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Abstract. Digital transformation and sustainability are but two developments in 

a society 5.0 that challenge businesses to rethink their business models. Sustain-

able business model innovation should enable companies to operate within plan-

etary boundaries while ensuring their long-term success. Following a design-

based approach, this action-oriented research addresses how higher education in-

stitutions can offer educational initiatives that strengthen students’ and organiza-

tions’ capabilities for sustainable business model innovation. This paper confirms 

and addresses the need for more research on collaborative, inter- and transdisci-

plinary educational approaches for sustainable business model innovation with 

students and organizations. 

Keywords: Sustainable Business Model Innovation, Higher Education, Know-
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1 Introduction 

Society 5.0 envisions a sustainable, inclusive socio-economic society powered by dig-
ital technologies [1]. The vision highlights two key developments that raise considera-
ble challenges and opportunities for organizations: digital transformation and sustaina-
bility. Digital technologies have fundamentally changed how we work and interact, es-
pecially seen during the COVID19 pandemic [2]. However, although many positive 
aspects have been hailed, these changes have also raised considerable debates around 
their social, ethical, and political implications [3]. On the other hand, mounting con-
cerns over environmental and social issues have argued for a monumental shift towards 
increasing sustainability [4,5], calling for businesses to move beyond the pursuit of 
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mere profit maximization. These developments have made it imperative for organiza-
tions to rethink their business models to not only ensure long-term competitiveness but 
also contribute to solving societal issues [6,7]. 

Successful business model innovation goes beyond product, service, and technolog-
ical innovation to transform how business is done [6]. Within this context, the im-
portance of sustainable business model innovation (SBMI) has increased and should 
enable companies to operate within planetary boundaries [5,8], increase their competi-
tive advantage, and improve their internal capabilities for innovation and change. How-
ever, SBMI depends heavily on harnessing the collective capabilities of diverse stake-
holders and the quality of local institutions and ecosystems [7]. In this line, collabora-
tive, inter- and transdisciplinary innovation approaches have become increasingly im-
portant. This emphasizes a need for fundamental changes in existing innovation prac-
tices and may unearth organizational or cognitive barriers [9]. Furthermore, given the 
transformations needed to move towards true sustainability and the bounty of ethical 
considerations that accompany the use of digital technologies [3], a critical reflection 
is required on the mental models that underscore traditional “business as usual” ap-
proaches. 

Current research on SBMI acknowledges a need for more research into how organ-
izations can transition to more sustainable business models [6,7] and the appropriate 
tools and processes to support them [7,10]. Consequently, research in these areas has 
increased [6,7,11]. However, one area that remains under researched is the educational 
facet in supporting organizations in such transitions [12]. Higher education institutions 
(HEIs) can play a significant role in helping organizations meet the challenges of SBMI 
[13]. On the one hand, by educating responsible future leaders [14] who see business 
as a means to transform and serve society [15]. On the other hand, by providing spaces 
for creative experimentation in collaboration with industry to benefit both student learn-
ing and businesses’ innovation capability [16]. Although several learning collabora-
tions and formats between HEIs and organizations exist, only a few give specific focus 
to SBMI [12]. SBMI strongly calls for inter- and transdisciplinary approaches that are 
biased towards action and learning by doing and while the literature on Higher Educa-
tion for Sustainable Development (HESD) contributes greatly to competences and 
learning methods [17,18]. What appears insufficiently addressed is research on the 
practical implementation thereof for SBMI. 

Therefore, our action-oriented research project aims to provide practical insights on 
appropriate educational initiatives for collaborative, inter- and transdisciplinary SBMI 
with students and organizations. This research contributes to practice and the literature 
streams of SBMI and HESD. Spread over five phases, we investigate the formats, con-
tent, processes, and success factors of existing initiatives. With the information ob-
tained, pilot projects are developed to experiment and unpack further insights. The re-
mainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 describes the key theoretical 
concepts relevant to this project. Section 3 introduces the project, the research design, 
and the preliminary results of the project’s first phase. Section 4 concludes this paper. 
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2 Key Concepts 

