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Abstract Business model resilience (BMR) is introduced
as a conceptual framework to better understand the sys-
temic dimension of companies affected by and shaping
sustainability transformations. It offers an interdisciplinary
approach for management studies and a framework for ori-
entation in management practice.

Geschäftsmodell-Resilienz – Zur Rolle von
Unternehmen in gesellschaftlichen
Transformationsprozessen

Zusammenfassung Business Model Resilience (BMR)
stellt einen konzeptionellen Rahmen dar, der eine sys-
temische Perspektive auf Unternehmen und ihre Rolle
in Transformationsprozessen eröffnet. Die interdiszipli-
näre Verbindung von Ansätzen aus der Nachhaltigkeits-/
Transformationsforschung und der Geschäftsmodellfor-
schung leisten einen Beitrag zur Management-Forschung
und zur Management-Praxis.

1 Introduction: implications of societal
transformation for companies

Debates about “fragile modernity” (Dörre et al. 2009; Beck
et al. 1994), a “safe operating space for humanity” (Steffens
et al. 2015; Rockström et al. 2009) and limits to growth
(Streeck 2013; van den Bergh and Kallis 2012; Jackson
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2011; Meadows et al. 1972) imply that we are facing funda-
mental processes of societal transformation (van den Bergh
et al. 2011; Geels 2011; WBGU 2011; Grin et al. 2010;
Elzen and Wieczorek 2005). From the point of view of
business and management practice and research, such pro-
cesses of deep structural change lead to uncertainty and new
kinds of risks that companies have to deal with (Dyllick
and Muff 2013; Markard et al. 2012; Geels 2011; Hill and
Rothaermel 2003; Arend 1999). At the same time, a press-
ing question is whether companies have a role to play in
these complex transitions: can they become proactive play-
ers making a positive contribution to a future, more sus-
tainable development. The aim of this contribution is to
develop a conceptual framework for a more comprehensive
understanding of the role of incumbent firms in sustain-
ability transitions and to guide companies in a productive
way of dealing with societal change. The basic question is:
how can successful business models be developed that are
able to deal with deep-structural societal change? What are
the characteristics of business models that are fit to deal
with changing circumstances? The fundamental challenge
is to prepare for a changing future, possibly even contribut-
ing actively to societal change processes, while at the same
time guaranteeing internal stability and remaining success-
ful under current market conditions. Assuming that com-
panies are on the one hand affected (and constrained) by
societal transformation processes, and on the other hand ac-
tively contribute to structural change (or stability) through
their actions, the main research question is how an orien-
tation towards sustainability can be translated into strategic
management and implemented in practice without losing
touch with today’s economic and market realities? In order
to address this question, theoretical approaches are needed
that are broad and comprehensive enough to grasp complex
societal transformation processes as well as a good under-
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standing of business models from a strategic management
perspective and a societal point of view. Finally, a norma-
tive perspective on sustainability needs to be integrated to
reflect on the desired directions of societal and organiza-
tional change. To arrive at a comprehensive concept, the
following sections will begin by reviewing relevant strands
of research addressing these different perspectives: These
include research on complex societal change towards sus-
tainability (1.1); research on sustainable business models
and change at the organizational level (1.2); research on the
duality of (societal) structure and agency (of companies) as
a way of linking the macro- and micro-perspective (1.3);
and research on the normative dimension of sustainability
especially at the organizational level (1.4).

Building on such a broad interdisciplinary perspective
integrating research strands on sustainable business and
management, the interplay of organizational change and
societal transformation is of course ambitious. However,
it is argued here that this is nonetheless a worthwhile en-
deavour, in order to address the question what “The conse-
quences of modernity” (Giddens 1990) are for incumbent
firms, which have been catalysts and symbols of the tra-
ditional model of progress and growth. Building on the
missing links between these four research approaches we
aim at filling this research gap by introducing a resilience
perspective. Resilience is an established research approach
to investigate socio-ecological systems under conditions of
uncertainty, and it is argued here that it can offer use-
ful new insights when applied to the context of business
models and firms in complex systemic transformation pro-
cesses. developing a theoretical framework called “Business
Model Resilience” as an integrated theoretical framework
is developed in Sect. 2 with the aim of offering orientation
and guidance for strategic management in times of societal
transformation.

