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a b s t r a c t

Although there have been several attempts to define a business model that prioritises sustainability, the
initiatives do not involve a radical change to the prevailing business model. Sustainable business models
are emerging that promise to transform the prevailing business model by prioritising positive social and
environmental outcomes. Based on interviews with 14 Australian companies, this paper examines the B
Corp model to enrich understanding of the characteristics of sustainable business models that align profit
and societal impact. The paper found that the B Corp model has a socially and environmentally
embedded mission and purpose, with a dominant objective of creating positive societal impacts for its
stakeholders rather than maximising profit. B Corps internalise their social and natural contexts and
attempt to engage in institutional work to provide thought leadership around sustainability and to drive
change on a broader scale. Questions remain about the scalability of the B Corp model and whether it will
be adopted by large, public listed companies to catalyse a shift in the current economic order, or whether
it will remain a niche of small privately owned companies.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Organisations are facing increasing societal demands to address
environmental and social issues (Santos et al., 2015). While orga-
nisations may view these demands as a trade-off between profit
and societal impact, Santos et al. (2015, p.36) propose that orga-
nisations treat these societal demands as “signs of the future and
fundamentally re-think the business model of the company”. They
argue that business models that align profit and societal impact is a
key challenge for corporate leaders in the 21st century. The pre-
vailing business model is increasingly outmoded in the 21st cen-
tury (Kelly and White, 2009) and “unavoidable structural
inhibitions in contemporary business models” prevent companies
from aligning profit and societal impact to be sustainable (Birkin
et al., 2009b, p. 278). Fundamental change to the prevailing busi-
ness model is needed to respond to societal, natural, and business
needs of sustainable development (Birkin et al., 2009a; Stubbs and
Cocklin, 2008a). Most of the work by organisations to address
sustainability issues is considered an “add-on’’ to what remain
essentially unsustainable business practices (Markevich, 2009) (for
e.g., reducing emissions, energy usage, water usage and waste;
recycling; using renewable sources of energy; and developing
greener products/services). Although there have been several at-
tempts to define a business model that prioritises sustainability and

aligns profit and societal impact (Santos et al., 2015), Birkin et al.,
(2009b, p. 288) conclude that the initiatives do not involve a
radical change to the prevailing economic-focused business model,
and they “are not integrated by a comprehensive new under-
standing that could be identified as a new business model”.

Business models are now emerging that promise to transform
the prevailing business model by prioritising positive social and
environmental outcomes. Social enterprises, which “seek to solve
social problems through business ventures” (Smith et al., 2013, p.
408), and ecopreneurship, which seeks to solve environmental
problems through business ventures (Chopra, 2014; Schaltegger
and Wagner, 2011), are examples of these types of models. B
Corps are a more recent example of a business model that attempts
to align profit and societal impact and prioritises positive social and
environmental outcomes, but have received little academic atten-
tion to date. B Corps use “the power of business to solve social and
environmental problems” (Lab, 2014).

Organisations that are able to master the economic and social/
environmental trade-offs offer important lessons for developing
sustainable business models (Santos et al., 2015). The aim of this
paper is to explore the B Corp model in order to further under-
standing of the characteristics of sustainable business models that
align profit generation and societal impact (Santos et al., 2015) and
create ecological and/or social value beyond financial profits
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(Schaltegger et al., in press). By examining the B Corp model, as a
new form of sustainable business model, the paper contributes to
further understanding of the characteristics underpinning the
design and implementation of sustainable business models, an
important but yet insufficiently researched area (Boons and
Lüdeke-Freund, 2013).

An exploratory research study of early adopters of the B Corp
model in Australia was conducted in order to understand the
characteristics of the B Corp model. The literature on sustainable
business models, and an analytical framework derived from this
literature, provides the theoretical context for the study.

The paper first discusses the sustainable business model liter-
ature followed by a review of the nascent body of research on B
Corps. The paper then derives an analytical framework from the
sustainable business model literature to analyse the characteristics
of the B Corp model. This is followed by a discussion of the research
methods and the findings from the research study. Finally, the
paper concludes with reflections on the contribution of the B Corp
model to understanding the characteristics that underpin the
design and implementation of sustainable business models.

2. Sustainable business models

There is a small but growing body of literature on sustainable
business models, with several attempts to define a business model
that prioritises sustainability (Birkin et al., 2009b). Sustainable
business models achieve economic prosperity while reducing
negative external impacts and creating positive external effects for
the natural environment and society (Schaltegger et al., in press).
Typically, sustainable business models incorporate a triple bottom
line (TBL) approach (jointly consider a company's social, economic
and environmental impacts) (Elkington, 1997; McMullen and
Warnick, 2016) and consider a wide range of stakeholder in-
terests, including environment and society (Bocken et al., 2014).
Bocken et al. (2014) argues that sustainable business models drive
corporate innovation that significantly changes the way companies
operate to ensure greater sustainability; help embed sustainability
into business purpose and processes; and serve as a key driver of
competitive advantage by capturing economic value for firms
through delivering social and environmental benefits and superior
customer value. Nevertheless, there is limited understanding of
sustainable business models (Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013) and,
subsequently, there is no comprehensive understanding of how
firms should approach embedding sustainability in their business
models (Bocken et al., 2014).

An emerging stream of research has identified the different
types of sustainable business models (such as closed-loop models
and The Natural Step), business model archetypes and examples of
sustainable business models of small-medium sized enterprises
and specific industries. For example, Bocken et al. (2014) identified
three overarching archetypes e technological, social and organ-
isational archetypes. Short et al. (2014) drew on Bocken et al.,
(2014) ‘create value from waste’ archetype to demonstrate busi-
ness model innovation in the sugar industry using industrial
symbiosis (networked resource exchanges). Bohnsack et al. (2014)
traced the evolution of business models used to commercialise
sustainable technologies in the electric vehicle market while Nair
and Paulose (2014) described green energy business models in
the bio-fuel industry. Jolink and Niesten (2015) described an
“ecopreneurship” business model, drawing on interviews with
environmental entrepreneurs in the organic food and beverage
industry in the Netherlands.

A second stream of literature that investigates sustainable
business models focuses on sustainable hybrid business models
that are “mission-centered [and] employ market tactics to address

social and environmental issues” (Hoffman et al., 2012, p. 133).
Sustainable hybrid business models capture value for firms’ owners
and create value for society through environmental benefits and
social gains (Santos et al., 2015). The study of these sustainable
hybrid business models is informed by the institutional and
organisational identity literature (Battilana and Lee, 2014) and the
social entrepreneurship and strategic management literature
(Haigh and Hoffman, 2014).

Hybrids are organisations that combine competing institutional
logics (Pache and Santos, 2013), such as public service and client
service logics (Jay, 2013), banking and social development logics,
technical funding and child education logics, and care and science
logics (Battilana and Lee, 2014). A subset of the broader literature
on hybrid organisations is the literature that discusses sustainable
hybrid business models (see Fig. 1) which combine elements of a
social welfare logic and commercial, or market, logic. Organisations
driven by a social logic pursue social goals, such as non-profit or-
ganisations. The market logic prioritises profit, efficiency, and
operational effectiveness (Lee and Battilana, 2013; Smith et al.,
2013). Much of the research on sustainable hybrid business
models has focused on social enterprises that combine business
and charity at their core. This literature primarily elucidates the
challenges and barriers to social enterprises successfully main-
taining their social mission and commercial performance (Battilana
and Lee, 2014).

