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The concept of business model has been around in scientific discussions

for over half a century, but the adoption of business model for sustainability

is much more recent. What constitutes a business model for sustainability

is far from clear, and what drives the business model for sustainability to

success needs further elaboration. The current paper adopts a conceptual

approach to clarify the components of the business model for sustainability,

focusing on the discussion of value addressed in its concept, and the

interplay between the business model for sustainability and the internal

performance management system. Furthermore, we connect our discussion

to occupational health and safety because employee health and safety, one of

the important elements of human capital, have been regarded as critical to the

sustainable development of companies and society. We argue that OHS should

be a fundamental cornerstone in doing business and should not be viewed

as an afterthought of production and financial concerns. Therefore, OHS and

employee relations should be addressed within the business model. The more

important issue is the alignment of the value propositions, value creation, and

value capture that underpin both the business model for sustainability and the

internal performance management system. If the performance management

system is decoupled from the business model, the long-term and short-

term occupational health and safety advantages and the sustainable value

propositions to stakeholders will not be realized.

KEYWORDS

OHS, value, performance management, business model, value proposition

Introduction

It appears that a consensus has evolved among many sustainability researchers and

practitioners that sustainable development at the societal level is not likely achievable

without the sustainable development of organizations. The growing complexity of

business has led to additional stakeholders (e.g., suppliers, employees, business-to-

business customers, NGOs, etc.) being involved in business activities. The businessmodel
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is the arena where the value propositions that the organization

wants to offer meet different stakeholders’ demands. A

comprehensive description of a sustainable business model is

still lacking. To analyze business models from a sustainability

perspective, there are two viewpoints. The first is the business

case of sustainability which commonly restricts and considers

sustainability performance only if it maximizes profits for

only one group of stakeholders, i.e., financiers (in many

company’s shareholders) (Schaltegger and Burritt, 2018). This

obviously implies a separation of economic performance and

sustainability performance.

In contrast to the “business case of sustainability,” others

propose a different approach by emphasizing a business case

for sustainability by searching for solutions to social and or

environmental problems, which then, in a second step, are

further developed in a way also to create economic value

(e.g., Perceva, 2003; Schaltegger et al., 2012; Schaltegger and

Burritt, 2018). This approach can be described as a pragmatic

process of gradually developing a set of different kinds of

value captured or uncaptured in the cooperation and support

of various stakeholder relations (e.g., employees, financiers,

as well as environmental interest groups) in contributing to

sustainable development. Additionally, using this perspective

also concerns nonfinancial forms of economic value creation

to measure environmental and social performance, including

carbon emissions, toxic releases, spending on environmental

protection, the number of environmental lawsuits, human

rights, health, and so on (King and Lenox, 2001; Konar

and Cohen, 2001; Busch and Hoffmann, 2011) besides the

traditional shareholder value, and profit-oriented financial

performance figures.

The business case for sustainability implies that the different

stakeholders, if possible, should be treated equally. This means

that very different kinds of values must be addressed and

considered. A stakeholder perspective that is based on a

view of an equal and trustful relationship also opens for

long and sustainable cooperation between stakeholders and

organizations (Beckmann et al., 2006). However, the business

model literature requires more elaboration concerning the value

proposition concept.

Employee health and safety, one of the critical elements of

human capital, have been regarded as critical to the sustainable

development of companies and society. As a sustainability

objective, occupational health and safety are included in SDGs

and evaluation criteria of ESG rating. Investments in OHS

contribute value through reduced costs associated with the

prevention of ill health, improved productivity, and a range

of intangible benefits to an organization. This paper applies

the discussion of the business model for sustainability to OHS.

It discusses the value proposition of occupational health and

safety beyond financial return on investment. The latter refers

primarily to the interest of the employer and the owners of a

company. However, from an employee perspective, other kinds

of value, i.e., the persons own wellbeing, are the important issue.

Therefore, problematizing the value concept is essential.

Another area that needs further discussion is performance

management (PM) which provides information for companies

to help in the short and long-term management, controlling,

planning, and performance of the economic, environmental,

and social activities undertaken by the corporation (Searcy,

2012). This paper also discusses how to design the PM to

achieve sustainability objectives (value proposition to various

stakeholders) like OHS and the missing link between the

business model and the PM system. Some authors touch upon

the latter’s importance, but more research and clarity are needed.

If the business model and the performance management system

are decoupled, there is a risk that the business models’ value

proposals will not be achieved.