2 A sustainability transitions perspective on
business models

In order to develop a framework for analysing and guiding
strategic management in the face of societal transformation
or sustainability transitions, we draw on insights from four
different fields of research. In principle, research on the role
of business in societal, sustainability-oriented transforma-
tion processes is emerging in a number of fields, but still
remains limited overall and rarely adopts a comprehensive
and systemic perspective (Williams et al. 2017). Thus, as
the basis for developing a comprehensive framework, we
have selected four distinct perspectives that address parts
of the overall research question and which can help in-
tegrate insights on organizational change and sustainabil-
ity at the micro level of individual firms and on societal

change and broader concepts of sustainability transitions.
A brief overview of these four approaches is thus given
in the following and their respective contributions to the
research question at hand are discussed: (1) sustainabil-
ity transitions research focusing on socio-technical change
and the interplay of dynamics at niche, regime and land-
scape levels (Geels and Schot 2007; Rotmans and Loor-
bach 2010; Nykvist and Whitmarsh 2008; Rotmans et al.
2001); (2) research on business models for sustainability
(BMfS) focusing on changing business models at the micro-
level (Schaltegger et al. 2016; Boons and Lüdeke-Freund
2013; Schaltegger et al. 2012; Stubbs and Cocklin 2008);
(3) the concept of “true business sustainability” as an in-
novative approach of assessing corporate sustainability in
a broader societal context (Muff and Dyllick 2014; Dyllick
and Muff 2013); (4) the concept of firms as “structuring
agents” (Schneidewind 1998) focusing on the impact of
corporate agency on societal structures. Drawing on key
insights from these perspectives and aiming to build the
missing link between them, we propose and develop the
concept of Business Model Resilience as a new framework
for understanding the way that companies may develop new
ways of dealing with societal transformation processes and
possibly even enabling companies to proactively drive the
transition towards sustainability.

2.1 Sustainability transitions research

The field of sustainability transitions research has emerged
as an interdisciplinary field analysing complex change to-
wards a more sustainable development in socio-technical
systems, e. g. food, water, the energy or transport system.
Building on approaches from science and technology stud-
ies, sociology, evolutionary economics and innovation stud-
ies, a transition is defined as radical, structural change as
the result of a long-term and co-evolutionary process of
technological, economic, institutional and cultural change
(Geels and Schot 2007; Grin et al. 2010; Loorbach 2010;
Rotmans and Loorbach 2010; van den Bergh et al. 2011).
A core analytical framework in this field of research is
the “Multi-level Perspective on sustainability transitions”
(MLP), which describes a transition as the dynamic inter-
play of developments across three levels: the landscape,
regime, and niche levels. These levels in the MLP are not
political, spatial or organizational levels, but levels with dif-
fering degrees of structuration, i. e., ranging from unstable
and dynamic to rigid and path dependent, drawing on Gid-
dens’ theory of structuration (Giddens 1984). In the MLP
framework, firms are a societal actor among others that act
within this broader framework. Especially large incumbent
firms can potentially play a crucial role in advancing sus-
tainability transitions, due to their impact and resources. At
the same time, they are benefiting from established regime
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structures and thus tend to reproduce them, further stabi-
lizing existing path dependencies and securing their power
and position (Markard et al. 2012; Geels 2011).