Table 1 summarises prior seminal research on sustainable
hybrid business models. The research shows that hybrids are highly
unstable because they combine social mission with commercial
activities and face distinct challenges that may prevent them from
thriving (Battilana and Dorado, 2010; Battiliana et al., 2012) due to
the presence of multiple identities (Battilana and Lee, 2014). They
are under threat of “mission drift”d a focus on profits to the
detriment of the social purpose (Battiliana et al., 2012; Santos et al.,
2015) and internal tensions that generate conflict due to competing
demands (Battilana and Dorado, 2010; Battiliana et al., 2012; Pache
and Santos, 2013; Santos et al., 2015). Hybrids experience hiring
and socialization issues (Battilana and Dorado, 2010; Battiliana
et al., 2012; Jay, 2013) as well as power struggles and antagonistic
practices (Jay, 2013; Pache and Santos, 2013). Hybrids face chal-
lenges in gaining legitimacy and securing support from important
stakeholders that represent the different logics (Pache and Santos,
2013). Battilana and Dorado (2010) conclude that the success of
hybrids lies in building an organisational identity that strikes a
balance between the two logics. This is contingent upon five
organisational factors that shape how organisations deal with the
conflicts and tensions: organisational activities, workforce
composition, organisational design, inter-organisational relation-
ships and organisational culture (Battilana and Lee, 2014).

While social enterprises, one prominent type of sustainable
hybrid organisation, have been the focus of recent research
(Battilana and Lee, 2014), B Corps are a more recent and under-
studied form of sustainable hybrid business model (McMullen and
Warnick, 2016).

3. B corps

B Corps are for-profit, socially obligated, corporate forms of
business, with traditional corporate characteristics but also with
societal commitments (Hiller, 2013). B Corps are members of a
voluntary association subject to an independent assessment and
ratings standard.

B Lab, a non-profit organisation founded in 2006 in the USA,
certifies companies to meet “rigorous standards of social and
environmental performance, accountability, and transparency”
(Lab, 2014). B Lab aims to build a community of certified B Corps; to

W. Stubbs / Journal of Cleaner Production 144 (2017) 299e312300



Fig. 1. Summary of sustainable business model concepts.

Table 1
Summary of seminal literature on hybrid organisations.

Authors Year Approach Findings

Sabeti H and Fourth Sector Network
Concept Working Group.

2009 Conceptual A critical mass of organisations from the private, public and non-profit sectors are
converging into a Fourth Sector of hybrid organisations that integrates social purposes
with business methods.

Boyd B, Henning N, Reyna E, Wang DE
and Welch MD.

2009 Qualitative Five key practices characterise hybrid organisations: implementing the mission in
action; uncommonly close, personal relationships; patient stakeholders; limits to
growth rate; and, compete as quality market leaders, rarely on price.

Battilana, J. and Dorado, S. 2010 Qualitative Hybrid organisations need to create a common organisational identity that strikes a
balance between the logics they combine. The crucial early levers for developing a
common organisational identity are hiring and socialization policies.

Hoffman A, Badiane K and Haigh N. 2012 Conceptual The three basic elements of a sustainability-driven business model underpinning hybrid
organisations are: social change as organisational objective; mutually beneficial
relationships with suppliers, communities, employees and customers; and, progressive
interaction with markets, competitors and industry institutions.

Haigh and Hoffman 2012. 2012 Conceptual Three fundamental activities define hybrids: drive positive social/environmental change
as an organisational objective; create mutually beneficial relationships with
stakeholders; and, interact progressively with the market, competitors and industry
institutions.

Battiliana J, Lee M, Walker J and Dorsey C. 2012 Conceptual Hybrid organisations that combine social welfare and commercial logics face challenges
in legal recognition, financing, pricing of goods and services, and creating a balanced
organisational culture. They need to strike a balance between social and economic
objectives to avoid “mission drift” and align their resources with their goal of creating
both social and economic value.

Jay, J. 2013 Qualitative A consequence of combining institutional logics in hybrid organisations is the “paradox
of performing” that generates ambiguity about what constitutes success or failure. The
result can be oscillation between logics or novel synthesis of the logics.

Pache, A.-C. and Santos F. 2013 Qualitative Hybrid organisations combine competing logics by selectively coupling elements drawn
from each logic which allows them to manage the incompatibility between logics. The
findings suggest that the origins of a hybrid organisation (commercial or social welfare)
determine how it implements selective coupling.

Haigh N and Hoffman AJ. 2014 Conceptual The authors offer six propositions that define hybrid organisations: challenge the need
for exponential growth; subordinate profit to mission; internalise social and ecological
systems; consider nature's intrinsic value; compete on the basis of values and impact;
reduce negative environmental/societal impacts and increase positive ones.

Battilana J and Lee M. 2014 Qualitative Drawing on case studies of social enterprises, the authors proposed five dimensions of
hybrid organizing on which to assess the level of integration between social and
commercial logics: inter-organisational relationships; culture; organisational design;
workforce composition; and, organisational activities.

Santos, F. M., Pache, A.-C. and Birkholz, C. 2015 Conceptual The authors develop a typology of social business hybrids e Market Hybrids, Blending
Hybrids, Bridging Hybrids, and Coupling Hybridse by assessing the value spillovers that
are automatic compared to the total potential spillovers and the percentage of revenues
coming from beneficiaries versus the total budget.

Holt, D. and Littlewood D. 2015 Qualitative Based on a study of 20 hybrid organisations in Sub-Saharan Africa, the authors
developed an analytical framework ‘Hy-Map’ in order to generate a holistic view of a
hybrid organisation and its potential impacts across a range of stakeholders.
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advance public policies and regulation to accelerate growth of this
sector; and, develop the Global Impact Investing Rating System
(GIIRS) standards to help drive institutional investment in “impact
investments” (Marquis et al., 2011). To become a B Corp, a business
must complete an Impact Assessment, which requires firms to
provide evidence of the company's impact on its stakeholders.
Companies are assessed on criteria in four areas e environment,
workers, community and governance (see Appendix 1 for a sample
Impact Report) e and need to attain an impact score of 80 or more
to certify. The applicant's governance documents are amended,
whenever appropriate, to reflect the B Corp's commitment to
consider stakeholders in its decision making. Formalising the
change in the corporate charter provides some guarantee that the
company's values will remain intact even if there is a change in
owners or investors (Hickman et al., 2014). B Corps are re-certified
every two years and are subject to random on-site audits by B-Lab.

While B Corp can be considered as a certification system rather
than a business model, there is no research that examines the
classification of B Corp. This paper considers B Corp to be an
example of a sustainable businessmodel as it addresses Schaltegger
et al., (in press) criteria for a sustainable business model: commu-
nicates a company's sustainable value proposition to stakeholders,
how it delivers value, and how it captures economic value while
creating social and environmental capital (positive impacts). B Corp
is considered an example of a hybrid business model (Hoffman
et al., 2012; McMullen and Warnick, 2016).

