johnson 2010; Lambert and Davidson 2013; Teece 2010). Companies can apply 
several business models simultaneously, regarding, e.g. different products or mar-
kets (e.g. Aspara et al. 2013; Casadesus-Masanell and Tarziján 2012).

Researchers have used a variety of business models’ definitions and settings in 
their studies, from the single company to the entire value network (Johnson 2010, 
Zott et al. 2011, Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2012). Even though empirical research on 
business models in 1996–2010 has focused on media, information technology and 
biotechnology industries (Lambert and Davidson 2013), a newly conducted struc-
tured literature review shows that the number of articles published regarding busi-
ness models in food production has grown during the last 5 years (Tell et al. 2016). 
However, Wirtz et al. (2016) state that the growing field of research for the business 
model is in a consolidation phase, which still contains research gaps and thus offers 
possibilities for future research. The researchers suggest that research about busi-
ness models’ forms and components should be empirically validated, since a certain 
heterogeneity regarding this research area’s focus has been determined.

Several researchers have discussed the central building elements of a business 
model: (i) value proposition, (ii) value creation and delivery and (iii) value capture 
(Bocken et al. 2014; Richardsson 2008; Osterwalder and Pigneur 2005). The value 

Table 5.1 A simplified model of SOI

Approach

Operational 
optimization: doing 
more with less

Organizational 
transformation: doing 
good by doing new things

System building: doing 
good by doing new things 
with others

Innovation 
objective

Compliance, 
efficiency
“Doing the same 
things better”

Novel products, services 
or business models
“Doing good by doing 
new things”

Novel products, services 
or business models that 
are impossible to achieve 
alone
“Doing good by doing 
new things with others”

Innovation 
outcome

Reduces harm Creates shared value Creates net positive 
impact

Innovation’s 
relationship to 
the firm

Incremental 
improvements to 
business as usual

Fundamental shift in firm 
purpose

Extend beyond the firm to 
drive institutional change

Taken from Adams et al. (2016)
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proposition is typically concerned with the product and/or service offering to gener-
ate economic return (Boons and Lüdeke-Freund 2013). Value creation and delivery 
is at the centre of any business model, and companies create and deliver value by 
seizing new business opportunities, new markets and new revenue streams 
(Beltramello et al. 2013; Teece 2010). Value capture is about considering how to 
manage cost structure and create revenue streams from the provision of good, ser-
vices or information to users and customers (Teece 2010); see Table 5.2.

5.3.1  Sustainable Business Models

This interest in social and environmental sustainability is not new. Thirty years ago 
the Brundtland Report called for sustainable development that meets “the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
needs” (WCED, p. 43). Many researchers argue that more leadership is still needed 
around the issue of social and environmental sustainability (e.g. Kurucz et  al., 
2017). Researchers have also stated that a narrow focus on profitability without 
more attention paid to social and environmental sustainability can even limit a com-
pany’s achievement of its economic goals (Kiron et al. 2013; Schaltegger et al. 2016).

Regarding the development of the sustainability-oriented innovations field, an 
increasing number of scholars frame it as a business model challenge (Rohrbeck 
et al. 2013). Several researchers have stated that the business model concept is a 
productive way to study the creation and use of sustainable innovation, both in prac-
tice and in theory (Boons et al. 2013). Further, researchers have called for more 
studies of business models oriented towards sustainable development (Boons and 
Lüdeke-Freund 2013; Boons et al. 2013; Breuer et al. 2016; Stubbs and Cocklin 
2008; Upward and Jones 2016). They have proposed alternatives to the traditional 
business model with its focus on maximizing growth and revenues and on minimiz-
ing costs. One alternative model is sustainable business models based on the net-
work approach or the value-net approach (Breuer et  al. 2016; Boons and 
Lüdeke-Freund 2013; Kähkönen 2012; Lawson et al. 2008).

Boons and Lüdeke-Freund (2013) state that research on sustainable innovation is 
lacking conceptual consensus, which is needed to further develop the field. Based 
on a review of previous research, the authors propose a generic business model 
concept with four key elements:

Table 5.2 Conceptual business model framework

Business model 
building element Value proposition Value creation and delivery

Value 
capture

Focus Product/service
Customer segments and 
relationships

Key activities, resources, 
channels, partners, technology

Cost 
structure
Value 
streams

From Bocken et al. (2014), Richardsson (2008), Osterwalder and Pigneur (2005)
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 (i) Value proposition: what value is embedded in the product/service offered by 
the company.

 (ii) Supply chain: how upstream relationships with suppliers are structured and 
managed.

 (iii) Customer interface: how downstream relationships with customers are struc-
tured and managed.

 (iv) Financial model: costs and benefits from (i–iii) and their distribution across 
business model stakeholders.

These four business model elements, when combined with a perspective on social 
and environmental sustainability, describe a sustainable business model (Boons and 
Lüdeke-Freund 2013). Organizations committed to such sustainability integrate 
their social, environmental and economic activities in order to create value for their 
customers and for society. The sustainable business model analyses not only how 
organizations produce and deliver goods and services but, at the same time, how 
they contribute to the improvement of society – environmentally and socially. A 
company, cooperation or other organization with a sustainable business model is 
often part of, to a greater or lesser extent, a community or region that highly values 
the sustainable society and the sustainable environment.