2.2 Business models for sustainability

Research on business models for sustainability (BMfS) is
still a small field of research and it analyses how new types
of business models can produce competitive outcomes with-
out causing negative externalities or even creating positive
environmental effects (see Schaltegger et al. 2012, 2016;
Boons and Lüdeke-Freund 2013; Stubbs and Cocklin 2008;
Whiteman et al. 2013). Basically, business models can con-
tribute to sustainability in two ways (Boons and Lüdeke-
Freund 2013): first, a business model and the way its pro-
cess is designed produces certain products and services that
can be characterized as sustainable technological or social
innovations (Teece 2010). Second, the business model it-
self may be subject to an innovation process leading to an
overall more sustainable and competitive firm (Chesbrough
2010; Johnson 2010; Boons and Lüdeke-Freund 2013). Es-
pecially, the latter type can in practice be the result of
only incremental changes of specific business model com-
ponents or a fundamental change of the business model as
a whole (Schaltegger et al. 2012). Considering this broad
range, there is no detailed and shared definition of a BMfS
(Schaltegger et al. 2012; Boons and Lüdeke-Freund 2013).
Based on a survey by Boons and Lüdeke-Freund (2013),
Schaltegger et al. (2016) propose the following definition:
“A business model for sustainability helps describing, ana-
lyzing, managing, and communicating (i) a company’s sus-
tainable 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 re-
generating natural, social, and economic capital beyond its
organizational boundaries” (Schaltegger et al. 2016, p. 4 f).

2.3 The role of firms as structuring agents

Discussing the role of firms in sustainability transitions
makes sense only if we assume that firms have a certain
responsibility for their societal environment and only if it
is assumed that they can have a meaningful impact on soci-
ety and societal structures. Schneidewind (1998) argues that
firms are capable of acting as “structuring agents” and thus
also have certain responsibilities: This approach is based
on Giddens’ (1986) concept of the duality of structure and
agency, which means that firms’ actions are shaped by exist-
ing structure, but at the same time structure is (re)produced
by the action of firms (as is the case for other types of
actors as well). This means that firms do have a specific
scope of action that allows them to either reproduce exist-
ing structure, or to consciously engage in divergent behavior

with a potential to produce different structural patterns. As
a consequence, every action (or inaction) a firm performs
has an impact on societal structures. And, following from
this, where firms deny or refrain from engaging in an in-
tentional and reflexive form of “structural policy making”,
they actively contribute to the stabilisation of existing struc-
tures (Schneidewind 1998, p. 411). More recent concepts
of “transformative firms” (Scholl and Mewes 2015) follow
a similar line of thought, where a key task is to know and
remove negative externalities along the entire value chain,
to convince customers that this creates added value, to con-
vince other firms to do the same, and to change political
framework conditions (Scholl and Mewes 2015, p. 3). In
that sense, transformative firms are aware of their structural-
political impact and use it to act as “Societal Entrepreneur”
(Mauerer and Schimank 2008 based on Pfriem et al. 2015)
fostering sustainable development for society as a whole.

2.4 True business sustainability

The concept of a true business sustainability has been devel-
oped by Dyllick and Muff as an approach for assessing cor-
porate sustainability that includes a perspective on societal
developments, needs and limits (Muff and Dyllick 2014;
Dyllick and Muff 2013). The key question is whether sus-
tainability is defined from the point of view of the intrinsic
logic of the firm itself (inside-out perspective) or whether
sustainability challenges are the starting point for develop-
ing corporate strategy as a way of addressing these chal-
lenges (outside-in perspective). For a detailed assessment of
different types of business sustainability, three dimensions
are distinguished, i. e. the specific “concerns” (what?), the
“organisational perspective” (how?) and the “values cre-
ated” (what for?). Depending on these three dimensions,
three types of business sustainability can be identified (Dyl-
lick and Muff 2013, p. 17). Business sustainability 1.0 is
characterised by a focus on economic, environmental and
social concerns, similar to the concept of innovative strate-
gic syntheses (Ulrich 1993, p. 17 ff). Business sustainability
2.0 goes a step further by considering not only the inter-
ests of shareholders, but also those of other stakeholders,
creating value along the triple bottom line. Business sus-
tainability 3.0 takes these approaches another step further
and is characterised as a form of truly sustainable business,
because here the still dominating inside-out perspective is
transformed into an outside-in perspective: instead of im-
proving existing business models, strategies or products, the
core focus is on finding ways of utilising resources, com-
petences and processes to solve sustainability problems.
Thus, firms that are truly sustainable as defined here as-
sume a share of the responsibility for creating sustainable
development (Ulrich 1993, p. 24 ff). In practice this means
that completely new socially or environmentally beneficial
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Fig. 1 BMR as a sustainability transitions perspective on business
models (Source: Own illustration)

products and services may be created and, where necessary,
new coalitions with different types of stakeholders may be
formed (Muff and Dyllick 2014, p. 14).