2.1 From Business Models to Sustainable Business Model Innovation  

Business Models. Although Business Models (BM) and Business Model Innovation 
(BMI) have grown into a robust body of knowledge over the last 15 years, the theory 
is still in a consolidation period with some conceptual inconsistencies and ambiguity 
[6,19]. In essence, a business model (BM) explains how business is conducted and “de-
scribes the design or architecture of the value creation, delivery and capture mecha-
nisms” of a firm [20 p.191]. A BM is often depicted in an overarching concept com-
prised of the business’s different components [20-23]. The extant literature provides 
many representations emphasizing a lack of consensus about what a BM consists of 
[24]. One of the most referenced, The Business Model Canvas (BMC), considers nine 
blocks for value creation [25]. Further well-known examples include the 7-Keys model 
of the University of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland (FHNW) [26], and 
Gassmann et al.’s [22] conceptualization with four central dimensions: The Customer 
(Who), the value proposition (What), the value chain (How), and the profit mechanism 
(Why). On the rise are depictions that include social and ecological considerations such 
as the Sustainable Business Canvas (SBC) [27]. A BM, however, consists not only of 
its components but also the linkages and interactions among them [28]. Table 1 pro-
vides a comparison of the four mentioned forms of representation and their compo-
nents. 

Table 1. Comparison of Selected Business Model Representations and their Key Components. 

BMI 
Gassmann 
et al. [22] 

BMC  
Osterwalder et al. [25]  

7-Keys Model  
Meyer & Tavic [26]  

SBC  
Tiemann & Fichter 
[27] 

   Vision & Mission with 

Social & Environmental 

Goals 

Who? Customers Customers Customers 

Competitors 

Other Stakeholders 

What? Value Proposition Products & Services 

Competition 

Value Proposition 

How? Sales Channels 

Customer Relationships 

Key Partners 

Key Activities 

Key Resources 

Market Development 

 

Resources 

Key Partnerships 

Key Activities 

Key Resources 

Why? Cost Structure 

Revenue Streams 

Money 

 

Person/Team 

Cost Structure 

Revenue Model 

Evident in Table 1 is that the focus of the first three representations remains more 
closely on the organization as the main object. In contrast, the SBC acknowledges the 
business as embedded in a bigger context, including social and ecological considera-
tions and with broader stakeholder involvement. 
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Business Model Innovation. Rapid technological advances and resulting competitive 
pressures have pushed Business Model Innovation (BMI) to the top of management and 
academic agendas [6,29]. BMI refers to the process of altering a BM in response to 
internal and external incentives by developing, diversifying, acquiring, or transforming 
it [6, 7]. Innovating a BM differs from product or process innovation in that it signifi-
cantly affects at least two dimensions [30]. BMI, according to Foss and Saebi [6], is a 
dynamic process that may occur in varying degrees of intensity, depending on the de-
gree of innovation implemented, such as new to the firm or new to the market, or the 
extent of the changes, such as individual components or systemic/architectural struc-
ture. Successful BMI generates value for customers, various stakeholders in the eco-
system and captures value for the firm [30]. However, BMI presents a challenge for 
firms, and organizational or cognitive barriers may arise [9]. Organizational barriers 
may be linked to resource allocation, complexities surrounding BM development par-
allel to existing BMs, or inertia triggered by concerns about the efficacy of new BMs 
[9,24]. Managers’ ability to imagine or identify alternative BMs, and their knowledge 
of the critical systems, skills, or processes, may be hindered by cognitive barriers [9,24]. 

Sustainable Business Model Innovation. Mounting concerns over social and environ-
mental issues have led governments, investors, companies, and civil society’s growing 
interest in sustainability. To the good of current and future generations, sustainability 
envisions a balanced convergence of economic performance, social inclusion, and en-
vironmental resilience [31].  