Because of this increased focus on social and environmental sustainability, many 
companies worldwide have taken a greater interest in sequential business model 
innovation in which they refine an existing business model or launch a new one. The 
business model canvas framework (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2012) has been devel-
oped for companies to envision and implement sustainable business models in prac-
tice. One of the new tools promoted for this work is the strongly sustainable business 
model canvas (Jones and Upward 2014; Upward and Jones 2016). In practice, a 
stewardship style of leadership is required for use of sustainable business models in 
which leaders understand their role as temporary custodians of power. Such leaders 
are committed to achieving value for all organizational stakeholders, including soci-
ety (Bocken et al. 2014; Harvey 2001).

When focusing on sustainable business models, Barth et al. (2017) have pro-
posed that a fourth building element should be added to the previously defined 
building elements of business models, (i) value proposition, (ii) value creation and 
delivery and (iii) value capture (Bocken et al. 2014; Richardsson 2008; Osterwalder 
and Pigneur 2005), namely, (iv) value intention. Many agri-companies are owner- 
managed family businesses. The owners regard themselves as stewards or custodi-
ans of the company, the property and the environment, with a responsibility for 
living and non-living things (Ulvenblad et al. 2016, Barth et al. 2017). Research 
regarding sustainability-oriented innovation also stresses the importance of inten-
tional changes to the philosophy and values of the organization (Adams et  al. 
2016). Including value intention of the owner-manager in the conceptual frame-
work could present important insights of potential trade-offs and barriers when 
addressing growth ambitions based on social, environmental and economic aspects 
(Table 5.3).
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5.3.2  Eight Sustainable Business Model Archetypes

The research framework, which was used to address the research questions stated 
above, namely, (i) “How do Swedish agri-companies apply sustainable innovation 
practices?”, (ii) “Which sustainable business models do Swedish agri-companies 
use” and (iii) “How can these innovation practices and sustainable business models 
be understood?”, is also based on Bocken et al.’s (2014) eight SBM archetypes. In 
turn, they build their archetypes on the nine business model “building blocks” of the 
business model canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur (2012), Boons and Lüdeke-Freund 
(2013) reference. Among the blocks most relevant to our study are value proposi-
tions, key activities, key partnerships and revenue streams. Building on this key tool 
for the analysis of business models, Bocken et al. (2014) add sustainable social and 
environmental activities. They (p. 44) define SBMs as follows:

Innovations that create significant positive and/or significantly reduced negative impacts for 
the environment and/or society, through changes in the way the organisation and its value- 
network create, deliver value and capture value (i.e. create economic value) or change their 
value propositions.

Table 5.4 presents Bocken et al.’s (2014) eight SBM archetypes. These archetypes 
can be used in order to identify patterns and attributes that facilitate the categoriza-
tion of the business model innovations for social and environmental sustainability. 
The archetypes can constitute a base for the development of a common language for 
the development of sustainable business models in research and practice.

5.3.3  A Combined SOI and SBM Archetypes Framework

In this chapter, the framework developed by Adams et  al. (2016) focusing on 
sustainability- oriented innovations (SOI) is integrated with the framework contain-
ing eight different SBM archetypes developed by Bocken et  al. (2014) (see 
Table 5.5). The idea behind combining these two frameworks, which was developed 
by Ulvenblad et  al. (2019), is to categorize the business model innovations and 
study the organizational development (the sustainability-oriented innovation prac-
tices and processes) taken by agri-companies in Sweden.

Table 5.3 A conceptual sustainable business model framework including the value intention

Business model 
building elements

Value 
intention Value proposition

Value creation and 
delivery

Value 
capture

Focus Mindset of 
owner/
manager

Product/service
Customer segments 
and relationships

Key activities, resources, 
channels, partners, 
technology

Cost 
structure
Value 
streams

Developed by Barth et  al. (2017), based on a framework developed by Bocken et  al. (2014), 
Richardsson (2008), Osterwalder and Pigneur (2005)
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Table 5.4 Eight SBM archetypes

Sustainable 
business model 
archetypes Description and operationalization

1. Maximize 
material and energy 
efficiency

Do more with fewer resources, generating less waste and emissions and 
fewer pollutants

2. Create value 
from waste

Eliminate “waste” by turning waste into useful and valuable input in other 
production activities, making better use of underutilized capacity

3.Substitute with 
renewables and 
natural processes

Reduce the environmental impact and increase business resilience by 
addressing resource constraints associated with renewable resources and 
man-made artificial production systems

4.Deliver 
functionality, rather 
than ownership

Provide services that satisfy the users’ needs without having to own the 
physical products

5. Adopt a 
stewardship role

Pro-actively engage with all stakeholders to promote their long- term 
health and well-being

6. Encourage 
sufficiency

Identify solutions that will reduce consumption and production

7. Repurpose the 
business for society/
environment

Prioritize the delivery of social and environmental benefits rather than 
economic benefits (i.e. shareholder value) through close integration 
between the company and local communities and other stakeholder 
groups. Recognize that the traditional business model in which the 
customer is the primary beneficiary may shift

8. Develop scale-up 
solutions

Deliver sustainable solutions on a large scale to maximise benefits for 
society and the environment

Taken from Bocken et al. (2014)

Table 5.5 A combined SOI and SBM archetypes framework

Approach

Operational 
optimization: doing 
more with less

Organizational 
transformation: doing 
good by doing new things

System building: doing 
good by doing new 
things with others

Sustainable 
business model 
archetypes

1. Maximize material 
and energy efficiency

4. Deliver functionality, 
rather than ownership
5. Adopt a stewardship 
role
6. Encourage sufficiency

2. Create value from 
waste
3. Substitute with 
renewables and natural 
processes
7. Repurpose the 
business for society/
environment
8. Develop scale-up 
solutions
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5.4  The Case of Sweden

Sweden is often categorized as a country leading sustainable agri-production in 
many areas such as environmental awareness, animal welfare, low use of antibiotics 
and access to high-quality natural resources (Bucht 2016). The Swedish Ministry of 
the Environment presented as early as 2003 a vision for sustainable development 
that strongly recommends all policy decisions take into account the longer-term 
economic, social and environmental implications (Swedish Ministry of the 
Environment 2003). This is a vision that applies to food producers in Sweden.