This paper is a “think piece” and its purpose is primarily

to extend the discussion of the value concept as expressed in

the business model for sustainability, but also to emphasize

how to avoid de-coupling the value proposition in OHS and

the internal general performance management system. When

describing a business model for sustainability, very few authors

include an internal performance management perspective. One

exception is Schaltegger et al. (2016), who suggest that the

role of the business model is to describe, analyze, manage and

communicate the value of the firm to different stakeholders.

However, Schaltegger et al. (2019) conclude that performance

measurement and management have yet to be studied. To do

so there is a need to open for a broad perspective on business

models for sustainability. Since the role of the performance

management system is to implement what the business model

suggests the performance management system’s connections to

the business model for sustainability needs to be discussed.

The present paper is neither an empirical paper nor a

result of a systematic literature review. Rather, it is a result of

many decades of thinking of how to meet health propositions

form employees and company’s needs for financial performance.

Already in the 1970’s and 80’s human resource accounting

(Flamholtz et al., 1985) and the Swedish equivalent human

resource costing and accounting (Johanson, 1999) was on

the agenda (Flamholtz and Johanson, 2020). These efforts

aimed to underline the importance of the workforce to the

company. But neither of them really addressed the complexity

of combining very different kinds of stakeholder values. Despite

the suggestions to extend the borders of accounting nothing

really happened (Johanson, 1999; Johanson and Henningsson,

2007). However, when the sustainability agenda was initiated

the number of stakeholders grew and the problem to respond

to the very different demands from all stakeholders became

even more challenging. Aside from the extremely distinct and

sometimes contradictory value needs, another lesson learned

from human resource costing and accounting is that an

accounting approach is very narrow minded when it comes to

obtaining change.
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Our present point of view is that the approachmust be much

broader, i.e., include business model as well as a performance

management perspective. This is what the present article is

about. It is based on three cornerstones: business model, value,

and performance management. Subsequent sections will discuss

the concept business models for sustainability, the sustainability

agenda and value, sustainable value in the current business

models, value as an existential matter, internal performance

management, and finally a summary of our proposals. Our

suggestions in this paper are of a general character with isolated

examples from social sustainability, i.e., the field of OHS.

Business models for sustainability, an
overview

There are various ways to describe what the business

model is in practice. The practice shows the following trends

(Black Sun Plc, 2014): Business description—discusses how the

company is structured and how it delivers its products and

services- which is the most popular approach among FTSE 100

companies; Integral to strategy- the two terms are exchangeable;

How company earns profit—focused on financial returns; Value

creation story- used to explain how the broader value, which

is created, reflecting the growing trend for companies to

communicate the broader role they play in society. The business

model generally outlines the company’s “what, why, and how.”

However, defining a business model is difficult. Regardless of

this, the literature discusses components of it and different

perspectives to consider.

In Osterwalder and colleagues with the business model

“ontology”, the business model concept components can be

operationalized or structured with the following generic design

elements (Osterwalder et al., 2005; Osterwalder and Pigneur,

2010). Firstly, the value proposition is the value embedded

in the product/service offered by a company to the various

stakeholders. Secondly, the supply chain is also important in

describing how the upstream relationships with suppliers can

be structured and managed. Thirdly, the customer interface

specifies how the downstream relationships with customers are

to be structured and managed. Fourthly, the core business

drivers of costs and benefits from the three other business model

elements across business model stakeholders can be specified

using a financial model or a calculator. This generates the

business logic of a company which creates the foundation for

the strategy and business case interrelationships. In this context,

the business model influences business strategy and operative

outcomes. This also implies that the business model is often

interpreted as a determining factor of company behavior and,

thus, business opportunities (Wirtz, 2011; Zott et al., 2011).

Over time, publications of business model research

in the scientific discourse are assigned to the three basic

perspectives of technology, organization, and strategy

(Zott et al., 2011; Wirtz et al., 2016). The first perspective

focuses on technology—the consequences of technologies on

how firms organize to earn profits. The second, organizational,

perspective deals with the business model as a strategic

management tool to improve a company’s value chain (e.g.,

Linder and Cantrell, 2000; Tikkanen et al., 2005). A third

perspective, which is strategy- oriented, adds that creating and

delivering sustainable stakeholder value is the centerpiece of any

business model (e.g., Afuah, 2004; Chesbrough, 2010; Johnson,

2010; Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010; Zott and Amit, 2010).

Moreover, while creating and delivering value, the business

model itself can become a source of competitive advantage—by

means of business model innovation (e.g., Mitchell and Coles,

2003; Chesbrough, 2010; Johnson, 2010).