Consequently, Sustainable Business Model Innovation (SBMI) has received increas-
ing attention [7,32] which involves “the analysis and planning of transformations to a 
more sustainable business model or from one sustainable business model to another. 
This comprises both the development of an entirely new business model and the trans-
formation of an existing business model” [7 p.409]. In this context Sustainable Business 
Models (SBMs) have been defined as boundary-spanning and interactive systems [10], 
which according to Geissdoerfer et al. [7] “incorporate pro-active multi-stakeholder 
management, the creation of monetary and non-monetary value for a broad range of 
stakeholders and hold a long-term perspective” [7 p.403]. SBMI, therefore, builds on 
traditional BMI but applies to an extended context, incorporating sustainability as 
guidelines for BM design, and seeks to contribute positively to the environment and 
society in addition to capturing economic value [19,33,34]. Several SBMIs have 
emerged, and a few examples include circular-, regenerative-, decarbonized-, equity-
focused-, local- or degrowth-inspired BMs [35].  

Companies are increasingly recognizing that sustainability can be a source of inno-
vation and competitive advantage. Geissdoerfer et al. [7] go as far as to argue that the 
comprehensive advantages SBMs offer organizations will ultimately render the concept 
of non-sustainable BMs obsolete. The challenge, however, lies in considering a broader 
context and moving beyond incremental innovations such as technological innovations 
or operational changes that reduce cost and risk to more radical organizational, institu-
tional, and social innovations [36]. To this end, researchers have called for more re-
search into how organizations can transition to more SBMs [6,7] and the appropriate 
tools and processes to support them [7,10]. 
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2.2 Process & Tools for Sustainable Business Model Innovation 

A shared understanding of what constitutes SBMs and how they can be developed is 
still lacking [10]. However, in recent works, the innovation process has evolved from 
what was initially conceived as a linear, step-by-step process to a more dynamic and 
systemic process involving different iterative phases [6,10,12,36]. Characterized by 
some as discovery-driven, the process also emphasizes the need for experimentation 
and ongoing learning by doing [12,37,38] and the need for collaboration and inclusion 
of various actors in the business model ecosystem [10,36,39,40]. In fact, although chal-
lenging, the need for even more diverse stakeholders to come together in efficient and 
effective networks is seen as one of the specific necessities for SBMI [10,36]. Thereby 
increasing the need to use systems thinking and stakeholder discovery to expand the 
business canvas and better understand the broader context.   

To complement the process of SBMI, the literature provides a variety of tools for 
analyzing and developing BMs. Prior research has emphasized their roles in creating 
shared conceptualizations and enabling communication between the stakeholders in-
volved in BMI [40]. Tools can be broadly understood as techniques, methods, frame-
works, and approaches that support decision-making in BMI [40] and facilitate various 
activities such as BM exploration, design, testing, implementation, or growth [41]. One 
of the most widely known and used tools is the business model canvas [23], a simple 
and intuitive tool used to describe and think through the different elements of a business 
model. With increasing importance placed on digitalization and sustainability to ensure 
firms’ future fitness and positive contributions to society, several variations and addi-
tional tools have surfaced to focus more on SBMI. There has, however, been a lack of 
clarification on where existing tools for conventional BMs are adequate and where new 
tools are needed for embedding sustainability in BMI [42].  

Nonetheless, Pieroni et al. [19] found that SBMI approaches are becoming more 
heterogeneous, relying on multiple theories that deviate from the more traditional view 
depicted in the BM canvas. Pieroni et al. [19] systematized a comprehensive collection 
of conceptual frameworks, methods, and tools currently available to support BMI to-
wards sustainability. Based on Teece’s [43] dynamic capabilities view, Pieroni et al. 
[19] differentiate the functional role of these methods and tools into ones that can be 
used to help identify opportunities for new BMs (sensing), be applied for designing and 
testing new BM concepts for sustainability (seizing) or can support experimenting, test-
ing, and implementing the business model concepts (transforming). However, there ap-
pears to be still a lack of methods or tools for the latter “transforming” role [19], and 
many existing tools remain unused due to their increased complexity, resource require-
ments, or context-specificity [44]. 