The OECD report regarding Innovation, Agricultural Productivity and 
Sustainability in Sweden (OECD 2018) identifies Sweden as one of the earliest 
OECD countries to raise awareness of environmental issues and develop environ-
mental policies. The result has been that the negative environmental impact has 
decreased, although agricultural production in Sweden has remained stable. OECD 
(2018, p. 12) states that: “Swedish legislation, which reflects consumer and citizen 
preferences, sets norms and standards for food safety, environment and animal wel-
fare that is well above EU requirements in many areas of agriculture and horticul-
ture. Swedish consumers and citizens have a high level of confidence for the 
Swedish agricultural and food system”. The majority of Swedish agri-companies 
regard social and environmental issues as part of their goals, besides economic rev-
enue (Ulvenblad et al. 2019).

However, the agri-sector in Sweden is facing challenges as well. The Swedish 
agri-sector has undergone significant structural changes in the last 20 years. The 
surviving food producers have become larger through internal growth and/or merg-
ers and acquisitions (Swedish Board of Agriculture 2018). Others have been forced 
into subcontractor roles with diminished managerial influence on production goals 
and activities. This power asymmetry, combined with low-quality business relation-
ships, can lead to suboptimization of resources and a reduced capacity to identify 
and satisfy consumer needs (Benton and Maloni 2005; Schulze-Ehlers et al. 2014). 
Furthermore, some larger companies in higher positions in the food value chain may 
not share smaller companies’ interest in social and environmentally sustainable 
innovation. Even when such sustainable innovation (sometimes in response to con-
sumer pressure) improves a product’s quality, these larger companies may be disin-
clined to adopt the innovations for use in their production activities, delivery systems 
and product portfolios. They hesitate primarily because of fear of greater logistics 
complexity and higher costs. In some instances, however, these structural changes 
in the agri-sector have resulted in more cost-effective production and distribution 
systems, although with survival and profit still greater concerns than social and 
environmental issues. Thus, many stakeholders (e.g. consumers, consumer rights 
organizations, the media and citizens) are asking for healthy food and more sustain-
able social and environmental innovation in the agri-sector.

This pressure from stakeholders combined with the situation with declining prof-
its in spite of production efficiency and economies of scale has led many agri- 
companies to develop their business models towards sustainability and high-quality 
products. Further, many agri-companies try to advance in the agri-value chain and 
get closer to the final customer.
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To summarize, it seems likely that Sweden, as one of pathfinders in the world 
regarding sustainability and innovation, can contribute in the strive towards an inno-
vative and sustainable agri-sector. Considering the global needs and challenges, it is 
important to deepen the international cooperation regarding the development of sus-
tainable business models in the agri-sector. Hence, by studying the Swedish context, 
we can identify barriers, challenges and possibilities that can be relevant in other 
countries as well.

5.5  Methodology

In this paper, I will present, discuss and analyse eight different agri-companies/agri- 
cooperatives connected to agriculture in Sweden. Since forestry is an integrated part 
of agri-companies of Sweden and often an important part from cash flow and solid-
ity perspectives, I have also studied one organisation, a large cooperative, from the 
forestry sector. All the companies/cooperatives are presented in Table 5.6.

The empirical data consists of both primary and secondary data, which have been 
collected by a set of different methods. The primary data consists mainly of inter-
views with owners/managers or other representatives of the companies and visits on 
the company/farm. Initially, the respondents were asked to tell their story of the 
companies in their own words. A semi-structured interview guide with open-ended 
questions was also used. It covered subjects like company history, past and current 
business activities, customers, partnerships, networks, goals, culture, values, sus-
tainability, innovation and business models.

The secondary data has been gathered through document studies (official eco-
nomic records, printed material and Internet pages). This multi-method approach 
has been used in previous research on business models (Täuscher and Laudien 
2018; Zott and Amit 2008). In the study presented in this chapter, multiple methods 
have been used for each case, but not all methods have been used for all cases. The 
collected data, including the interviews, have been analysed through categorizations 
and content analysis (Täuscher and Laudien 2018).

5.5.1  Högared Milk Farm

Högared’s main business is to produce and sell milk to a large milk distributor 
higher up in the value chain. Currently, there are 190 milk cows at the farm. The 
company is owned by two brothers with their families. Besides the two owners, 
there are six employees at the company. The company has historically experienced 
few possibilities to develop and change the business model. However, during the 
last decade, the owners/managers have prioritized their competence building 
through several leadership and management courses and have now formulated a 
new vision for the company:
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Our vision is to be a well-functioning farm for animals and humans, a modern machine 
station with the customer in focus. As a company, we want to build a good reputation in our 
district.

They have diversified their business model and activities in several directions; they 
have started a mechanical workshop and a custom for hire service. In the workshop, 
farming companies and other companies can buy services as maintenance and repair 
of vehicles and farming machinery. In the custom for hire service, the customer can 
buy services such as harvesting, applying fertilizers and pesticides, etc. Recently, 
the company has diversified even more, starting to sell a small fraction of its milk 
production directly to end consumers in their farm shop and in some of the larger 
groceries in the neighbouring city.