The discourse on the sustainable business model is more

recent than the business model, as academics and practitioners

show growing interest in sustainability. While the early work

on sustainable business models has dealt with strategies that

contribute to corporate sustainability (Stubbs and Cocklin,

2008), much of it is about the value creation logic (Teece,

2010). The conventional interpretation of business models of

sustainability strengthens the business paradigm of for-profit

or profit maximization—i.e., financial value creation (Breuer

and Lüdeke-Freund, 2014); attractive alternatives are still sought

after. More recent studies have discussed business models as

tools for addressing social needs, such as improving health care

services in poor regions and promoting interactions in low-

income markets (Sánchez and Ricart, 2010; Seelos, 2014). There

has never been a greater need to make the business case for

sustainability in occupational health for a variety of reasons,

including but not limited to emerging patterns of non-standard

and precarious work, remote telework, insufficient universal

access by workers to quality occupational health services, and

the prevalence and costs to business due to sickness absences and

occupational illnesses.

The linchpin of new perspectives in the sustainable business

model discourse has been, at best conceptual and theoretical.

The longstanding debate has been about whether sustainability

efforts have a positive or negative impact on the company’s

financial performance (Schaltegger and Hasenmüller, 2005).

From a traditionalist perspective, this relationship is uniformly

negative: sustainability-related voluntary efforts (e.g., pollution

reduction) decrease the company’s profit opportunity (e.g.,

Friedman, 1970; Xepapadeas and de Zeeuw, 1999). From a

revisionist perspective, the relationship between environmental

and economic performance has a bimodal distribution (Wagner,

2003). This implies that voluntary environmental activities

increase the company’s financial performance only until

optimum (Wagner, 2001; Schaltegger and Synnestvedt, 2002),

after which profitability starts to decline with every additional

environmental activity. From an environmental economic point

of view, the discussion of the profitability implications of the

sustainability performance of the company contrasts, in its
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scope, with the argument that the economic system is part of or a

subsystem of a larger global eco-system that sustains it (Daly and

Farley, 2010). Therefore, the neoclassical economic perspective

applied by many decision makers within organizations might

be is limited in the context of a market perspective. When time

is taken into consideration, the recent argument is that, in the

short-term, the economic and social performance may conflict,

while in the long-term, they may coincide. The empirical results,

though not decisive about the causal relationship between

the two, show statistical association between company social,

environmental performance, and economic performance in the

form of capital cost, profitability, and stock prices in the long run

(Friede et al., 2015; Brooks and Oikonomou, 2018).

Although topics such as performance measurement and

management have yet to be thoroughly studied, new perspectives

have emerged in the sustainable business model discourse.

Abdelkafi and Täuscher (2016) propose a systems perspective on

value creation which connects a four-part model: the company,

the environment, the decision-maker, and the customer.

The part of the model about the company concerns the

relationship between the company’s value creation potential,

the value proposition to the customers, the value to the

natural environment, and the value to the company. The

model recognizes the decision-maker as an active agent who

triggers cognitive interpretation of the natural environment.

Consequently, the agent’s sustainability-related beliefs and

norms and changes in these ideas change behavior that can result

in changes in the company’s business model that feeds back into

the environment and to the customer.

Regardless of perspective, at the center of a sustainable

business model is the challenge to internalize social and

environmental factors (i.e., externalities) in the value

proposition, value creation, and/or value capture to stakeholders

and the internal performance management. It is easy to miss the

importance of an extended discussion of the value concept and

avoiding de-coupling of the internal performance management

system and the business model for sustainability. These two

concepts, value, and performance management system are

essential for OHS.

The sustainability agenda and value

The sustainability agenda suggests that modifications are

required within the worldwide economic systems, particularly

the way organizations construct their business case. A new

emphasis on qualitative rather than a quantitative change

in economic growth seems desirable, with an associated de-

coupling of economic growth and the consumption of non-

renewable resources. There is, however, considerable debate over

the extent of change required. This debate primarily centers on

the concept of value—the problem of measuring and estimating

the value of resources. Value is, after all, a relative term with

differential meanings.

From the economist’s viewpoint, value is represented

by the utility of a resource, particularly if it has economic

or monetary conversion potential. There are values such as

market value, value to humanity, and overall value to the

ecosystem according to the “environmental economists” and

the “ecological economists” (Köhn, 1999). One viewpoint

considers the natural environment as simply a source of

inputs to be allocated for economic development. The second

viewpoint is that the economy is the sub-structure of a

larger human civilization, its institutions, and the larger

biophysical world. The former contributes to unsustainable

resource use the continued consumption of materials

based on the economic fundamental of expansion (Schütz,

1999). The latter view states that if these resources are

deemed irreplaceable and essential requirements for human

existence, then the economist’s concept of value must be

broadened beyond one that holds that biodiversity is a

substitutable market good like any other—it must include both

market prices and those unquantifiable human cultural and

environmental features (Köhn, 1999).