2.5 Addressing the research gap: a transformation
perspective on business models

What type of conceptual frameworks can provide orienta-
tion and guidance to companies and their strategic man-
agement in situations of deep-structural change? Four rel-
evant dimensions can be identified that need to be consid-
ered for developing such a comprehensive framework. It is
necessary to understand the interlinkages between (1) the
societal macro-level; (2) the organizational micro-level of
firms; (3) a normative perspective on desired sustainable
development; (4) and the phenomenon of transformation
as a process of deep-structural change. The theoretical ap-
proaches described above can be grouped along these four
dimensions as regards their basic assumptions and analyti-
cal focus (see Fig. 1).

Each of the four approaches – Sustainability Transitions
Research, BMfS, True Business Sustainability, Firms as
Structuring Agents – takes one of the four dimensions as
their respective starting point and focus. They thus each ad-
dress one key aspect of the question posed here regarding
the role of incumbent firms in the process of societal trans-
formation towards sustainability. A framework to approach
this research question should consequently build on these
approaches and connect their core aspects. In the following
section, the concept of “Business Model Resilience” will be
introduced as a possible framework that focuses on the in-
terplay between business model transformation in the con-
text of broader societal change oriented towards sustainabil-
ity offering analytical depth as well as practical guidance for
firms’ strategy development. The aim is to arrive at a more
in-depth understanding fo the role companies can play in

societal transformation processes and to introduce a broader
transformation perspective on business model research. De-
parting from and building on insights from these four ap-
proaches, resilience is introduced as a concept that offers
the missing links between internal (organizational) and sys-
temic (societal) perspectives and which can accommodate
normative sustainability perspectives as well as a view on
structuring agents being influenced by and simultaneously
shaping systemic framework conditions. The concept of re-
silience has been adapted from its origins in ecological
systems research to different social science contexts (see
below). The starting point for adapting it to the study of
companies in societal transformation processes is to con-
nect it to the concept of business models. The following
section will outline how the concept of Business Model
Resilience is developed.

3 A conceptual framework and contribution to an
interpretative, society-oriented management
theory

3.1 Business models

The business model concept has emerged prominently dur-
ing the 1990s as part of the success and ensuing debate
about new forms of “e-business” in science and practice
(cf. Schaltegger et al. 2012; Zott et al. 2011; Johnson 2010;
Johnson et al. 2008; Osterwalder 2004; Amit and Zott 2001;
Stähler 2001; Timmers 1998). Following its use in the con-
text of the digital economy, the business model concept
has gained prominence in other fields as well and a large
number of studies refers to it, albeit using a broad vari-
ety of diverse definitions (Zott et al. 2011, p. 1022; Wirtz
2011). The inflationary use of an often rather vaguely de-
fined concept of business models has raised sharp criticism
regarding its theoretical rigour (Shafer et al. 2005; Amit
and Zott 2001) and overall usefulness (Porter 2001, p. 73).
Nonetheless, if defined and applied properly, approaches of
strategic management show that the business model concept
has some significant strengths, namely offering a way of de-
veloping a comprehensive and differentiated understanding
of firms in their different organisational dimensions and
in relation to their environment. Building on such a more
profound overall understanding, a more in-depth analysis
of specific strategic options and alternatives becomes fea-
sible (e. g. Afuah 2004; Chesbrough 2007; Hamel 2002;
Magretta 2002).
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3.2 Resilience