Nonetheless, it can be deduced that successful SBMI requires diverse stakeholder 
involvement in a dynamic, iterative process that allows for experimentation and learn-
ing by doing. Therefore, the literature emphasizes tools that support organizations’ dy-
namic capabilities to adapt and develop BMs and embed sustainability throughout the 
process. As an orientation, Breuer et al. [10] provide the following set (Table 2) of 
guiding principles and process-related criteria to inform the choice or design of pro-
cesses and tools for SBMI.  
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Table 2. Guiding Principles & Process-Related Criteria for SBMI. Source: Breuer et al. [10]. 

Guiding Principles Process-Related Criteria 

Sustainability Orientation with clearly com-

municated vision. 

Reframing BM components and their re-

lations into a sustainability perspective. 

Extended Value Creation beyond only for 

the company, customers, and shareholders. 

Context-Sensitive Modelling, that inte-

grates externalities in traditional BM’s. 
Systemic Thinking, recognizing BMs as a 

boundary-spanning interactive system. 
A Collaborative Modelling Process, that 

involves key stakeholders into the process. 

Stakeholder Integration, while recognizing 

their needs, interdependence, and influence. 

Managing Impacts and Outcomes - mon-

etary and non-monetary impacts. 

Breuer et al.’s [10] guiding principles and process-related criteria compile the most 
relevant theoretical works in the field to set the minimum requirements for SBMs and 
criteria to support their development. Their work re-iterates the importance of consid-
ering the expanded context in which businesses are embedded and the integration of a 
wider net of stakeholders in the process of SBMI. 

2.3 Recent Collaborative, Inter- & Transdisciplinary Approaches for 
Business Model Innovation with Students and Organizations 

Collaboration between higher education institutions (HEIs) and industry is increasingly 
seen as a vehicle to enhance innovation. HEIs are encouraged to build partnerships and 
multidisciplinary innovation projects based on real-world problems to benefit both stu-
dent learning and businesses’ innovation capability [16]. Beyond this, attention has 
been given to an emerging mission for HEIs, one of co-creation for sustainability be-
tween HEIs, industry, and civil society [45]. In teaching, the concept of students en-
gaging with organizations in action-learning projects, which allows them to work on 
real-world and increasingly sustainability-related challenges, is not new, and variations 
of these can be found in many MBA and other programs across the world. Further 
learning methods, such as inter-/transdisciplinary, collaborative, and problem-based 
learning, have received increasing attention in higher education and are believed to be 
fruitful for developing competences for sustainable development and entrepreneurship 
[18]. Table 3 provides an overview of how these methods are defined. 

Given that SBM’s are seen as boundary-spanning, interactive systems incorporating 
pro-active multi-stakeholder management [7,10] make transdisciplinary and collabora-
tive approaches of particular interest. Furthermore, digital transformation and sustain-
ability constitute a “wicked” problem for many organizations [46] that require different 
ways of understanding and (re-)solving the issues involved. Thus, calling for perspec-
tives from different disciplines and diverse stakeholders’ interests in the development 
process, allowing for rich combinations of otherwise disconnected pools of ideas and 
solutions to complex problems. Diversity seems to contribute not only to creativity 
phases and development but also to implementation [16]. 
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Table 3. Teaching and Learning Methods for Sustainability Education (based on [47-48]). 

Method Definition 

Action Learning Active participation in the problematization process through 

research and problem solving. 

Interdisciplinary Learning Incorporating different disciplines and the expertise of multi-

ple methods to solve a particular problem. 

Transdisciplinary Learning Aims to go beyond the concept of the academic discipline, 

including stakeholders like organizations, customers, and cit-

izens. 

Collaborative Learning Refers to methods, activities, and environments where two or 

more learners engage in a common task.  

Problem-Based Learning A transdisciplinary, systemic approach to problems where 

learning is organized around societal, environmental, and 

economic issues both globally and locally, potentially ena-

bling complex decision-making processes.  

The call for diverse (external) stakeholder inclusion emphasizes the need to 
strengthen communication and participatory leadership skills to engage with diverse 
groups of people. The importance of collaborative and participatory leadership ap-
proaches and practices has already been emphasized for both SBMI and digital trans-
formation processes [46,49,50]. One approach that specifically applies to this is The 
Art of Hosting, which may be seen as both inter-and transdisciplinary as it draws on 
different techniques and emphasizes the inclusion of diverse groups of stakeholders 
[51,52]. The approach offers a "space" and practice area for building participatory lead-
ership through conversation and focuses on moving from strategic conversations to 
wise action and systemic change. It can be offered as a complimentary training program 
in which participants learn to facilitate and host conversations, challenge their thinking, 
stretch their imagination, cultivate creativity, and co-create interventions. 