On an aggregated level, this is about the survival of the

market economy or growth model, which views the natural

environment as input under attack. This market growth model

has been suggested not one of the most harmonious in terms of

continued consumption of materials and ignoring agreements

between the relevant parties, even if it is often approved on

legislation. In a global market, there is hardly any space for

collective agreement between relevant parties. There is little

opening where the stakeholders and organizations can co-

operate toward sustainable business cases. As such, the message

it sends to new organizations has often been characterized by “If

you cannot beat them, join them”. However, with the increasing

scarcity and overuse of natural resources, the environmental

aspects of business activities are increasingly becoming more

important topics of discussion.

In recent years, various ideas and proposals have emerged

that aim to rewrite the market economy’s social contract.

What they have in common is the idea that businesses

need more varied measures of successful sustainability and

value than simply profit and growth. In sustainability, there

is the idea of “doughnut economics”, a theory proposed

by economist and author Raworth (2012), which suggests

that it is possible to thrive economically as a society while

also staying within social and planetary boundaries. Some

authors argue sustainable development to require systems

thinking that uses network analysis to integrate multiple factors

(economic, social, and environmental) and to understand and

manage the whole picture by focusing on the relationships

between the different entities of a system, rather than on

isolated parts.
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Value in the current business models

In Upward and Jones (2015)’s propositions, an organization

can be labeled sustainable if it sustains human and other

life forms throughout its value network that creates

positive environmental, social, and economic value. Such

an organization would not only do no harm, but it would also

create social value while regenerating the environment to be

financially viable (Schaltegger et al., 2012).

Value is primarily the benefits derived by stakeholders from

tangible and intangible exchanges in a stakeholder network

(Yang et al., 2014). Currently, the definition of value is the scope

whereby not only economic transactions are considered but

also relationships, exchanges and interactions conceptualized as

value flows that take place among stakeholders in a network

(Den Ouden, 2012). This definition adopts the notion of

sustainable value that “incorporates economic, social, and

environmental benefits” conceptualized as different value forms

(Evans et al., 2017, p. 601). Firstly, economic value forms could

include cost savings, profit, return on investment and long-term

viability. Secondly, social value forms are the benefits created

for various members/groups in society and could include job

creation, secure livelihoods, health, wellbeing, and community

development. Thirdly, environmental value forms tend to focus

on reducing the negative impacts, e.g., resource efficiency

and pollution prevention of air, water, and soil, as well as

creating positive impacts for the environment, e.g., investing in

renewable resources.

Several authors have provided useful general business model

frameworks, including several blocks of perspectives of value

as components of the business model: customer value (Afuah

and Tucci, 2001), value cluster (Rayport and Jaworski, 2001),

value network (Hamel, 2000), value chain in the value network

(Chesbrough and Rosenbloom, 2000), value proposition, value

creation and delivery system, value capture and uncaptured

(Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010; Yang et al., 2017) as one of the

main components of a business model. Multiple forms of new

value in the sustainable business model have also featured in

the literature, for instance, value captured, value missed, value

destroyed, and new value opportunities (Bocken et al., 2013) and

value uncaptured (Yang et al., 2017).

Among all these concepts, value proposition, value creation

and delivery system, and value capture contained in the business

model framework suggested by are more prevalent which can

also be extended with modifications to the sustainable business

model (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018).

Value proposition

The value proposition building block describes the bundle

of products and services that is to be provided and to

whom (for e.g., customers or a specific group). Most research

on value propositions to date has focused on the narrow

customer-firm perspective (Frow et al., 2014; DaSilva, 2018).

The value proposition is the reason why customers turn to

one company over another. Each value proposition consists of

a selected bundle of products, and/or services that caters to

the requirements of customers. It may be quantitative (e.g.,

price, speed of service) or qualitative (e.g., design, customer

experience), which is expected to solve a customer problem or

satisfy a customer need. In this sense, the value proposition is

an aggregation, or bundle, of benefits that a company offers

customers. Some value propositions may be innovative and

represent a new or disruptive offer. Other proposals may be like

offers already existing on the market but with added features

and attributes. Recent developments in the sustainable business

model innovation space have led to the extension of the value

proposition concept to sustainable value propositions generating

shared value for a network of stakeholders while addressing a

sustainability problem (Baldassarre et al., 2017). A sustainable

value proposition makes a proposal of value in terms of the

economic, environmental, and social benefits that a company’s

offering delivers to customers and society at large, considering

both short-term profits and long-term sustainability (Patala

et al., 2016, p. 144).