In her review of 78 certified B Corps, Hiller (2013) found that
they are almost all privately held companies, covering a very broad
range of products and industries. The B Corp model could be uti-
lised by organisations in any industry and “revolutionize the cor-
porationesociety link, or it could have little to no effect on the
operation of large and complex corporate entities that dominate
commerce” (Hiller, 2013, p. 298). To date, the B Corp model has
primarily been adopted by small privately owned companies and
there is some evidence that B Corps have financially outperformed
their public company industry competitors but there is no evidence
that B Corps with high impact scores outperform those with low
scores (Chen and Kelly, 2015). Chen and Kelly (2015) study
compared the growth rate of total revenue and of employee pro-
ductivity of B Corps to public companies and other non-B Corp
private firms. They found that B-Corps’ revenue growth rate
exceeded the average revenue growth of public companies in the
same industries. However, there was no significant difference in
revenue growth with noneB Corp small-to-medium size private
firms. With respect to employee productivity growth rate, B-Corps
did not outperform the public and private companies. Practitioners
and academics propose that sustainable hybrid businesses such as
B Corps are a growing force (Haigh and Hoffman, 2012) and will
becomemainstream (Bice, 2013); “a newcorporatemodel for a new
century” (Sargsian, 2012).

As little is understood about the design and implementation of
sustainable business models in general (Boons and Lüdeke-Freund,
2013) and B Corps in particular, this paper examines the charac-
teristics of the B Corp model in order to further understanding of
how organisations implement sustainable business models to align
profit and societal impact (Santos et al., 2015). A conceptual sus-
tainable business model was derived from the sustainable business
model literature and sustainable hybrid business model literature
in order to provide an analytical framework to analyse the B Corp
model.

4. Analytical framework

As there is no comprehensive framework in the literature, an
analytical framework is derived from the literature (see Fig. 1). In

particular, two models that discuss the characteristics of a sus-
tainable business model were identified: Stubbs and Cocklin
(2008a) ‘sustainability business model’ (SBM) and Haigh and
Hoffman (2012, 2014, Hoffman et al., 2012) ‘sustainability-driven
hybrid’ (SDH). The SBM was chosen because it is considered to
reflect state-of-the-art of sustainability management (Boons and
Lüdeke-Freund, 2013). The SDH was chosen as, to date, it is the
most comprehensive discussion of the characteristics of a sustain-
able hybrid business model in the literature. The SBM and SDH are
aligned with Schaltegger et al. (in press, p4) definition of a sus-
tainable business model: “… helps describing, analyzing, managing
and communicating (i) a company's sustainable value proposition
to its customers and all other stakeholders, (ii) how it creates and
delivers this value, (iii) and how it captures economic value while
maintaining or regenerating natural, social and economic capital
beyond its organisational boundaries.”

The characteristics of these two business models are now dis-
cussed in order to derive the analytical framework. This framework
informs the discussion of the research findings (section 5).

4.1. ‘Sustainability business model’ (SBM)

Stubbs (2010) and Stubbs and Cocklin (2008a) developed a
conceptual ‘ideal type’ sustainable business model. Their ‘sustain-
ability business model’ (SBM) was derived from case studies of two
sustainability leaders, Interface Inc (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008b) and
Bendigo Bank (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2007). The SBM identified the
internal organisational capabilities and external characteristics and
classified them as ‘structural’ or ‘cultural’. An SBM requires changes
in organisational designs and business processes (structural ele-
ments) as well as changes in attitudes, behaviours and values
(cultural factors).

Structural characteristics relate to processes, organisational
forms and structures, and business practices. An SBM keeps capital
within local communities to give them more control and lobbies
industry and government for changes to support sustainability. An
SBM supports a demand-driven model, rather than supply-driven,
to reduce consumption. It works with its stakeholder network
(supply chain, competitors, government and communities) to
address sustainability impacts and implement closed loop systems.
It engages extensively with its stakeholders to understand their
needs and expectations and educate them on sustainability issues,
as well as institutionalising sustainability within the organisation
(employees).

Cultural characteristics refer to norms, values, behaviours and
attitudes (intangible factors). An SBM takes a longer term focus and
believes that profit is a means, not an end in itself, as there is a
higher purpose to business than short-term profit maximisation.
An SBM believes in environmental stewardship, treating nature as a
stakeholder and sharing resources (people, profits, time) with its
stakeholders.

Some characteristics of the SBM can be partially achieved
through internal capabilities but also require changes in the
external environment, such as access to renewable energy, and
implementing closed loop systems. A long-term focus is required
by both the organisation and external stakeholders. An SBM re-
quires ‘patient shareholders’ which is both a structural (the
ownership structure includes patient shareholders) and cultural
(‘patient’ is a cultural attribute of shareholders) characteristic
(Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008a). The model reinforces the view that
organisations can only be sustainable if the wider socioeconomic
system is sustainable (Gladwin et al., 1995; Hawken, 1993; Starik
and Rands, 1995), and suggests the SBM requires long-term struc-
tural change in the economy and society.

A key finding from Stubbs and Cocklin (2008a) researchwas that
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organisations can make significant progress towards achieving
sustainability through their own internal capabilities, but ulti-
mately they can only be sustainable when the wider system is
sustainable (Jennings and Zandbergen, 1995). As such, sustainable
firms engage in institutional work (Tracey et al., 2010) to advocate
for changes in legislation and regulation to support sustainable
practices and a “sustainability mindset”, which is important in
shaping a new generation of leaders (Rimanoczy, 2014). They pro-
mote collaborative partnership networks among stakeholders
(such as organisations, competitors, industry bodies, governments,
communities, NGOs, the media, and financial markets) to address
sustainability issues. Sustainable firms develop new ways of
tracking sustainability performance of stakeholder networks.

4.2. Sustainability-driven hybrid (SDH) business model

The SDH has three fundamental objectives. The first is to drive
positive social and/or environmental change. Second, to create
mutually beneficial relations with stakeholders. Finally, hybrids
aim to influence the market, competitors and industry institutions
(Haigh and Hoffman, 2012; Hoffman et al., 2012). As a result, the
SDH challenges four beliefs promulgated in the strategic manage-
ment literature. Hybrids challenge the need for infinite economic
growth, choosing slower, steady economic growth. Counter to
mainstream business, hybrids do not frame their purpose solely as
profit-generation for shareholders. Hybrids challenge the practice
of externalising environmental and social impacts. They do not
value nature only as a resource to be exploited (Haigh and Hoffman,
2014). The SDH encompasses nine characteristics: socially and
environmentally embedded mission; longer time horizons; posi-
tive and engaged leadership; mutually beneficial stakeholder re-
lationships; influence markets, competition and industry
institutions; challenge, and limit, economic growth; internalise
social and natural contexts; value nature's intrinsic value beyond its
resource value; and, subordinate profit as the dominant objective.
Haigh and Hoffman (2014) further propose that a SDH goes beyond
reducing negative social and environmental impacts through, for
example, restoring the environment or benefiting the community.
A SDH simultaneously reduces negative impacts and increases
positive environmental/social impacts through its commercial
transactions rather than by directing some profits to pro-bono or
philanthropic activities.