Since the late 1990s1 the ability of ecosystems to survive
under uncertain conditions is discussed in terms of “re-
silience” in the field of social-ecological research (e. g.
Folke 2006; Walker and Salt 2006; Holling 1973, 2001;
Walker et al. 2002, 2004; Holling and Gunderson 2002;
Carpenter et al. 2001). In this context, resilience is “mea-
sured by the magnitude of disturbance that can be ab-
sorbed before the system changes its structure by changing
the variables and processes hat control behavior. This we
term ecosystem resilience” (Holling and Gunderson 2002,
p. 27–28). A resilient system is defined as a system that is
robust, creative and adaptable enough to function under sta-
ble conditions as well as dynamics of change or even shock.
Resilience thus describes “the capability of a system to ab-
sorb disturbance and reorganize while undergoing change
so as to still retain essentially the same function, structure,
identity, and feedbacks” (Walker et al. 2004, p. 2). This does
not mean that a resilient system always moves back towards
its original state after phases of change, it rather implies an
overall dynamic stability and existence under continuously
changing framework conditions2. The concept of resilience
has been adapted in a wide variety across other disciplines
and fields of research, e. g. describing the resilience of indi-
viduals in psychology or educational sciences3 and apply-
ing it to various phenomena in the social sciences4- and in
business studies: resilience is applied to the study of com-
panies and the way they deal with climate change (Günther
2009) or external shocks such as 9/11 (Gittel et al. 2006).
In the field of organizational theory, a broad understanding
of resilience is applied, studying successful adaptation and
long-term stability of organizations in the face of funda-
mental crises and changing political, ecological or societal
framework conditions (Starr et al. 2003; Stephenson et al.
2010; Seville et al. 2008; Hamel and Välikangas 2003). In
the field of international disaster management resilience is
discussed as “the capacity of a system, community or so-
ciety potentially exposed to hazards to adapt, by resisting
or changing in order to reach and maintain an acceptable
level of functioning and structure. This is determined by
the degree to which the social system is capable of organ-
ising itself to increase this capacity for leanring from past
disasters for better future protection and to improve risk re-
duction measures.” (UNISDR 2009). This broad diffusion

1 Especially with the founding of the Resilience Alliance in 1999 (Re-
silience Alliance: http://www.resalliance.org/about).
2 For a discussion of the resilience concept in the field of engineering
vs ecological resilience see Holling (1996).
3 z. B. Zander (2011), Werner and Smith (1979).
4 z. B. Brassett et al. (2013; Fath et al. 2015; Amundsen 2012, Hahne
and Kegler 2016; Augenstein et al. 2016; Fichter et al. 2010).

of the resilience concept across various fields of research
indicates a risk of eroding the concept, however, it also
shows that there is an increasing awareness of the need to
deal with systemic risks, uncertainty and complexity in new
ways.

3.3 Business model resilience (BMR)

Applying the concept of resilience to the study of busi-
ness models can thus serve as a broadened perspective on
standard economic assessments of systemic uncertainty and
societal transformation processes. Since resilience captures
the productive interrelations and tensions between a sys-
tem and its environment (Gunderson and Hollings 2002;
Walker et al. 2012), it offers a new way of approaching the
potential for change and transformative impact of business
models for the firm and its societal environment. Applying
resilience thinking can help generate new frames for in-
terpreting transformation challenges and uncertainty, thus
increasing the scope of action and possible solutions. Es-
pecially in situations characterised by complex uncertain-
ties, such heuristic frameworks are an adequate means of
providing orientation and guidance. In that sense, business
model resilience (BMR) can be understood as dilemma-
management, i. e. as an approach for dealing with tensions
and opposing trends or requirements, such as continuity and
change, efficiency and redundancy or specialisation and di-
versification (Augenstein and Palzkill 2016; Lukesch et al.
2010; Remer 2001; Kühl 1998; Fontin 1997; Gutschelhofer
1996; Quinn 1988). The basic dilemma for many firms is
that their business models must be able to survive today,
as part of an “old” modernity, and be capable of transi-
tioning towards a “new” modernity with changing societal
contexts and alternative ideas of progress and prosperity.
Based on the core elements of a business model, business
model resilience is defined as:

The successful process of interlinking the value propo-
sition and the value chain structure, securing the ability
to survive under current as well as potentially different
future framework conditions.