The owners have developed the sustainability focus of the company step by step. 
They started their journey towards sustainability according to the archetype 

Table 5.6 Companies/cooperatives in the empirical study

Company
Main 
business

Other 
businesses

Organizational 
form

Employees
Number

Turn 
over
Euros

Operating 
profit
Euros

Högared Milk farm Machinery 
leasing
Farm shop 
(milk)

Limited 
company
Family-owned

10 1. 5 
million

0.15
million

Gäsene Dairy DairyCheese Farm shop 
(milk and 
cheese)

Cooperative
Owned by 28 
farmers
(23 active milk 
producers)

35 18.0 
million

0.9
million

Gudmund 
Farm

Farm shop
Charcuterie
Pig farming

Restaurant
Educational 
courses

Limited 
company 
family-owned

12 1.6 
million

0.24
million

Ästad
Vineyard

Vineyard
Hotel

Restaurant
Adventure 
tracks

Limited 
company
Family-owned

39 4.6 
million

0.43
million

Wapnö Farm Milk
Cattle

Restaurant
Hotel

Limited 
company
Family-owned

85 14.6 
million

1.6 
million

The South 
Forest Owners
(Södra)

Forestry Bioenergy Cooperative
51,000 forest 
owners

3,500 2.1 
billion

0.19 
billion

Green Farms Cattle 
farming
Charcuterie

Distribution 
and sale from 
associated 
cattle farms

Limited 
company
Family-owned

7 2.0 
million

−0.9 
million

The Farmers 
(Lantmännen)

Cereals
Agri-food

Sales of 
machinery 
and vehicles
Bioenergy

Cooperative
35,000 farmers

9,850 4.0 
billion

62.8 
million
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“maximize material and energy efficiency”, which still remains as the dominating 
archetype. It also means that from a sustainability-oriented innovation perspective, 
they are focusing on operational optimization (“doing more with less”).

The development of their sustainable business model is underway. A minor part 
of their business model fits the archetype “deliver functionality, rather than owner-
ship”. Further, the managers have continuously developed their stewardship role 
over the last years (which could be seen in the vision of the company). The com-
pany’s sustainable business model is moving towards organizational transformation 
(“doing good by doing new things”).

5.5.2  Gäsene Dairy

Gäsene Dairy is a dairy cooperative company owned by 28 small- and medium- 
sized milk farms (between 30 and 500 milk cows on each firm). The dairy’s main 
business is production and selling of high-quality cheese.

The dairy was founded in 1930, when milk prices were low and it was difficult 
for the producers to get good enough prices. Farmers in one neighbourhood devel-
oped a new business model before the concept was even conceptualized. They 
joined together in a cooperative association and started their own dairy, which pro-
duced and sold milk, cheese and other dairy products. The vicinity was important 
for the founders of the dairy, and it is still important today. All the milk are produced 
on farms which are situated within 25 minutes travel time from the dairy. Most of 
the milk and cheese are sold in groceries in southern Sweden. A minor part is sold 
directly to end consumers at the dairy. The quality of their products, based on sus-
tainability and closeness, has made their brand well-known. Last year, the dairy had 
over 100 bus loads with visitors, exceeding 23,000 visitors. The dairy has recently 
decided to use biofuel for heating its premises. The surplus heat will be used for 
heating of the neighbouring municipality senior housing.

Since the dairy products create larger value for end customers than the products 
sold by large international processing companies, the dairy company can sell their 
products at higher prices. Consequently, the farms owning the dairy have larger 
revenues than other farms which deliver to the large international processing 
companies.

The business model of the company as such has not changed much since the 
company was founded, but the development of society has renewed it. From the 
start, the business model was based on economic necessity but also on the founding 
farmers’ stewardship perspective. A business that was regarded as out of date has 
now become both modern and sustainable. One of the owners says:

We have been out of fashion for 70 years, but now we are modern and in the front again.

Since sustainability became an important societal concept during the last decade, 
the company focuses even more on sustainability. The investment decision regard-
ing the biofuel heater, which will benefit both the company and the senior housing, 
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is one indication of the sustainability focus. Further, the company has changed its 
communication with customers and emphasized values as quality, vicinity and 
sustainability.

The founding and succeeding farmers have over time acted based on a “steward-
ship perspective”. Due to the societal change, the dairy matches the SBM archetype 
“repurpose the business for society/environment”. It also matches “substitute with 
renewables and natural processes”.

From a sustainability-oriented innovation perspective, their company has cov-
ered all three dimensions. Even though the dairy was founded in order to reach 
operational optimization (doing more with less), the stewardship perspective with 
focus on vicinity and sustainability in combination with societal change has led to 
organizational transformation and system building.

5.5.3  The Gudmund Farm

The Gudmund Farm is a farm charcuterie, which also conducts pig breeding and 
production. The company was founded in 1998 and produces high-quality sausages 
and other meat products. Fresh and processed meat products are sold in the farm 
shop, in other farms’ shops and in the groceries in the city. The meat comes from the 
farm or from subcontractors, farms in the neighbourhood. The company has long- 
term spoken agreements with the subcontractors, based on trust and a handshake. 
The sausages are handcrafted by old methods and have no additives other than natu-
ral spices and herbs. The company has diversified its products and activities con-
tinuously over the years. The company develops new sausage varieties and other 
meat products. Some of the new products have been developed by the employees of 
the company. Recently, the owners have also started to provide courses in sausage 
craftsmanship, food waste minimization and nutrition. Even though one goal of 
courses is to generate some revenue, the main reason is to educate customers. The 
company has also started a restaurant at the farm, where they serve lunch and 
arrange conferences. In order to get closer to the end customers and to learn their 
needs and expectations, the company opened a shop in the city close to the farm 
charcuterie, in 2005.