A SDH rethinks its mission and objectives around a social and/or
environmental purpose and values, not profit-maximisation, and
drives its mission and objectives through positive and passionate
leadership. The mission encompasses a longer term horizon and
slower, and even limited, economic growth. In rejecting the
dominant objective of profit-maximisation in favour of an objective
to enhance societal value, a SDH may limit distributing profits to
shareholders to reinvest in its social/environmental products/ser-
vices and outcomes. SDH favour a stable business and market that
sustains positive social and environmental change. In light of their
mission, they rethink their operations, policies, processes and
products to support their socially-driven purposes, and seek to be
embedded in the social and environmental systems in which they
operate. SDH achieve this through building close relationships with
their stakeholders, based on trust, positive regard and compassion.
SDH influence the wider system as they drive acceptance of their
business model through political activity and influencing industry
institutions and markets, looking for competitors to emulate their
SDH model. While most businesses will externalise costs to society
where possible, SDH internalise elements of the social and/or
ecological systems in which they reside and, as an extension, they
value nature for more than its instrumental value of providing
natural resources for businesses to generate economic rents. They

value nature for its intrinsic value and are environmental stewards
(Haigh and Hoffman, 2012, 2014; Hoffman et al., 2012).

While the SBM focuses on understanding the cultural and
structural characteristics at the firm-level (internal organisational
capabilities) and systems-level (external characteristics), the SDH
does not explicitly distinguish between these factors. However, the
models are aligned in a number of areas. They incorporate longer
time horizons and missions that go beyondmaximising profit. Both
models focus on driving positive social/environmental change as an
organisational purpose/objective through engaged leadership. The
models emphasise reducing social and environmental impacts and
creating positive social and environmental outcomes. They pro-
mote internalising social and environmental impacts and creating
mutually beneficial relationships with stakeholders. Finally, the
models reinforce institutional work to influence markets, policy
makers and industry institutions. Sustainability concepts and
values are embedded in the DNA of the SBM and SDH, rather than
treating sustainability as an ‘add-on’ to core business that can be
‘cut’ if profitability targets aren't met (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008a).

Table 2 summarises the characteristics of the SBM (column 1)
and the SDH (column 2). Column 3 integrates the characteristics of
the SBM and SDH models to form the analytical framework. The
analytical framework represents the characteristics of a conceptual
sustainable business model derived from the literature (Haigh and
Hoffman, 2012, 2014; Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008a). The analytical
framework is used to analyse the B Corp characteristics in the
research findings section and identify the level of alignment of the
B Corp model to the analytical framework. This is done in order to
understand the extent to which the B Corp model demonstrates a
working example of a sustainable business model and where it
provides new insights into the characteristics of a sustainable
business model.

5. Research methods

An exploratory qualitative research approach is appropriate for
topics that have attracted little research or formal theorising to date
(Edmondson and McManus, 2007). As B Corps are a nascent area of
research, an exploratory study was conducted. Exploratory studies
(developing a rough description or an understanding of some social
phenomenon) are useful where little knowledge exists in the
literature. Qualitative researchers study things in their natural
settings, attempting tomake sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in
terms of the meanings that ‘insiders’ bring to them (Blaikie, 2000).
Interviews with organisational informants (insiders) are a common
data collection method for exploratory research (Edmondson and
McManus, 2007). Exploratory research studies frequently use an
inductive research strategy (which starts with collecting data, fol-
lowed by data analysis, and then the development of generalisa-
tions to explain aspects of social life) (Blaikie, 2000), and a
grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1998) approach to code and
analyse data (Edmondson and McManus, 2007). Content analyses
help reveal themes and issues that recur and need further explo-
ration: “both the organisation of qualitative data into coherent
stories of experience and sensemaking processes are essential an-
alytic activities” (Edmondson and McManus, 2007, p.1163).

To gain richer insights into the experiences of companies
adopting the B Corp business model, the research study used in-
depth, semi-structured interviews with founders/executives of
Australian certified B Corps. Secondary data sources were used to
provide background information on the companies and founders
(websites, marketing material and company reports). 19 B Corps
certified by B Lab were operating in Australia at the time of the
study (FebeMay 2014), spread across a number of industries:
financial services, financial consulting, investment advice, business
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products and services, building design and development, sustain-
ability consulting, HR consulting and recruitment, film and music
production, consumer products and services, media/print publica-
tions, social clubs, marketing and communication services, and, IT
software and services. The sizes of the companies varied from 2 to
65 employees. One company is listed on the Australian Securities
Exchange (ASX) and another on the New Zealand Stock Exchange
(NSX), while the other 17 are privately owned companies.

14 of the 19 Australian B Corps agreed to be interviewed,
including one public listed company. In-depth semi-structured in-
terviews were held with the founder, director or the person
responsible for driving the B Corp agenda in each of the partici-
pating companies (see Table 3). Each interview was 60e75 min 13
were face-to-face held at the interviewee's office and one was via
phone. All the interviews were digitally recorded (with consent)
and transcribed to aid the coding and analysis process. The inter-
view guide included questions on: the interviewee's background;
description of the business model; the purpose andmission of their

business; their sustainability impacts; why they certified as a B
Corp; the significance of the B Corp model to the success of the
business; the influence of the B Corp model on the company's
strategy, approach and business practices; how they measure suc-
cess; the stakeholders; and, whether/how the B Corp tries to in-
fluence other institutions and systemic change. To retain
anonymity of interviewees, the organisations are classified into
industry groups (financial services, other services and products)
and the individuals are assigned a code (see Table 3). The codes are
used to provide quotes from the interviewees, to clearly and
accurately present their perspectives.

5.1. Data analysis

The transcribed interviews were loaded into Nvivo for coding to
assist the analysis process. Following a grounded theory data
analysis approach for exploratory studies (Strauss and Corbin,
1998), a three-stage coding process was used to draw out key

Table 2
Analytical framework derived from the characteristics of the ‘sustainability-driven hybrid’ (SDH) and the ‘sustainability business model’ (SBM).

SBM characteristics SDH characteristics Analytical framework characteristics

Express vision and/or mission in terms of social,
environmental and economic outcomes.

Socially and environmentally embedded
mission.

Socially and environmentally embedded
mission.

Organisations temper short-term financial
outcomes so that social and environmental
outcomes can be achieved. Profits are a
‘means’ to achieve sustainable outcomes.

Set aside the notion of profit as the dominant
objective of the firm. Purpose is to create
positive impacts.

Profit is not the dominant objective of the firm -
temper short-term financial outcomes to
achieve social and environmental outcomes.

Medium to long term focus. Patient
shareholders.

Longer time horizons for patient, slower and
more autonomous business development.

Longer time horizons for patient, slower and
more autonomous business development.

Institutionalise sustainability in the business
through communication, stakeholder
education, leadership and champions.

Drives mission through positive, passionate and
engaged leadership.

Institutionalise sustainability in the mission
through positive, passionate and engaged
leadership and champions.

Reduce negative impacts by taking
responsibility for products throughout their
lifecycle. Invest in social and natural capital.

Simultaneously reduce negative
environmental/societal impacts and increase
positive environmental/societal impacts.

Go beyond reducing negative impacts by
investing in social and natural capital to
increase positive environmental/societal
impacts.

Internalise social and environmental impacts. Internalise social and natural contexts. Internalise social and environmental
externalities.

Treat nature as a stakeholder. Practice
environmental stewardship.

Value nature beyond its instrumental resource
value and be environmental stewards.

Value nature for its intrinsic value and practice
environmental stewardship.

Manage the organisation for the benefit of all
stakeholders and share resources amongst
stakeholders.

Create mutually beneficial relationships with
stakeholders

Develop and maintain mutually beneficial
relationships with stakeholders. Manage the
organisation for the benefit of all stakeholders.

Lobby industry and government for changes to
support sustainability. Influence suppliers,
competitors, government agencies and
communities.