Interdisciplinary approaches are of further importance in this context as it allows for 
the integration of disciplines that can complement the more dynamic and systemic pro-
cesses of SBMI. In this line, integrating more “designerly” approaches and creative 
thinking tools has increased and are said to enhance the learning experience and process 
[53]. One, in particular, Design Thinking (DT), has gained increasing popularity in the 
business environment [54]. DT is an approach and collection of techniques from dif-
ferent disciplines, which should lead to solving complex problems and developing new 
user-centered ideas. Design thinking includes context analysis, problem identification 
and framing, idea and solution generation, creative thinking, sketching and drawing, 
modelling and prototyping, testing, and evaluation [55]. DT provides a compelling pro-
cess for idea development [56], and more research into its use to stimulate SBMI has 
been encouraged [54]. 

The increasing interest in innovation and BMI has led to several learning collabora-
tions between HEI and organizations. These have taken the shape of curricular and 
extracurricular activities that include semester courses, innovation labs, summer 
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schools, hackathons, or workshops that bring students together to work on challenges 
that start-ups, SMEs, or bigger organizations face.  

However, research focusing specifically on SBMI with students and organizations 
remains scarce [12]. SBMI strongly calls for inter- and transdisciplinary approaches 
that are biased towards action and learning by doing, and although a rich body of liter-
ature under the umbrella of Higher Education for Sustainable Development (HESD) 
contribute by delineating competences for sustainable development [17] and teaching 
and learning methods [42]. What appears insufficiently addressed is research on the 
practical implementation thereof for SBMI. Furthermore, approaches in practice remain 
fragmented and educational silos can hinder the effective collaboration needed to ena-
ble learning in a landscape of practice. Overall, despite the rapid increase in research 
on SBMI [6,7,11], the educational facet in building SBMI capabilities of students and 
supporting organization’s transitions to SBMs remains under-researched [12]. Thus, 
emphasizing a need for more research in this area, which our action-oriented project 
seeks to address. 

3 Exploring & Designing an Inter- & Transdisciplinary 
Student Think Tank for Sustainable Business Model 
Innovation with Organizations 

3.1 Project Description and Objectives 

Currently, little is known on effective educational initiatives that connect students and 
organizations for SBMI. Our action-oriented research project aims to gain a deeper un-
derstanding of what an appropriate educational initiative should look like to enable col-
laborative, inter- and transdisciplinary SBMI with students and organizations. Spread 
over five phases, we investigate the formats, content, processes, and success factors of 
existing initiatives. The information obtained will then flow into developing a pilot 
project, which will be launched to experiment and unpack further insights. 

The project aims to develop a think tank for SBMI that will focus on connecting 
students from different universities and faculties with organizations in the Upper Rhein 
region. The think tank will provide students with a unique opportunity to explore the 
connection between business models, society, and the environment. Furthermore, take 
on real-world challenges that organizations face and co-create innovative solutions in 
cross-border, interdisciplinary student teams. Organizations will benefit from extended 
know-how, resources, and tools to identify and drive ideas and build their innovation 
capability. In turn, the project will provide insights into existing approaches of HEIs 
and how to strengthen students’ and SMEs’ sustainable business model innovation ca-
pability in the Upper Rhein region.  

Thus, the potential value of this research is twofold. On the one hand, the results will 
offer practical insights and recommendations for providing education for collaborative, 
inter-and transdisciplinary SBMI with students and organizations, benefiting both edu-
cators and organizations. Furthermore, contribute to the literature streams of SBMI and 
HESD. In the long term, we hope to enhance both student’s and organizations’ abilities 

Society 5.0 2021 - Volume II Wyss et al.

253



9 

in the region to navigate towards more sustainable practices, including ethical and re-
sponsible use of digital technologies. 