An important part of the business model is to develop and nurture long-lasting 
cooperation with customers, other companies, subcontractors and neighbours. The 
owner is also explicit regarding sustainability:

Our company and our farm will stay where it is. Of course, we have to take good care of our 
land, our employees, our neighbours and our animals. We also want to create win-win rela-
tionships with customers, sub-contractors and other companies.

The company matches three SBM archetypes: (i) encourage sufficiency, (ii) substi-
tute with renewables and natural processes and (iii) adopt a stewardship role.

From the start, the company has been run by the owner with a clear and explicit 
stewardship perspective, where sustainability is a central theme. The owner stresses 
the importance of local and professional networks. The company was the first to 
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apply this perspective when it started the business 20 years ago. Since then other 
companies have followed suit. From a sustainability-oriented innovation perspec-
tive, the company is conducting system building through the strategy of working in 
networks with a win-win focus.

5.5.4  Ästad Vineyard

Ästad Vineyard used to be a traditional farm, with 100 hectares of fields, meadows 
and pastures, producing milk and grain. The previous owner, and father of the cur-
rent owners, changed to ecological milk production in the mid-1980s in order to 
raise the low profitability of the farm. That was the starting point for a continuous 
and ongoing sustainable business model development. The next step was to invite 
school classes with fifth graders to come and have an experience of the farming 
activities. It developed into a team-building concept, where companies could bring 
their employees to the farm and solve intellectual and practical problems together.

The current owners, three siblings, improved the old farm buildings and built 
some additional buildings, which they used to develop the business model with a 
spa integrated with the small river, a restaurant, a conference centre, a hotel and a 
winery/vineyard. Today, they have 15,000 vines, and the wine is sold to distributors 
and directly to end consumers at the restaurant. An important and explicit building 
block of their business model is to use and develop the resources of the farm, the 
small river, the buildings, the vegetables, the wine, etc. The owners claim that:

By experience we know that every challenge we meet also leads to new opportunities.

The family was conducting a traditional farm business from its inception. A desire 
to increase profitability and catch opportunities led to diversification and continuous 
business development. The sustainability aspect was based on partly an identifica-
tion of the farm and land as a key asset from a business perspective and partly on a 
stewardship perspective. The company matches three SBM archetypes: (i) deliver 
functionality, rather than ownership, (ii) substitute with renewables and natural pro-
cesses and (iii) adopt a stewardship role.

From a sustainability-oriented innovation perspective, this firm is at the organi-
zational transformation level (“doing good by doing new things”).

5.5.5  Wapnö Farm

Wapnö Gård is an estate with an old history. It has been one of largest farming 
estates in Sweden since the fourteenth century. The current owner’s family has 
owned Wapnö since 1741. Today, Wapnö is organized as a limited company and has 
about 85 employees.
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Wapnö Farm used to be an ordinary, although large, farm producing milk. The 
owners and management regarded the farm as a producer at the onset of the agri- 
food value. The milk was delivered to a large organization, which now has become 
an actor on the international market. Over 20 years ago, the owner and the manage-
ment decided to start developing a diversified sustainable business model. They 
choose to advance in the agri-food value chain and get closer to the end consumer. 
Wapnö focused on sustainable environment and the preferences of the end custom-
ers, e.g. taste and flavour experiences. Today, the management of Wapnö talks about 
“sustainability into the future”. Wapnö has been working actively towards a sustain-
able environment for many years. The manager states that:

the present generation should take care in using natural resources reasonably and being 
environmentally responsible so that we leave the environment as untouched as possible for 
future generations.

Wapnö is developing a circular economy with a diversified sustainable business 
model. Wapnö call themselves an open farm, which means that consumers can come 
to the farm to get a closer look at the animals, the barns and the dairy. Wapnö also 
has a restaurant, which uses ingredients from the farm.

The company has established a farm brewery, and the beer is brewed from the 
farm’s water and grain. The cattle are moving freely and never given antibiotics. 
The cattle are not given soy products, but rather pressed canola. Wapnö is also pro-
ducing biofuel from canola oil. The milk flows directly in a tube from the barn to the 
dairy 30 meters away. Wapnö also has a large greenhouse, where they grew vegeta-
bles for sale in the farm shop and for the farm restaurant. The greenhouse is heated 
with renewable energy generated on the farm.

Wapnö farm biogas, produced from cattle manure, contributes to renewable 
energy in the form of electricity, heat and cooling, which is needed year-round in the 
food premises. Wapnö only uses manure from animals on the farm for biogas pro-
duction and has cut the energy consumption with more than 90%. The biogas plant 
also provides fertilization, which improves the fertility and value of the farmland.

Through the development of a sustainable diversified business model, Wapnö has 
climbed the value chain, got closer to the end consumer and developed a very strong 
brand. Therefore, it is able to sell its products at a higher price, which reflects the 
value end customers put on the products.