Interacting progressively with markets,
competitors and industry institutions.

Interacting progressively with stakeholders and
the wider socioeconomic system to bring about
change for sustainability.

Demand-driven model to reduce consumption. Challenge the presumed need for perpetual
economic growth

Challenge the presumed need for perpetual
economic growth and increasing consumption.

Sources: Haigh and Hoffman (2012, 2014) and Stubbs and Cocklin (2008a).

Table 3
Summary of participants.

Code No. of employees Age of company B Corp certification Interviewee's role

FS1 <10 13 years 2013 Founder
FS2 <100 28 years 2014 B Corp Executive
FS3 <10 2 years 2013 Founder
FS4 <10 7 years 2012 B Corp Executive
S1 <10 13 years in total. 3 years as for-profit 2013 Founder
S2 <20 3 years 2013 B Corp Executive
S3 <20 29 years 2014 Director
S4 <100 7 years 2013 Founder
S5 <10 2 years 2014 Founder
S6 <10 4 years 2012 Founder
P1 <10 13 years 2013 B Corp Executive
P2 <10 5 years 2012 Founder
P3 <10 5 years in total. 3 years as for-profit 2013 Founder
P4 <20 9 years 2013 Founder

FS¼Financial Services; S¼Other Services; P¼Products.
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themes from the interviews: open coding, axial coding and selec-
tive coding. Open coding identifies and annotates concepts and
their properties; axial coding groups codes together into categories
to form more complete explanations of the data; and selective
coding integrates and refines the categories into themes as patterns
emerge (Patton, 2002; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Coding included
chunks of text at the phrase, sentence and paragraph level. 24
categories, organised under four key themes during selective cod-
ing, emerged from this coding process to explain the characteristics
of the B Corp model (see Table 4). The four themes are:

" Dominant objective: mission, purpose and leadership
" Measuring success: impacts, externalities and economic growth
" Stakeholders
" Influencing sustainability agenda: institutional work

In addition to the Nvivo database, a case study database was
utilised tomaintain a chain of evidence to track how understanding
of the data was gained (Minichiello et al., 1995; Yin, 1994). It con-
sisted of the interview transcripts, interviewer's reflections and
impressions from the interviews, a file to record ideas emerging as
the study progressed and company documents. The transcript of
the interview and a summary of the findings were emailed to each
participant inviting them to provide comments and/or corrections.
This process enhanced the reliability and validity of the research
study (Minichiello et al., 1995; Yin, 1994).

6. Research findings

In order to examine how the B Corpmodel contributes to further
understanding of the design and implementation of sustainable
business models, the interview data was analysed using the
analytical framework derived from the literature (see Table 2). This
section discusses the characteristics of the B Corp model under the
four key themes that emerged from the data coding: dominant
objective (section 6.1); measuring success (section 6.1); stake-
holders (section 6.3); and, influencing the sustainability agenda
(section 6.4).

6.1. Dominant objective: mission, purpose and leadership

The participants' missions and purposes reflect Charles Handy
(2002, p. 52) perspective that the purpose of business is “to make
a profit so that the business can do something more or better”.
Referred to as ‘profit with a purpose’, B Corps aim to make enough
margin to sustain the business and reinvest in new products to
pursue their social purpose. This is strongly aligned to the analytical
frameworkwhere profit is set aside as the dominant objective of the
firm. The B Corps utilise a commercial business model e they sell
their products in the commercial market and/or charge fees for
their services to generate profitse that is driven by a social purpose
and is underpinned by a sustainability-focusedmindset, philosophy
or set of values. The public listed B Corp proposed that a company
will be more successful if it is built on a purpose of more than just
making money and surviving. Another B Corp argued that the role
of business in society should be to tend to a need of the planet or
society and as business is the most powerful tool for social change.

While B Corps still focus on financial returns, profits enable
positive environmental and social outcomes. One B Corp imple-
ments this by:

working with companies that are ethical … that are not paying
minimum wage or keeping staff in casual positions to avoid their
legal obligations; working with other B Corporations, ensuring the
stakeholders, our joint venture partners also adhere and subscribe

to these types of values … charging fees that are in many cases
lower than competitors. [FS3]

Making profits and creating positive impacts are not mutually
exclusive. Two B Corps suggested that business has a role to play in
shifting towards a more sustainable society, driven by entrepre-
neurs who are willing to take the risks. As Bohnsack et al. (2014)
found, entrepreneurial firms have more flexibility in pursuing
radical business models as they are not cognitively constrained by
the dominant business logic.

These findings reinforce the socially and environmentally
embedded mission and purpose of the analytical framework. The B
Corps see themselves as leaders in a new way of conducting busi-
ness where profits facilitate their pursuit of their social purposes.

Eight of the interviewees referred to the purpose of B Corps as
one of creating change, and the B Corp model as a tool for change,
for example:

I think the reason we're in business is to make change and our
ability to make change is through the business model to support
those activities. So it's all funded through the business, so the more
products we can sell, the more profit we can make; the more profit
we can then allocate to taking up these issues that we think need
changing within the industry but also the community broadly. [P4]

B Corps drive change through thought leadership and helping to
create a better world for current and future generations. A better
world was described in terms of stopping climate change, creating
clean technologies, creating a healthy life and a healthy world,
human happiness and dignity. Reinforcing this perspective, the B
Corps' purpose is to create positive social and/or environmental
outcomes and impacts for their customers and clients, the broader
community and society. The B Corps seek to make a difference in
health and wellness, women's empowerment, vital and liveable
urban communities, breaking the cycle of social disadvantage,
caring for people and for the environment, addressing homeless-
ness, and directing capital markets to investments that create
positive social and environmental impacts. The B Corps engaged in
these actions “not by chance but by being very intentional”, rooted
in a sense of “personal mission” (Rimanoczy, 2014, p. 99).

This is not incompatible with driving profitability as increasing
profits can mean a larger impact. One B Corp explained:

we're also driven by growth because of the impacts; the bigger we
are the more clients we have, the more impact we can have, the
more money we have to actually put towards positive investments
and impact investment. [FS2]

The B Corp label provides validation for taking a leadership role
in pioneering a social purpose business model. The analytical
framework refers to the leadership required to drive change within
an organisation to embed sustainability, while the B Corps refer to
the outward-facing or external aspects of leadership. They
expressed leadership as one of being at the forefront of driving
change in the external environment rather than driving change
internally in the organisation. One explanation is that the B Corps
hire employees that are aligned with the B Corp values (see section
6.3) and are small organisations which don't have the same internal
cultural change challenges of larger organisations.

6.2. Measuring success: impacts, externalities (internalise social
and environmental contexts) and economic growth

Reinforcing the characteristics of the analytical framework, B
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Corps seek to reduce their negative environmental and social im-
pacts, such as emissions, waste and the use of chemical pesticides,
but also seek to increase positive social and environmental through
their commercial transactions, rather than through pro-bono or
philanthropic activities.