Value creation

Value propositions integrate resources and align value

creation mechanisms in a reciprocal manner, i.e., actors

are operating and seeking an equitable exchange of value

(Kowalkowski et al., 2016). The organization with all the

functions and activities is involved in this step. Argandoña

(2011) argues that if the value created is of multiple forms,

better ways of creating economic and non-economic value in a

sustained way should be found, so that all stakeholders who help

to create the benefits also become beneficiaries of value.

Value captured

The value captured is the benefit delivered to the company

and its stakeholders; it includes not only monetary value, but

also the wider value provided to the environment and society. It

“describes how part of the value generated for a stakeholder can

be transformed into value useful for the company” (Geissdoerfer

et al., 2018, p. 404). According to Yang et al. (2017), if

companies can recognize the value to be captured and identify

the opportunities represented by value uncaptured, it might

lead to an effective approach to sustainability-focused business

model innovation.

In contrast, the concept of value uncaptured proposes

that identifying hidden value in the current business model

can trigger business model innovation for sustainability. Value
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uncaptured is defined as the potential value which could be

captured but has not been captured yet. To better understand the

concept of value uncaptured, Yang et al. (2017) work develops

four forms of value uncaptured such as value surplus, value

absence, value missed, and value destroyed in business models,

which can be transformed into value opportunities.

Not all value uncaptured is guaranteed to be turned into

value opportunities, and not all value opportunities can be

implemented and turned into value. However, the identification

of value uncaptured is intended to trigger the discovery of new

value opportunities, which leads to innovation of the business

model. This is the main novelty of this framework: using

negative forms of value to stimulate the identification of negative

aspects of the current business model and directly inspire the

identification of value opportunities.

The value proposition in
occupational health and safety

The basic topics through which social sustainability is

understood, such as working conditions and fair salaries,

are important to OHS in the sustainability agenda (see e.g.,

Murphy, 2017). One of the areas where creating social value

can be impactful and is also possible to achieve is through

the improvement in the working conditions of those in

employment. This implies that work should not cause harm

to employees or that no one should go home after work in a

different worse health state than before the workday started. The

workplace is identified as a priority setting to facilitate social

cohesion, inclusion, and interaction among employees and

employers. A lot of working people spend a significant amount

of time with their work, and existing social networks for social

support could be used to change behaviors to improve health

and wellbeing. Aspects of social sustainability, which contain

components of support, regulations, and/or environmental

improvements to encourage healthy behavior, can be used to

enhance workers’ health and wellbeing.

In one sense, both the employer and employee have a

responsibility, but the employer’s is a higher order. Since

employee health contributes to the profitability, productivity,

and safety outcomes of organizations, there is, in principle,

a strong business case to integrate OHS into the business

model, especially in terms of value proposition to the employee.

However, many organizations require persuading through

business cases, i.e., showing a financial value to secure approval

for investment in an intervention or service. It has been

suggested that there is a gap in the communication of cost-

benefit evaluation and employers even in the case where a

clear cost-beneficial outcome is attained. Previous studies show

that employers’ reasons for providing access to occupational

health services are primarily due to legal and financial reasons

or incentives (Miller and Haslam, 2009; Martinsson, 2017).

Other reasons include moral duty of care to employees, assisting

recruitment and retention, employee expectations, maximizing

productivity, and improving employee health and wellbeing. It

is obvious that the value proposition to the employee has lost the

number one spot where it belongs.

There appears to be growing awareness of the need to justify

and demonstrate the value of OHS in financial terms. Although

several studies have successfully done so by showing positive

financial returns to the employer (Grimani et al., 2018), this

estimation is not always straightforward. Attributing exact costs

and benefits to occupational health services can be quite difficult,

not least because the costs are immediate while benefits usually

accrue over time. Also, some of the benefits, e.g., increased

employee motivation or improved company image, may be

difficult to quantify in monetary terms (Steel et al., 2018).