3.2 Research Design 

The research project is both exploratory and action-oriented. It follows a design-based 
research approach defined by Wang and Hannafin [57, p.6] as “a systemic but flexible 
methodology aimed to improve educational practices through iterative analysis, de-
sign, development, and implementation, based on collaboration among researchers 
and practitioners in real-world settings, and leading to contextually-sensitive design 
principles and theories”. In line with our goals, the approach is seen as suitable for 
advancing both theory and practice [58]. As illustrated in Figure 1, our project is struc-
tured over five phases and builds on McKenney & Reeves’s [58] core phases of educa-
tional design research. This includes 1) analysis and exploration, 2) design and con-
struction, and 3) evaluation and reflection, to move towards implementation and the 
provision of both practical and theoretical insights. 

 

Fig. 1. Research Model. Adapted from McKenney & Reeves [58]. 

Phase 1 of the project consisted of desk research. Firstly, to review the extant literature 
on the topic to better define and delimit the key aspects relevant for the project. Sec-
ondly, to gain practical examples of similar initiatives focused on BMI or SBMI with 
students and organizations. The aim was to gain an overview of existing formats, ap-
proaches, methodologies, and tools in practice. Initiatives were selected based on their 
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focus on (sustainable) business model innovation and connecting students with organ-
izations. Another focus was placed on collaborative, action-learning, and inter-and 
transdisciplinary approaches. The preliminary findings of this phase are presented in 
Section 3.3. 

Phase 2 of the project is currently running and involves field research. From the 
initiatives identified in phase 1, ten cases situated in Europe and the USA are studied. 
Each case consists of a “good practice” example, which can be understood as cases that 
were selected based on how closely their offering related to collaborative, inter- and 
transdisciplinary SBMI with students and organizations and the level of innovativeness 
of their offering. The level of innovativeness can be understood as offerings that move 
beyond education in the classic sense towards innovative inter- and transdisciplinary 
approaches, formats, methods, and tools. Within each case, the person responsible for 
the initiative is interviewed. Furthermore, the aim is to engage additional interview 
partners to gather different perspectives (participating organizations and students). In-
depth semi-structured interviews will be conducted, transcribed, coded, and analyzed 
using Atlas.ti software. This phase aims to provide deeper insights into the approaches, 
methods, and tools used and the success factor and outcomes of the initiatives. 

Phase 3 will involve the co-creation and development of a set of approaches and 
tools for educational pilot projects for SBMI with students and organizations. This 
phase strongly builds on co-creation with various stakeholders including project part-
ners, students, and lecturers from different faculties of participating educational insti-
tutions and a selection of business practitioners. The phase aims to define the overall 
approach and a variety of formats that can be experimented with as well as methodol-
ogies, and content.  

Phase 4 involves the launch of pilot projects, which will include different HEIs and 
organizations in the Upper Rhine region. This phase will aim to experiment with and 
test the developed concept. The phase will include qualitative and quantitative data col-
lection in the forms of interviews, observations, and surveys to aid in assessing and 
redesigning the offering. 

Phase 5 will utilize the insights gained from the previous phases to evaluate and 
improve the concept. Furthermore, to assist in launching further pilots in varying forms 
for further development. The project aims to be institutionalized into formal structures 
as an ongoing experimentation platform and think tank for innovative inter- and trans-
disciplinary action-learning for SBMI. 

The project is ongoing and currently in Phase 2. The following section provides in-
sights into the learnings derived from Phase 1. 

3.3 Preliminary Results 

This section summarizes the preliminary results of phase one of this ongoing action-
oriented research project [59]. Phase 1 included desk research to gain practical exam-
ples of similar initiatives focused on BMI or SBMI with students and organizations. 
The aim was to gain an overview of existing formats, approaches, methodologies, and 
tools in practice. 
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In total, 120 initiatives were identified that matched aspects of the criteria laid out in 
Section 3.2. The initiatives were then narrowed down to a selection of 59 initiatives 
that either met the criteria more closely or showed particularly promising approaches 
and methods or novel formats. These initiatives were then examined more closely to 
conclude their overall focus, their most common target groups, the types and duration 
of their offering, and their methods, approaches, and tools.  