The assessment framework for (re)certifying as a B Corp enables
them to benchmark their performance against global best practice
models and peers in other industries. The framework is more than a
certification process; it is a tool or vehicle to improve their opera-
tions as it motivates the B Corps to continually reduce their nega-
tive impacts, as P2 explained:

There's an incentive every year to improve your score as a B Corp, so
we look at things like our energy ratings, are we employing people
that can commute to the offices rather than having to sit in a car
and drive to work? Are we, making the best possible efforts to
reduce our impact on the world from a supply chain perspective?
[P2]

The B Corps reinvest their profits in their products and services
to grow their businesses to enable them to increase their positive
societal impacts. One B Corp described the profit distribution pro-
cess as: “retaining enough profit for growth of the business followed
by staff bonuses and then dividends to the shareholders” [S4]. This is
in significant contrast to the prevailing business model that pri-
oritises shareholders ahead of other stakeholders.

The public listed B Corp determines theminimum level of return
on investment that will satisfy its shareholders and reinvests the
profits to help grow the business and increase its impact. Eight B
Corps assess the social and financial contributions on a project-by-

project, or product-by-product basis, as some projects have more
margin to contribute to social outcomes.

A criticism of the prevailing business model is that sustainability
initiatives are often ‘cut’ if profit targets are not met (Stubbs and
Cocklin, 2008b). Three B Corps maintain their positive impacts
regardless of their level of profitability, because it is intrinsic to the
business model:

The question of how much profit is enough is subjective … we
maintain a commitment to what we do from a social perspective,
somewhat irrelevant of where we're sitting at any one time in that
regard. [S3]

While traditional financial metrics are important (such as
number of clients, profits, sales, return on investment, internal rate
of return), eight people use quantitative and/or qualitative mea-
sures of impact:

Where it's not hard metrics that we can measure, it's more about
the sense of the impact that we're making just through customer
feedback, through retailer feedback and things like that. [P4]

Others measure their impacts in terms of keeping their em-
ployees happy, the response they get from customers, changes to
public policy, reducing environmental impacts such as the amount
of avoided chemical pesticides and fertilisers, and the number of
people they are touching/reaching and educating.

Another practice that supports the B Corps’ focus on positive
societal impacts is the pricing model. For one company,

Table 4
Sample categories and quotes.

Theme Description Categories Sample quotes

Dominant objective Describes the mission, purpose,
aims and/or objectives of the
B Corps and the motivation
to become a B Corp

Create change
Environmental and social
Positive contribution
Alignment of values
Label-brand
Part of new community
More than making money
Solving a need
Tool for social change

We're redrafting our mission statement to a purpose statement
whereby we're talking about decisions having a positive impact
on the world (FS2).
I think the reason we're in business is to make change and our
ability to make change is ability through the business model to
support… these issues that we think needs changing within the
food industry but also the community broadly (P4).

Measuring success Describes how the B Corps
measure their success

Benchmarking
Social and environmental
outcomes
Social and environmental
impacts
Social metrics
Financial metrics
Profits
Pricing model
Economic growth
Internalise impacts

It's not hard metrics that we can measure, it's more about the
sense of the impact that we're making just through customer
feedback, through retailer feedback and things like that (P4).
We want to make money so that we can make more of an
impact and make more of a difference (S6).
So we look at what our sales targets, where do we want to be in
terms of market share? And then it's about, how does that
translate into people, how does that actually translate into
impact? (P2)

Stakeholders Describes who the B Corps
feel responsible to

Community
Customers & clients
Employees
Environment
Government
Investors & owners
Supply chain

So I think the B Corp community is absolutely one that we feel a
huge responsibility to, to answer to because we carry their logo
with pride and we operate according to all of their values (P2).
We see a larger stakeholder which is basically just the
community at large so it's our place in the community and what
we contribute back to the community (P4).
So for me, happiness of staff is paramount (FS1).

Influencing sustainability
agenda

Describes the institutional
work undertaken by the
B Corps to drive external
change

Advocacy
Education
Lobbying government
Publishing articles
Raising awareness
Mainstreaming

Lobbying government to actually have tax incentives for
investment into social enterprises and that's sort of where B
Corp comes in as well (FS2).
Government, we put submissions where it's relevant on ethical
issues … we're a strong advocate (FS2).
So one thing we're quite vocal on and what we advocate on are
things like junk food marketing, food labelling issues, things
that we think the food industry is doing which they shouldn't be
doing (P4).
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to produce an organic [product] is four times the price of producing
a conventional [product] yet we only retail it for 20% more. So we
made a decision to absorb as much margin as we possibly can so
that we can still survive as a business … without damaging the
quality of the product … because we just want [people] to have
access to these products. [P2]

Ten companies highlighted the balancing act in pricing their
products and services, to maintain profitability while increasing
their societal impacts. Two adjust their prices depending on the
ability of their clients to pay.

These findings reinforce the analytical framework's objective of
increasing positive societal impacts and sheds further light on how
this is implemented: through the B Corps' pricing models, mea-
surement systems and approaches to distributing profits.

The prevailing business model encourages separation of busi-
ness from its social and natural contexts, which encourages busi-
nesses to externalise their social and environmental impacts/costs
onto society (Haigh and Hoffman, 2012). Ratifying the analytical
framework, B Corps internalise their impacts by integrating social
and environmental considerations throughout their product design
and in all their decision-making, which can reduce their profit
margins. For example,

And I think that there are a lot of businesses out there that genu-
inely want to do those things but I think that often that comes once
success comes and then it's about, okay well now we're making a
profit, let's give a percentage of that back to a community or let's
start to do something with that, which I think is amazing. But I love
the idea that from the conception of the business, you can actually
be operating as a commercial business model, but at the same time
ensure that these principles and values are withheld across all the
decision-making from the very early days which I think sets a really
strong foundation for success, and defining new ways of success
really. [P2]

P2's perspective suggests that a “clear pattern of awareness,
passion, and action” (Rimanoczy, 2014, p. 100) drives the B Corp
model to internalise social and environmental impacts at all stages
of decision-making.

The prevailing model promotes perpetual economic growth,
which is a mark of success for traditional businesses. The analytical
framework challenges the presumed need for perpetual economic
growth and increasing consumption (Haigh and Hoffman, 2012;
Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008a). The B Corps did not provide any evi-
dence of this characteristic. However, while the B Corps did not
directly challenge the concept of perpetual economic growth and
consumption, half of them discussed growth in terms of how it
drives their positive societal impacts. For example:

So the definition of success is actually growth … because of the
impact that has …. The more money we have, we know that more
money is going to positive and taken away from negative and as
long as we're growing faster than the market, which we are, we
know that we're having a greater impact. [FS2]

Three B Corps are motivated to grow to help other businesses
pursue social purpose, which amplifies their own impact, and
economic growth allows another B Corp to invest in companies that
they believe are changing the world.

6.3. Stakeholders

The prevailing business model gives primacy to shareholders

over other stakeholders, while the analytical framework creates
mutually beneficial relationships with all stakeholders. The B Corp
model reinforces the stakeholder focus of the analytical framework.
While seven B Corps identified shareholders, or owners, as primary
stakeholders, they were not considered more important than other
stakeholders, even for the public listed company who identified
four sets of stakeholders that are equally important: shareholders,
staff, the world and the clients.