As many other farms, Wapnö used to be a traditional, although large, farm busi-
ness in the start of the agri-value chain. Over the last 20 years, Wapnö has developed 
a diversified sustainable business model, and the development is still ongoing. 
Today, the company matches several business model archetypes. Wapnö maximizes 
its resources, creates value from waste and substitutes with renewables and natural 
processes. Further, the company has repurposed the business for society/environ-
ment since the sustainability and circular economy are in focus. Finally, and not 
least, the stewardship role is very clear and articulated.

From a sustainability-oriented innovation perspective, Wapnö is a good example 
of a company which has developed sustainability as a process. The company has 
developed from operational optimization to organizational transformation: doing 
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good by doing new things. It could also be argued that the company has developed 
to system building. Although the company is mainly working as an entity, the farm 
is large and has advanced to a form of system building, where one part of the farm 
is supporting – and getting support – from other parts of the farm.

5.5.6  Green Farms

In the beginning, Green Farms used to be run as a traditional farm by the current 
owner’s father. When the son, the current owner, took over the company, he wanted 
to focus on sustainability and converted it to organic production in 1989. At first, 
sales did not go according to plan and the cash flow was below expectations. He 
could not afford to feed the cattle with expensive concentrate, so he had to feed the 
cows with cheaper roughage, grass in different forms. This meant that his cattle 
grew slower and were older than normal at slaughter. The owner expected that the 
meat would then be of low quality and hard to sell at a good price. However, he soon 
realized that the meat was of very high quality. Since it also was produced in a more 
sustainable way than before, it could be sold to a premium price to customer want-
ing high-quality meat.

Twelve years later, in 2001 he started Green Farms. The business model was to 
create a network of farms that raised and feed cattle in the same way as the first 
farm. A new farm can get into the network after a trial period, if they meet the sus-
tainable production requirements of Green Farms. The farms have to focus on ani-
mal health, sustainability and meat quality. The network members deliver their meat 
to Green Farms, which sells, through the Internet, and distributes high-quality meat 
to the end customers, restaurants, public kitchens and individuals. Green farms 
cooperate with around 40 sustainable cattle farms in the southwest of Sweden.

When the present owner took over the farm from his father, he wanted to trans-
form it into a sustainable farm. He took a stewardship role from the start and substi-
tuted the production processes to more sustainable processes. From a 
sustainability-oriented perspective, he had developed his company through all three 
phases. Today, the company has developed into system building, since the company 
has developed a scale-up solution and engaged other companies in the system.

5.5.7  The South Forest Owners (Södra)

The farmers who owned forest began to organize themselves as a forest owner asso-
ciation in the beginning of the twentieth century. The southern and middle part of 
Sweden was almost a deforested country at that time, due to bad forest management 
and short-sighted profit-maximizing forest companies. In the beginning, the forest 
association provided advisory services regarding forest management. However, one 
significant issue for the small forest farmers was that the market was dominated by 
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few large forest companies. Hence, the small forest farmers could not get fair prices 
for their product or for their forests. As a response to this situation, their cooperative 
soon developed to coordinate distribution, sales and processing of timber and other 
forest-based products. Over the years many small forest cooperatives merged, and 
the large cooperative association Södra was formed in 1938.

Today, Södra has 51,000 small forest owners as members/owners. A large major-
ity of these forest owners are very engaged in sustainable forestry. Many of them 
have been engaged even before sustainability was a concept in research and regula-
tion. In fact, over time some of the forest owners have refused to manage their for-
ests the way the authorities required, since the forest owners believed they could 
manage their forests in more sustainable ways. Södra states that:

the overall mission of the owners is to secure the provision for the members’ forest raw 
material and promote forestry profitability through advice and support, so that the mem-
bers’ forests can be managed responsibly and with sustainability and to contribute to a 
market-based return on the forest raw material.

The timber from the forest farms is refined in Södra’s industries for sawn and planed 
timber products, interior wood products, biofuel and pulp for the market in the mar-
ket. Södra runs one of Europe’s largest sawmill operations and is one of the largest 
producers of softwood pulp. Södra also produces textile pulp of hardwood. Their 
three pulp mills have almost fossil-free production and generate a large energy sur-
plus. This bio-based energy is sold, among other things, as green electricity and 
district heating. Södra also owns manufacturing company, which produces one- 
family houses. Södra claims that they are focusing in innovation in order to develop 
new products, based on the renewable wood raw material.

Södra is emphasizing sustainable forestry and a sustainable forest value chain. 
This means, among other things, that efforts are taken to ensure that members’ for-
estry is conducted using methods that ensure the production capacity of forest land 
and forests as well as conservation of ecosystem services and biodiversity. Södra 
mainly uses biofuels for the industrial production processes. The energy surplus is 
delivered in the form of electricity to the open market, district heating to places near 
pulp mills and sawmills and solid biofuels for heating plants. Through the industrial 
activities, the forest raw material contributes to the local community’s conversion to 
a more sustainable energy use. Efficient use of the forest raw material from a mate-
rial and energy perspective creates new conditions for sustainable products.

Even though Södra is based on small-scale forestry with strong local roots and 
local relations, it has ascended in the forest value chain and developed to a large 
international actor. A large majority of the small forest farms are run by owners who 
regard themselves as stewards. The stewardship perspective is also clearly commu-
nicated by their large cooperative Södra. Södra is applying several sustainable busi-
ness model archetypes besides stewardship, maximize, create value from waste and 
develop scale-up solutions. Hence, Södra’s sustainability-oriented process is cover-
ing all three steps, encompassing system building.