The overall findings from these 59 initiatives show that although many initiatives 
focus on innovation, sustainability, and business model optimization in a general sense, 
only a few (6) are focused explicitly on SBMI. Furthermore, when SBMI is included, 
it is often combined with other innovation and business improvement objectives. Most 
of the initiatives are targeted at master level students, although some are open to a mix 
of Bachelor and Master students, and five initiatives also included Ph.D. students. More 
than half of the initiatives were open to students from different faculties. Few initiatives 
focus on SMEs, while the majority focus either on large companies or a mix of organ-
ization types and industries. Only 6 initiatives focused specifically on start-ups were 
included in the selection as these were otherwise considered beyond the scope of our 
research. In line with the objectives of our project, most of the initiatives are university-
based and connect students with organizations. Some other combinations were found, 
where students rather independently provide consultancy-like services to organizations 
or where universities provide services directly to organizations. 

More than half of the offerings consist of semester courses, followed by mixed offers 
of workshops that last either a few days or up to 2 weeks. Some initiatives were found 
to offer independent courses that vary between 4 weeks and 10 months in length. All 
initiatives include some form of collaborative action or project-based learning methods 
in line with the selection criteria. Most of the initiatives are inter- and transdisciplinary 
in nature, and 23 initiatives also include design approaches and creative thinking tools. 
Many of the initiatives do not specify the tools utilized. Thus, it was only possible to 
identify 9 initiatives that explicitly mention the use of SBMI tools. The majority appear 
to work with classic BMI tools, such as the Business Model Canvas and other creative 
thinking tools. About 13 of the initiatives were specifically design-oriented and used 
only design-related tools.  

The initial findings of this research appear to confirm a lack of initiatives (beyond 
those focused on start-ups) that focus on collaborative SBMI with students and organ-
izations [12]. Promisingly, however, there appears to be an overall trend towards inter-
and transdisciplinary approaches that bring students from different faculties together 
with organizations and utilize a mixture of methods and tools from various disciplines. 
In particular, the inclusion of design approaches and creative thinking tools by almost 
a third of the initiatives appears to reflect its increase in popularity in the literature 
[53,54]. The low use of SBMI tools would support the literature on finding that many 
existing tools remain unused [44]. However, since many initiatives do not specify the 
tools they use, this remains inconclusive. The next phase of our project work will more 
intensively research a selection of cases to gain deeper insights into the approaches, 
methods, and tools used and the success factors and outcomes of the initiatives. 
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4 Conclusion 

Sustainability and digital transformation are but two developments that will challenge 
organizations to rethink their business models in a Society 5.0. In this line, the im-
portance of sustainable business model innovation (SBMI) has increased and should 
enable organizations to operate within planetary boundaries while ensuring their long-
term success. Successful SBMI requires diverse stakeholder engagement, integrating 
multiple disciplines, and quality local institutions and ecosystems. Thus, emphasizing 
the importance of collaborative, inter- and transdisciplinary innovation approaches. 
However, this may pose a considerable challenge for organizations and future leaders, 
requiring changes in their current practices and ways of thinking. Higher education in-
stitutions can play a major role in helping organizations meet the challenges of SBMI. 
Yet, research focusing specifically on SBMI with students and organizations and its 
practical implementation remain scarce. 

This paper confirms and addresses the need for more research on appropriate educa-
tional initiatives for collaborative, inter-and transdisciplinary SBMI with students and 
organizations. The initial findings from the first phase of this ongoing action-oriented 
research project show that although many educational initiatives are applying collabo-
rative inter-and transdisciplinary approaches that, as in the literature, only a few explic-
itly focus on SBMI with students and organizations. The findings also support the in-
creased popularity of design approaches and creative thinking tools and emphasize the 
use of systems thinking and stakeholder discovery to understand the broader context 
better. However, several questions remain regarding how these approaches and tools 
are implemented and how they can be combined with SBMI tools. The remainder of 
this ongoing research project will continue to address these questions, among others, to 
contribute both practical and theoretical insights.  
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