The majority of B Corps are primarily responsible to their cli-
ents/customers (10), employees (8) and communities (8) that they
operate within. One B Corp felt responsible to the business com-
munity, to share their experiences of doing business in a different
way to the prevailing business model:

And I think maybe longer-term, helping to power a collective
community around challenging a new way of doing business and
perhaps because we are already on that journey, we feel a
heightened level of responsibility to share that with other busi-
nesses in the community … So I think the B Corp community is
absolutely one that we feel a huge responsibility to, to answer to
because we carry their logo with pride and we operate according to
all of their values. [P2]

Eight B Corps had policies for working with suppliers that are
aligned to the B Corp values and three had formalised policies for
recruiting people that have the same values and philosophy. B
Corps work closely with their stakeholders to reduce their impacts,
for example:

So when we look at supply chain, who are the partners that we
align with that don't compromise these values that we believe in;
are they treated well; are they working in environments that are
safe, ethical; and are we supporting them and growing together?
[P2]

Thirteen companies also identified the B Corp community as a
key stakeholder group. This facilitates a high level of transparency,
collaboration and sharing within the B Corp community, or tribe, of
like-minded businesses. The shared values of the B Corp commu-
nity facilitate B Corp to B Corp business relationships, as a high level
of trust has already been established. However, the B Corps point
out that this is more prevalent in markets with a larger concen-
tration of B Corps, such as in the USA.

While a sustainable business model treats nature as a stake-
holder, none of the B Corps considered the natural environment
within their list of stakeholders. However, nature is recognised as a
vital component of the business environment (Starik, 1995). Eight B
corps identified themselves as environmental stewards.

6.4. Influencing sustainability agenda: institutional work

The analytical framework engages in institutional work to in-
fluence markets, policy makers and industry institutions. While the
B Corps have not engaged in the level of institutional work sug-
gested by the analytical framework, many of them are engaging in
work to ‘mainstream’ the B Corp model. There is a strong belief by
four B Corps that the model will become mainstream, to the extent
that the B Corp approach will become business as usual and a
discrete B Corp model will be redundant. The others are hopeful of
it becoming the norm. All agree that it will be niche for awhile until
the B Corp movement reaches a critical mass. According to eight
people, reaching critical mass requires adoption of the B Corp
model by large companies, public listed companies and well-
known iconic brands.

W. Stubbs / Journal of Cleaner Production 144 (2017) 299e312 307



The B Corps engage in awareness-building, education, advocacy
and lobbying. Building awareness is critical to mainstreaming the
model. This entails education of and communication to the busi-
ness community, to investors and the media. Ten B Corps hold in-
formation sessions to encourage more companies to certify as B
Corps and discuss the model with clients, business owners and
business coaches. The B Corps' suggestion of building a tribe of like-
minded businesses (section 6.3) suggests that they are attempting
to build a B Corp market. This supports the analytical framework's
characteristic of building markets for more sustainable products.

Ten B Corps engage in institutional work through advocacy ac-
tivities to promote the B Corp values and model and educating
people about a better way to do business. This entails engaging
with governments directly and through industry bodies by making
submissions, engaging with companies to help them improve,
engaging directly with individuals, clients and schools, and through
campaigns and public seminars targeted at raising awareness and
changing industry practices:

we're quite vocal on and we advocate on things that we think the
industry is doing which they shouldn't be doing and are definitely
points of frustration for our customers. [P4]

Five B Corps lobby government for initiatives to support B Corps,
such as tax incentives for investment into social enterprises and B
Corps, working individually and with others to drive policy
changes. Three of the smaller B Corps were unsure how to influence
the wider sustainability agenda because of their limited impact on
their market.

Table 5 summarises the characteristics of the B Corp business
model compared to the analytical framework. The characteristics
are grouped under the four themes that emerged from the analysis
of the data.

7. Discussion and conclusion

The aim of this paperwas to investigate the characteristics of the
B Corp model in order to further understanding of the character-
istics of sustainable business models that align profit generation
and societal impact (Santos et al., 2015) and create ecological and/
or social value beyond financial profits (Schaltegger et al., in press).
The paper utilised an analytical framework derived from the
characteristics of the SBM (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008a) and the SDH
(Haigh and Hoffman, 2012, 2014) to analyse the characteristics of
the B Corp model.

In summary, the characteristics of the B Corpmodel reinforce the
characteristics of the analytical framework in the areas of mission
and purpose, internalising the social and natural contexts, reducing
negative impacts while increasing positive impacts, and creating
mutually beneficial relationships with stakeholders. The B Corps
provided examples of how they implemented these characteristics.
Their mission is to provide leadership in a new way of doing busi-
ness where profits facilitate the pursuit of their social purpose. They
don't interpret ‘leadership’ as an internal change driver as sug-
gested by the analytical framework, but to drive change externally.
They internalise social and environmental impacts throughout their
product design and in all their decision-making.

A defining characteristic of the B Corp model is the attempt to
implement an integrated, rather than differentiated,model through
simultaneously reducing negative impacts and increasing positive
environmental/social impacts through their commercial trans-
actions, rather than by directing some profits to pro-bono or phil-
anthropic activities (Haigh and Hoffman, 2014). An integrated
model (Battilana and Lee, 2014) aligns the generation of profit and
societal impact to create ecological and/or social value beyond

financial profits. 10 of the B Corps are working to align their
revenue-generating activities and societal outcomes to produce
both social and financial value and move towards a fully integrated
model (Battilana and Lee, 2014). For example one B Corp provides
investment products that achieve both a positive social, cultural
and/or environmental benefit and some measure of financial re-
turn. Another B Corp produces organic and sustainable products
while one provides health services to marginalised communities.
The B Corps don't frame their businesses as a choice between
mission and profit, because they see them as integrated in the same
strategy, enabling a “virtuous cycle of profit and reinvestment in
the social mission” (Battiliana et al., 2012, p. 52). This approach
mitigates the potential for mission drift (Battiliana et al., 2012;
Santos et al., 2015) and internal tensions arising from pursuing
profit and social purpose (Battilana and Dorado, 2010; Battiliana
et al., 2012; Pache and Santos, 2013; Santos et al., 2015) that
threaten the success of the B Corp model. However, while pursuing
an integrated model, four B Corps also have formal structures or
processes for allocating time or profits to pro-bono or not-for-profit
(NFP) work, such as: 20% of employees' time; 50/50 split of time;
10% of profits; and 1% of gross revenue. This suggests that a sus-
tainable business model can pursue a dual strategy of positive so-
cietal impact through an integrated model as well as contribute
profits to philanthropic activities (differentiated model) e they are
not mutually exclusive.

Further characteristics of the B Corp model that reinforce the
integrated model and extend the analytical framework are the
flexible/variable pricing model, the impact measures and re-
investing profits to increase the positive societal impacts rather
than distributing to owners/shareholders. While these decisions
are more easily made in privately owned companies, there are
implications for public listed companies that contend with share-
holders' expectations of financial returns. One characteristic of the
analytical framework is ‘patient shareholders’ who have long term
outlooks and value social, environmental and financial outcomes.
While the shareholders of the public listed B Corp appear to be
aligned to this characteristic, very few public companies have
adopted the B Corp model, which may suggest that this is a chal-
lenging characteristic to achieve.

While B Corps pursue mutually beneficial relationships with
their stakeholders as suggested by the analytical framework, a
further characteristic of the B Corp model is the focus on choosing
stakeholders (suppliers and employees) that are aligned with their
B Corp values. However, the characteristic of “nature as a stake-
holder”was not supported by the B Corpmodel, although therewas
some evidence of environmental stewardship.

The B Corp model also doesn't show strong evidence of longer
time horizons for patient and slower business development, nor
explicitly challenge the presumed need for perpetual economic
growth as suggested by the analytical framework. The B Corpmodel
provides some evidence of institutional work, through awareness-
building, education, advocacy and lobbying, but not at the same
scale suggested by the literature and the analytical framework.