P.-O. Ulvenblad



137

5.5.8  The Farmers (Lantmännen)

The Farmers in Sweden started to organize in the end of the nineteenth century, and 
they founded the national association in 1905. Today, it is an economic cooperative, 
owned by 27,000 Swedish farmers, and has grown to one of the largest actors in 
agriculture, food and energy in Northern Europe.

The Farmers’ focus is to provide the members with seed, fertilizer, plant protec-
tion products and feed as well as to receive, store, refine and sell what farmers grow. 
Other important elements of the business are sales of forest, construction and agri-
cultural machinery. The Farmers is the largest purchaser of grain in Sweden. They 
claim that they protect the earth’s resources in a responsible manner and are included 
in the entire value chain from farm to table. Their business model strives to deliver 
sustainable products and new innovative solutions to customers while at the same 
time creating value for our owners and contributing to a viable agriculture.

The visions and goals of The Farmers are closely connected to innovation and 
sustainability.

In 2018, The Farmers (Lantmännen in Swedish) was named one of Sweden’s 
most sustainable brands (Sustainable Brand Index 2018). The Farmers strive after 
viable agriculture, greener energy and a sustainable food chain. The Farmers 
state that,

Together we take responsibility from land to table…. we lead the processing of arable land 
resources in an innovative and responsible manner for tomorrow's agriculture… we create 
a viable agriculture.

The Farmers shares several aspects with Södra. Many of the small farm owners have 
also sustainability priorities and have stewardship perspectives. The Farmers has 
also developed applying several sustainable business model archetypes besides 
stewardship, maximize, create value from waste and develop scale-up solutions. 
From a sustainability-oriented perspective, The Farmers are also involved in system 
building.

5.6  Analysis

The eight companies and cooperatives will be positioned in the combined frame-
work of sustainability-oriented innovations (SOI) and different sustainable business 
model archetypes. See Table 5.7.

All of the companies analysed share a stewardship perspective on the business. 
All of them are also regarding themselves as entrepreneurs and business leaders, not 
only producers. Further, all of companies have over time developed and moved 
closer to customers in the agri-value chain. Another relevant aspect of their sustain-
able business models is that they have diversified their business models. Since these 
companies are depending on natural resources and often connected to one place, it 
is hard for them to develop scale-up solutions. However, one way to develop 
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scale-up solutions is to organize themselves into larger cooperatives, like Södra and 
Lantmännen.

All companies are closely connected to the real estate where they are situated. 
The companies, all of which are owner-managed, are family businesses in which the 
families expect to retain ownership for the foreseeable future. As family businesses 
strongly rooted in their communities, the owners are not concerned solely with 
growth and revenues. The owners think of themselves as stewards or custodians of 
the company, the property and the environment, with responsibility for living and 
non-living things. Cooperation in network structures or cooperatives is important 
for these companies. Trust, common values, other-orientation and win-win perspec-
tive are crucial concepts in the network structures.

Table 5.7 The combined framework of sustainability-oriented innovations (SOI) and different 
SBM archetypes

Sustainability- 
oriented innovation
Approach

Operational 
optimization: doing 
more with less

Organizational 
transformation: doing 
good by doing new things

System building: doing 
good by doing new 
things with others

Sustainable 
business model 
archetypes

1. Maximize 
material and energy 
efficiency

4. Deliver functionality, 
rather than ownership
5. Adopt a stewardship 
role
6. Encourage sufficiency

2. Create value from 
waste
3. Substitute with 
renewables and natural 
processes
7. Repurpose the 
business for society/
environment
8. Develop scale-up 
solutions

Högared Maximize Stewardship
Deliver functionality

Ästad Vineyard Functionality (experience)
Stewardship

Repurpose

Gudmund Farm Stewardship
Deliver functionality

Substitute with natural 
processes

Wapnö Farm Maximize Stewardship Create value from 
waste
Substitute
Repurpose

Green Farm Stewardship Substitute
Develop scale-up 
solutions

Gäsene Dairy Stewardship Repurpose
The Farmers
(Lantmännen)

Maximize Stewardship Create value from 
waste
Develop scale-up 
solutions

The South Forest 
Owners
(Södra)

Maximize Stewardship Create value from 
waste
Develop scale-up 
solutions
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5.7  Conclusions, Future Research Avenues 
and Practical Implications

The research presented in this chapter builds on, and adds to, previous research regard-
ing sustainability-oriented innovation (Adams et al. 2016), business model archetypes 
(Bocken et al. 2014) and building blocks of business models (Barth et al. 2017).

The sustainability-oriented innovation framework regards sustainability as a 
continuous process that is developed and achieved over time (Adams et al. 2016). 
Their study has also shown how organizations can develop to become more sustain-
able. Further, they suggest that the development of sustainability-oriented innova-
tion often starts with intentional changes to the values of the organization and as a 
response to regulation.

The analysis based on the cases of the study presented in this chapter deepens the 
knowledge regarding why agri-entrepreneurs develop the sustainability aspects of their 
business model. This study shows that many agri-entrepreneurs have a stewardship 
intention and want to develop and preserve their company, relationships and environ-
ment for the future and coming generations. Some agri-entrepreneurs applied the val-
ues of sustainability even before the concept was used in literature and discourse. The 
agri-entrepreneurs who strive for sustainability are often ahead of, or even in conflict 
with, legislation and policy when they develop their sustainable business models.