As a result, not only should the business case include major

cost drivers, but perhaps all the downstream benefits of the

investment should also be considered. This takes the evaluation

of value to the employer from the comparative due to the

lack of data to the intuitive level. Intuitive evaluation of value

can be equally as good as a comparison of value in terms of

employee health since data might not always be available. A

drastic turnaround in occupational health research would be

needed for us to have a bright future ahead with better tailoring

and delivery of tools to the needs of the target employee groups,

including those workers with low socioeconomic positions.

Value as an existential matter

The value concept has already been addressed several

times, but a deeper discussion is needed because of its

many denotations. Basically, it is closely related to ethical

principles. It could be based on duty, consequence, or virtue

ethics. In business models it is common that the value

demands, and proposition are expressed from a consequence,

utilitarian perspective. However, this is not always the case,

e.g., concerning human rights or human resource policies in

firms. Regardless of the underlying ethical principles, the value

concepts are formulated from subjective anticipations. However,

the anticipations are often not explicit. If the value propositions

and demands related to sustainability should be meaningful,

there is a need to understand and communicate the underlying

ethical principles.

In business, utilitarian-based values have their roots in

traditional exchange of goods (Cameron and Neal, 2003). These

value concepts dominate over other value concepts based on

duty or virtue ethics. The utilitarian concepts are often taken

for granted. In addition, they have a hegemonic position and

a performative power which means that the profit (or loss)

overrules almost all other values regardless of stakeholder

considerations. There are many reasons for the hegemonic
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dominance. One such reason is that the shareholder value has

for many decades been the most important objective for firms to

reach (Friedman, 1970).

The taken-for-granted and narrow-minded view concerning

utilitarian business values is now starting to change in favor

of a multidimensional view on why firms exist. In accordance

with the increasing need for considering sustainability, the

number of stakeholders and their value demands have also

increased. Regarding OHS, the most important stakeholders are

employees and unions, employers and employer associations,

citizens (employee families), and local authorities. Their value

demands may vary significantly, and the multidimensional

variation is quite natural because different stakeholders have

different responsibilities to their groups. However, the different

stakeholder values have one thing in common, i.e., that duty and

virtue ethical principles are underrepresented.

Stakeholder values are not stable over time. This is obvious

when looking back on what some economists have suggested

during the last 200 years. To start with, Quesnay, who originally

served as a doctor to Louis XV in France, held that value and

value creation in society is not about money creation but rather

concerned the farmers’ ability to produce food for people. The

farmers and the consumers were the important stakeholders,

whereas the merchant was just a parasite (Guillet de Monthoux,

1983). This meant that the value proposition to the farmer was

to take care of the nature. Even Adam Smith joined this virtue

ethical principle, at least sometimes, even if he suggested that

nature could sometimes be expropriated. The close relationship

between nature and economics could be found among several

economists at the time, e.g., the Swedish economist Anders

Berch.

Later, several scholars opposed Quesnay’s view. However,

Adam Smith also addressed the value of goods. He held that

the value was the sum of the costs to produce the goods. Jean-

Baptiste Say disagreed with Smith when he emphasized that

the value is dependent on the subjective benefit of the goods,

i.e., a utilitarian perspective. Say as a representative for the so-

called harmony economists added that if economic forces were

released, equilibrium should be reached between classes and

different interests (Schumpeter, 1954).

The subjective benefit is also referred to by many other

economists. In terms of exchange value, Davanzati suggested

in, 1588 that water and diamonds, for example, have different

values depending on the setting in which the transaction takes

place (Schumpeter, 1954). The value of water could be extremely

high when water shortage and drought are at hand, whereas

diamonds can be worthless. This underlines that utilitarian value

concepts often depend on the context.

Even concerning profit, there is a concept of hegemony.

Concepts like bottom line, return on equity, and different forms

of profit such as profit before taxes, gross profit, operating profit,

and net profit are monetary and defined from a shareholder

value point of view. They describe the reward to business owners

for investing, and at the same time, they are catalysts for the

capital economy. However, from an employee standpoint, a

more relevant concept would be value-added. For the employee

stakeholder category, the thinking behind and definition of value

added is most relevant. Value added is normally defined as sales

revenues minus raw material and other externally bought goods

or services. The value-added shows what is left to distribute

between shareholders and employees. The difference compared

to other profit concepts is that the latter concepts also include

a deduction of employee costs, e.g., salaries, pension costs, and

health care.

From a moral perspective there are several problems with

many of the monetary-based concepts, e.g., exchange value,

production value and market value. Emmanuel Kant raised one

of these problems when he stated that something that has been

given a monetary-based value could easily be exchanged with

something else (Kemp and Hedenblad, 1991; Kant, 1996). In

the 30 Years War price lists comprising agreed prisoner values

existed. The agreed market price for an imprisoned field marshal

was 20,000 taler, whereas a private soldier could be bought for

eight taler (Frey and Buhofer, 1986).