While the B Corpmodel exhibits many of the characteristics, and
provides a working example, of a sustainable business model,
questions remain about scalability and in the long-term whether
the model constitutes a viable organisational form (Pache and
Santos, 2013). The B Corps that participated in the research study
are all small organisations. Until larger organisations adopt the
model, it is difficult to know if the model is workable for large and
public-listed companies that can directly challenge the prevailing
business model by transforming the market and influencing in-
dustry institutions and government, as proposed by the analytical
framework. Scholars point to persistent and prevalent tensions and
conflicts that occur in hybrids when competing logics (market and
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social welfare) threaten the sustainability of these types of orga-
nisations (Battilana and Lee, 2014; Smith et al., 2013). These ten-
sions did not surface in the exploratory interviews of the B Corp
founders and longitudinal studies of small, medium and large B
Corps are required to understand if/how emerging tensions impact
the long-term survival of the existing B Corps and the implications
for larger companies adopting the model.

In addition, B Corps are activist companies taking a leadership
position to use the B Corp model to drive change. 13 of the in-
terviewees referred to B Corps as a “movement” that is recruiting
companies to be part of the B Corp community. The first wave of B
Corps are those that are already doing business like B Corps, but
further research is required to track whether the movement can
move beyond “preaching to the converted”. It is unclear at this
stage if the B Corp model will build enough critical mass to chal-
lenge the dominance of the prevailing business model or remain a
niche and have little effect on the operation of large and complex
corporate entities that dominate commerce (Hiller, 2013). Building
a vertically integrated B Corp market, such as the fair trade market
in the UK (Davies, 2009), is likely to assist building this critical
mass.

Santos et al. (2015) argued that organisations that are able to
master the economic and social/environmental trade-offs offer
important lessons for designing and implementing sustainable
business models. By investigating the characteristics of the B Corp
model, and how these characteristics are implemented, this paper
makes two contributions to the literature on sustainable business
models. The paper reinforces many of the characteristics identified
in the analytical framework derived from the literature. As such, it
provides evidence, and a practical example, of how a sustainable
business model is designed and implemented. The characteristics
of the B Corp model identified in this paper can provide guidance to
other organisations seeking to align profit and societal impact.

Second, the paper identified new characteristics which expand the
analytical framework, particularly in the areas of leadership, flex-
ible pricing models, profit distribution and stakeholders.

Nevertheless, there are a number of limitations of the research
study. Only Australian B Corps were interviewed and only one
person was interviewed from each B Corp. It is not possible to
generalise from a small sample. While the B Corps covered many
industry sectors, there was not a representative mix of public listed
and privately owned companies, and companies of different sizes. It
is unknown whether and how large and public listed companies
could successfully adopt the B Corp model, although this is essen-
tial in institutionalising the B Corp model to reformulate the cur-
rent economic order (Battiliana et al., 2012).

Previous research on sustainable business models suggests that
systemic change is required to support B Corps throughmajor shifts
in legal structures, mental models and behaviour. This requires a
robust ecosystem of support services and infrastructure enabled by
large-scale, cross-sectoral and cross-disciplinary collaboration
(Sabeti and Fourth Sector Network Concept Working Group, 2009).
At this stage, the B Corp model is primarily focused on addressing
the firm-level characteristics (internal organisational capabilities),
both structural and cultural (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008a). While
they engage in some institutional work, there is little evidence of B
Corps engaging in systemic work to transform the supporting
infrastructure, as envisaged by the analytical framework (for e.g.,
redesign transport systems, tax systems, financial markets, supply
chains and alter investor and societal perspectives and attitudes to
unconstrained economic growth and consumption (Stubbs and
Cocklin, 2008a)). This is not unexpected considering the small
number of B Corps and the small scale of their operations e they
currently wield little power to influence and transform markets
and infrastructure. However, this is important work if sustainable
business models are to be institutionalised.

Table 5
Summary of the characteristics of the B Corp model.

Characteristics of a sustainable business model (from Table 2) B Corp characteristics

Dominant objective: mission, purpose and leadership
Socially and environmentally embedded mission. " Profit with a purpose.

" Help to create a better world for current and future generations.
Profit is not the dominant objective of the firm - temper short-term financial

outcomes to achieve social and environmental outcomes.
" Not focused on maximising short-term profits, but on positive societal

impacts and making a difference.
" Focused on the social purpose of the business, regardless of their level of

profitability; it is intrinsic to the business model.
Longer time horizons for patient, slower and more autonomous business

development.
" No explicit focus on long time horizons but not focused on short-term

profitability.
Institutionalise sustainability in the mission through positive, passionate

and engaged leadership and champions.
" Work with leaders in sustainability.
" Provide thought leadership around new areas of sustainability.

Measuring success: impacts, externalities and economic growth
Go beyond reducing negative impacts by investing in social and natural

capital to increase positive environmental/societal impacts.
" Create positive social and/or environmental outcomes and impacts

through an integrated, not differentiated, model.
" Reinvest profits in their products and services to grow their businesses to

enable them to increase their positive societal impacts.
Internalise social and environmental externalities. " Internalise impacts into the business model, which is underpinned by a

sustainability-focused mindset or philosophy or set of values.
Challenge the presumed need for perpetual economic growth and

increasing consumption.
" No explicit challenge to economic growth. However, focused on impact

rather than economic growth.
" Grow the business to allow them to increase their societal impact.

Stakeholders
Develop and maintain mutually beneficial relationships with stakeholders.

Manage the organisation for the benefit of all stakeholders.
" Work closely with stakeholders to reduce negative impacts.
" Shareholders are not considered as more important than other

stakeholders.
Value nature for its intrinsic value and practice environmental stewardship. " No explicit acknowledgement of nature as a stakeholder.

" Support principles of environmental stewardship.
Influencing sustainability agenda: institutional work
Interacting progressively with stakeholders and the wider socioeconomic

system to bring about change for sustainability.
" Lobby government for initiatives to support B Corps working individually

and with others to drive policy changes.
" Advocacy activities to promote the B Corp values and model and educate

people about a better way to do business.
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These limitations provide a platform for future research. Future
studies could investigate the perspectives of internal and external
stakeholders of a larger sample of B Corps to uncover any tensions
and conflict amongst employees and other stakeholders and how
the B Corps resolve them. Further research could also focus on the
challenges that large and public listed companies face in adopting
the B Corp model. Studies could explore how B Corps can drive
systemic change, such as through collaborations, partnerships and
developing networks of stakeholders that alignwith the values and
purpose of the B Corp model. In particular, how do B Corps influ-
ence their supply chains e their own suppliers as well as being
suppliers to other organisations? There are early signs that large
public listed companies are interested in working with B Corps and
aligning themselves with the B Corp values. What strategies and
tactics can B Corps use to influence these companies? What are the

motivations for large companies to align themselves to B Corps,
what outcomes are they seeking and how can B Corps leverage this
to drive wider change?

The study also identified the challenge of measuring social
impact. Systems that measure performance on both business and
social dimensions are important design factors to communicate
guiding values to funders and other external stakeholders
(Battilana and Lee, 2014). This opens a further avenue for future
research.

Appendix 1. Sample B Corp impact report

Source: http://www.bcorporation.net/ (company name
removed).
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