The aim of the eight sustainable business model archetypes developed by Bocken 
et al. (2014) is to “develop a common language that can be used to accelerate the 
development of sustainable business models in research and practice”. In the study 
presented here, stewardship is a frequent and important sustainable business model 
archetype. The stewardship archetype seeks to “maximize the positive societal and 
environmental impacts of the firm on society by ensuring long-term health and well-
being of stakeholders (including society and the environment)”. According to 
researchers behind such archetype, it can preferably be used in combination with 
other archetypes. Based on the analysis in this study, the stewardship role is of para-
mount importance. However, it could be argued that stewardship should not be 
regarded as a business model archetype. Rather, it is an explanation or an incentive 
for developing sustainable business models.

The frequent use of adopting a stewardship role can be explained by the unique 
characteristics of the agri-sector. As Cagliano et al. (2016) have shown, there is a 
clear interdependency between agriculture and environmental, human and physical 
resources. Walker 2012 and 2014 have also pointed on the awareness of the entre-
preneur as a value-based driver for sustainable business models. Ulvenblad et al. 
(2016) and Barth et  al. (2017) have elaborated on this relationship. The owners/
managers regard themselves as stewards or custodians of the company, the property 
and the environment, with a responsibility for individuals, animals and growing 
things. The company is often based on a farm, which has been owned by the ances-
tors before. The company is depending on the resources of the land, and it is going 
to stay where it is. Relations to neighbours and other companies are also important 
and have to be managed and maintained. The stewardship perspective is important 
when developing sustainable business models in the agri-sector.
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Barth et al. (2017) have suggested that when studying the development of sustain-
able business models, the building block “value intention” should be added to previ-
ously developed building elements of the conceptual business model framework: (i) 
value proposition, (ii) value creation and delivery and (iii) value capture (Bocken et al. 
2014; Richardsson 2008; Osterwalder and Pigneur 2005). Sustainability-oriented 
research also underlines the philosophy and values of the organization (Adams et al. 
2016). Based on the cases presented in this chapter, the value intention is an important 
base for a sustainable business model in the agri- sector. Hence, it seems relevant to 
include the value intention element into the conceptual business model framework as 
well. Including the value intention of the owner-manager in the future theory building 
could present important insights of potential trade-offs and barriers when addressing 
growth ambitions based on social, environmental and economic aspects.

Future research might also examine how agri-companies innovate their sustainable 
business models when they introduce new products and engage in new business activi-
ties. It would also be relevant to further deepen the understanding of the connection 
with the special challenges in the agri-sector (Cagliano et al. 2016), the importance of 
the value intention (Barth et al. 2017) and value-based drivers for sustainable innova-
tion (Walker 2012, 2014). The case study approach is well-suited for such studies.

Another relevant question to further investigate is a comparative analysis of the 
sustainable business model concept among industries. “Literature indicates that a 
wide range of traditional SMEs are still mostly focused on harvesting low hanging 
fruits by engaging primarily in incremental innovation” (Klewitz and Hansen 2014). 
The results from the agri-sector in Sweden show that there are companies in the 
agri-sector that optimize their operation with doing more with less, but the majority 
states that they focus on organizational transformation or even system building. 
Further, many of the owners/managers of the agri-companies adopt a stewardship 
perspective. Hence, many companies in other industries, and not only SMEs, can 
gain inspiration, insights and experiences and learn from the agri-sector.

5.8  Practical Implications

If agri-entrepreneurs and society focus on added value higher up in the value chain 
rather than only on efficiency at the inception of the value chain, it will be natural to 
emphasize the importance of agri-businesses for a sustainable society. Instead of a 
focus on the negative climate and environmental impact of production, focus can be 
on creating added value from climate and environmental perspectives.

A growing awareness and understanding of these values increases the opportuni-
ties for agri-companies to obtain higher prices for their products and/or services. 
Agri-companies can then focus more on how sustainable innovations can be devel-
oped. The climate and environmental perspectives will then become an opportunity 
and not a limitation for agri-companies and society.

Extension services focused on the agri-sector should reinforce the concept of 
agri-entrepreneurs as entrepreneurs instead of just producers. The efforts should 
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focus on new, sustainable business models that encompass more links in the value 
chain than primary production. This means that education and counselling to 
businesses should focus on leadership, business development and innovation. The 
dissemination of knowledge should be conducted through coaching, in order to 
strengthen the competence and ability of the agri-entrepreneur.

5.9  Concluding Remarks

It is important for sustainable development to further emphasize the importance of 
innovations in the agri-sector, not only for the agri-companies themselves but also 
as a response to many of the challenges society faces. While social development has 
benefited major cities and urban centres, rural areas and agri-companies have sub-
stantial opportunities and resources to contribute to the solutions to many of our 
major social challenges today. These social challenges apply to several major and 
comprehensive issues such as:

• Climate and environment
• Integration, diversity and gender equality
• Labour and employment
• Access to housing
• The degree of self-sufficiency of society

Agri-companies and agri-entrepreneurs are often situated in rural areas. They 
can provide solutions to these challenges. Their owners are aware that their compa-
nies are connected to a village, a place. They are aware, sometimes intuitively, that 
the family, the farm, the place and the company will exist in the future - even after 
they leave business. Therefore, they have every reason to take care of relationships, 
neighbours, companies, land and animals. Agri-entrepreneurs are aware of their 
responsibility for future generations and have opportunities to contribute to environ-
mental and climate solutions, which are some of today’s major issues. Their mind-
sets and value intentions ought to be spread in society in general. These 
agri-entrepreneurs are stewards in the best sense of the word.
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