This definition shows that the concepts of business mod-
els and resilience can be linked by the core idea of a com-
pany’s value proposition, i. e. the system service offered to
society (Fichter et al. 2010, p. 28). While large parts of the
literature on sustainable business strategies focus on the en-
vironmental opimization of value chains (Gold et al. 2013;
Dietsche et al. 2012; Seuring and Müller 2008), the con-
cept of business model resilience places the value propo-
sition center stage. Against the background of increasingly
fragile societies and transformation challenges, this focus
helps focus on the very fundamental question of the basic
function and “license to operate” of business. At the same
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Table 1 Dimensions of
business model resilience (based
on Walker et al. 2004)

Aspects of Resilience (Walker et al. 2004) Aspects of Business Model Resilience
(based on Walker et al. 2004)

Precariousness The current trajectory of the system,
and how close it currently is to a limit or
“threshold”

Business closeness to threatening
risks/“probability of loss”

Latitude The maximum amount the system can be
changed before losing ist ability to recover

Business scope of action/“extent of
damage”

Resistance The ease or difflculty of changing the sys-
tem

Business abllity of further develop-
ment/“learning capacity”

Panarchy Infuences from states & dynamics of scales
above and below the scale of interests

Impact of extemal Stakeholders on
business/“productive dependency”

time the concept of business models does not lose sight of
the value chain and economic goals of a company.

In order to gain a more detailed understanding of the
dynamic interrelations between processes of change and
inertia between the different elements of a business model
and between the business model and its external environ-
ments, four dimensions of (ecosystem) resilience (Walker
et al. 2004) can be applied to the study of business models
as well (see Table 1):

The first dimension, precariousness, describes how close
a firm is to specific risks threatening its business model.
This dimension can help assess the probability of loss and
whether there is an existential threat. The second dimen-
sion, latitude, describes how sensitive a firm is to a specific
external trend or shock and the extent of damage that should
be expected with regard to a specific threat. The third di-
mension, resistance, describes the ability to react to external
developments and to learn. It is a measure of how quickly
and comprehensively a business model can be adapted or
proactively changed. The fourth dimension, panarchy, de-
scribes the productive dependency and dynamics between
a firm and its external stakeholders (cf. Palzkill 2012).

These four dimensions can be applied to the analysis of
business models to determine their resilience at a specific
point in time and to re-interpret or re-evaluate the current
position of a firm. The concept of business model resilience
can be understood as a framework for orientation that opens
up new perspectives on internal and external interrelations
and that points towards a broadened scope of action. Espe-
cially in practice, business model resilience can help capture
the dilemmas involved in strategic management as regards
differing and sometimes conflicting interpretations of in-
ternal and external developments and of current and future
orientations. The aim of business model resilience is to
create awareness for these types of dilemma-situations, to
adopt a broader perspective and re-framing specific prob-
lems, thus contributing to dealing with them in novel and
innovative ways (Augenstein and Palzkill 2016).

BMR can be understood as a new overarching “frame”
(Lakoff 2004), enabling alternative interpretations of stan-
dard performance indicators and economic data, fostering

the emergence of new organizational narratives guiding
firms towards a more open approach of dealing with so-
cietal challenges. In practice, business model resilience can
be increased where the four dimensions of resilience can be
successfully interlinked and where problem-framing in rela-
tion to external challenges follows a proactive and reflexive
process. The concept of BMR is thus useful as an overarch-
ing strategic perspective and interpretative frame for firms.
The challenges related to a “fragile modernity” and sustain-
able development lack simple solutions or straightforward
implications for strategy, but require dealing with dilemma-
situations and developing some basic guidance and orien-
tation to deal with complex uncertainties. This is where
heuristic frameworks, such as BMR, can demonstrate their
strength, which is to broaden the perspective beyond tradi-
tional solutions, to re-frame problems and thus increase the
scope of action.

The resilience dimensions precariousness, latitude, resis-
tance and panarchy can be linked to different aspects of the
four perspectives from different strands of research iden-
tified to be relevant above – and they help to relate and
connect them in a comprehensive way: a perspective on in-
ternal change is addressed by the resistance dimension fo-
cusing on organizational learning capabilities. A focus on
external (societal) transformation is taken by the dimension
of precariousness, i. e. an awareness of systemic risks and
external threats. Similar to the idea of agency and struc-
ture that shows how an organization and its environment
mutually influence each other, the dimensions of latitude
and panarchy focus on the organization’s scope of action
in general and its interaction with external stakeholders.
Embedded in a normative sustainability perspective as the
overall goal of a resilient system or organization in this con-
text, the concept of Business Model Resilience integrates
the core ideas of the four perspectives identified to be rele-
vant for understanding the role of business in sustainability
transitions.