The reason for discussing the concept of value is to focus

on the necessity to deeply understand and communicate the

value concept related to business models for social sustainability.

Stakeholders differ between advocating values based on the

consequence, duty, or virtue principles. To make it even more

complicated, the same stakeholder may sometimes express

value demands comprising both consequence and duty-based

principles. Concerning the employee stakeholder category, the

value demand could include both a decent salary (consequence

ethics) and safety guarantees (duty ethics).

Ecologic, social, and economic sustainability are difficult to

separate. Rather they are integrated or even embedded (Marcus

et al., 2010). Stakeholder value demands and propositions are

of existential characters (Hägglund, 2019). Regarding OHS,

the situation at the workplace can be separated from neither

why the firm exists nor the individuals’ existential demands. If

not embedded, the firm and the employee are interdependent.

A safe and healthy firm has a better chance to offer safe

and healthy working conditions and vice versa. However, the

value proposition to the employees that are expressed in the

business model for social sustainability must be transformed

into practice.

As we have already stated, basically, value is an existential

matter dependent on what we human beings want to achieve in

life. What is necessary and important for human beings to feel

free and satisfied (Hägglund, 2019)? To survive, it is necessary to

secure basic needs of food, drink, and accommodation. Suppose

the fetching of fresh water at a distant place is a necessary

activity. In that case, the experience of the beautiful nature

when fetching the water is rather a matter of satisfaction and

freedom. Work is, for most people, necessary because one

needs earnings to survive. For others, work is about satisfaction.
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The important issue at stake is whether the human feels free

to choose an activity or is forced to accomplish the activity.

The border between freedom and necessity is not sharp, and

sometimes, the idea of value is mixed with the question of

what is valuable. For example, recovering from the necessary

working time might not be valuable as such and can thereby not

be regarded as free time. Regarding OHS, there are numerous

actions that seek to avoid harm to employees, including but

not limited to preventing accidents or hazardous diseases,

delivering a fair wage, guaranteeing better work conditions,

and enabling a respectful collaboration between the employer

and the employees. Respectful cooperation normally gains

from interactive cooperation about positive changes, especially,

in the psychosocial work environment, which in turn have

positive effects on the employer and the employees in terms

of productivity gain, reduced absences, improved health, work

ability, etc. (e.g., Karasek and Theorell, 1990).

The concept of value becomes even more complex because

our present society is built on an inherent basic neo-classical

assumption that growth is important (Brown et al., 2017).

To achieve growth, people and nature are looked upon

as exploitable resources, and to improve productivity, it is

important that the workforce is healthy. Health care, food,

housing, restrictions concerning working hours, holidays, etc.

are necessary elements to increase neo classical based value from

the employees. The latter was recognized by Adam Smith as

well as Karl Marx. Hägglund holds that the growth imperative

is a systemic embedded necessity and therefore, nature as well

as people become commodified. However, technical innovation

can mitigate the harm caused by commodification and the

growth imperative (Hägglund, 2019).

We hold that for OHS and other sustainability matters, a

very urgent issue is to start debating and increasing awareness

about what is value and what is valuable. This is a concern

not only for the employees and the managers but for most

of the firms’ stakeholders, e.g., shareholders, unions, the civil

society, and the customers. The scientific and broader literature

demonstrates that investments in occupational health bring

value through reduced costs associated with the prevention of

ill health, increased productivity, and a variety of intangible

benefits (Nicholson, 2022) and vice versa. Employers may be

motivated by three key factors (legal, moral/ethical, and financial

reasons) to care for their employees and are socially responsible

by providing them with access to occupational health services

(Nicholson, 2022). This can assist in safeguarding and improve

a company’s reputation with customers, workers, investors,

regulators, and shareholders.

To achieve sustainability, the value proposition, value

creation and delivery, and value capture and uncaptured by

OHS should also be discussed within the companies. The

monetary and non-monetary value provided to employees,

health assurance association and society, the increased or

decreased value creation capability by health improvement or

impairment, the value captured by the company in terms of

reputation, business performance and stock price or uncaptured

because of lack of vitality. There are not many, but some of the

companies in Japan have been telling their value creation story

(the implicit sustainable business model) with OHS included

(Yao and Johanson, 2022).