Thus, from a scientific point of view, the concept of
BMR can function as a useful conceptual heuristic for ana-
lyzing the complex interplay of firms’ activities and societal
transformation processes. It increases awareness for these
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interlinkages: Firms and markets are part of a broader soci-
etal system with constantly changing rules, structures and
framework conditions. Firms are one group of actors that
proactively shape this broader system and which experi-
ence tension and pressure when the system overall becomes
more fragile. Analyzing business as well as societal trans-
formation thus requires interdisciplinary perspectives on the
different sub-systems. It also requires an interpretative ap-
proach to doing research, a focus on “understanding” rather
than distanced “explaining” of objective facts and laws –
simply because the consequences of scientific analysis and
of corporate activities also shape overall system dynamics.
Therefore, interpretative approaches in management stud-
ies aim at offering interpretations of a complex and to some
degree chaotic world, that can help actors to make sense of
their environment and guide their behaviour and strategic
action (Schneidewind 1998, p. 25 f.).

Similar approaches can be found in narrative research in
the field of management and organization studies (Bartel
and Garud 2009; Czarniawska 1998; Garud et al. 2010). As
a conceptual approach as well as a social practice, narra-
tives are a means of making sense of complex situations,
provide orientation and guide action. Especially in transfor-
mation processes, narratives are a technique of connecting
the past and established frames of reference to the present
and translating them across time and space towards a pos-
sibly transformed future. This creates interesting links with
interpretative approaches in management studies and the
concept of BMR, which can also be understood as a means
of translation, i. e. translating between internal and external
perspectives and between current and future system dy-
namics. Combining narrative analysis with the concept of
BMR could thus be a promising avenue for future research
and empirical operationalization, analyzing translation pro-
cesses within firms, and between firms and their external
stakeholders (cf. Augenstein and Palzkill 2016). It could
also be analyzed how BMR serves as an overall frame from
which new organizational narratives emerge and new strate-
gic approaches to sustainable business models in the context
of societal transformation processes.

4 Conclusions: business model resilience as
a narrative and interpretative approach

The transformation towards more sustainable societies
presents severe challenges for firms and especially incum-
bent firms with successful business models under current
conditions are faced with fundamental uncertainties. Exist-
ing approaches of studying the role of business actors in
societal transformation processes remain limited, even the
recently developed more progressive approaches discussed
in this contribution: (1) Sustainability transitions research

is primarily focused on the macro-level of overall trans-
formation dynamics; (2) The concept of true business sus-
tainability focuses on the micro-level of firms, but focuses
on a normative ideal-type without a clear transformation
perspective; (3) The concept of Firms as Structuring Agents
explains basic mechanisms of structure and agency and its
potential for the impact of strategic activities by firms, but
it fails to offer operative guidance; (4) Research on Busi-
ness Models for Sustainability fails to address the complex
interlinkages between firms and their societal environment.
The concept of Business Model Resilience introduced in
this contribution is an attempt to integrate the strengths
of these approachs and bridge the gap between corporate
micro- and societal macro-levels, including a normative
sustainability perspective and a comprehensive understand-
ing of transformation processes. Especially for incumbent
firms, BMR can be a useful approach of re-framing existing
challenges and re-interpreting them against the background
of their internal logic. Understanding the interlinkages be-
tween the four resilience dimensions, translating between
internal and external perspectives enables a productive way
of developing new strategic approaches. The concept of
BMR is also understood as an approach building on and
contributing to the development of interdisciplinary and
interpretative approaches in managament studies. Similar
to other concepts borrowed originally from the natural
sciences, most prominently complex system theory (Luh-
mann 1995; Parsons 1971), resilience can be introduced
to the field of business and societal transformation as
a frame offering new orientation, enabling narratives for
organizational sense-making and strategic action.
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