More insightful and knowledgeable discussions of growth

imperatives will hopefully result in better informed definitions of

the normative concept of value based on value propositions and

value demands from all the different stakeholders with interests

in a specific firm. The business model for sustainability is the

right place, the agora, where the discussions can be coordinated.

However, value propositions and value demand also need to

be transformed into practice in relation to external as well as

internal stakeholders. The transformation tool within the firm

is the performance management system.

Performance management

As mentioned earlier, very few authors include an internal

performance management perspective when business models

for sustainability are discussed. A couple of exceptions are

Schaltegger et al. (2016), and Schaltegger et al. (2019).

In the latter article the authors suggest that performance

measurement and management have yet to be studied. Despite

Schaltegger et al. (2019) suggestions, we hold that the literature

addressing business models is too vague concerning the

interrelationship between the business model and the internal

performance management.

Performance measurement per se is a well-researched area.

There are many definitions of performance management. For

example, it is defined as a set of performance measures that

provide a company with helpful information that helps manage,

control, plan and perform the activities undertaken by the

company (Tangen, 2005). The definition of performance in the

literature demonstrates that it is always linked to objectives

or goals and the results of activities or operations. When

sustainability is embraced in the business, the objective and

actions of the business differentiate from the conventional one,

with the definition of performance changing accordingly to go

beyond the economic value. It has been argued that companies

need to integrate sustainability into their business using their

performance management systems (sustainable performance

measurement) to maximize the economic, environmental,

and social benefits (Searcy, 2012; Sroufe, 2017; Wijethilake

and Upadhaya, 2020). This implicitly connects the business

model for sustainability and performance management. Once

designed with a value proposition, a business model must be

implemented. Performance management is the tool that helps to

implement a business model by setting performance objectives,

observing performance, integrating performance information,

performance evaluation, giving feedback, performance review
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meetings, and performance coaching (Schleicher et al., 2018).

The business model needs to be coherent with the internal

management process and structure to achieve the value

propositions to the different stakeholders. If the latter is

decoupled from the business model (Meyer and Rowan, 1977),

the value propositions, the value created, and the value captured

is less likely to be realized.

To achieve OHS, establishing a performance management

system and integrating it into the business model is also

indispensable. PM has been extensively discussed in human

capital management. Adopting a sustainable HR approach to

PM incorporates a balance of financial results with positive

human and social outcomes, both of which are critical to

sustaining superior long-term business performance (Maley,

2014). However, though employee health and wellbeing are

considered a part of human capital (Islam and Amin, 2022)

compared with other HCM topics, OHS was less discussed and

seldom investigated in the PM. The following are some points

concerning designing an OHS PM.

Emanating from decades of critics of the limited scopes

of accounting and management control, several researchers

have suggested frameworks for more extensive performance

management systems (e.g., Malmi and Brown, 2008; Ferreira

and Otley, 2009). To analyze the design and the use of

such a performance management system, Ferreira and Otley

(2009) suggested a broad framework comprising a dozen of

issues that must be considered. However, very soon after

that, Broadbent and Laughlin (2009) proposed that Ferreira

and Otley’s framework could be further elaborated to separate

a relational and a transactional performance management

system. The former is based on practical and communicative

rationality, where consensus between different actors is essential.

The foundation of the transactional view is more abstract

and instrumental. Already Hofstede (1978) complained that

management control systems and accounting suffer from an

instrumental approach because of philosophical poverty where

basic values and visions could be forgotten.

Broadbent and Laughlin (2009) also suggested a division

between the performance management system’s functional

and contextual processes. For example, strategies, goals, key

performance measurements, and evaluations are functional,

whereas organization structure, rewards and coherence are

contextual. The role of the contextual processes is to support

the functional processes. The very importance of and division

between functional and contextual performance management

system elements was also obvious in a study of Swedish

listed companies by Johanson et al. (2001a). They studied

and identified different functional and contextual processes

that facilitate learning and the transformation of attention and

knowledge into action.

Johanson and Aboagye (2020a,b) have further developed

Ferreira and Otley’s performance management framework (see

Figure 1). They hold that most companies follow standard

operating procedure concerning the internal management. They

call this the central functional process (Broadbent and Laughlin,

2009). The latter comprises visions, strategies, goals, targets,

critical risk and success factors, performance measurements and

finally evaluations. These functional factors include financial

and non-financial data. The functional process is supported by

contextual support processes (Broadbent and Laughlin, 2009).

The contextual processes (or structures) comprise organization

and information systems (Ferreira and Otley, 2009) but also

responsibilities (Johanson et al., 2019). The latter could be of

different kinds, formal or informal. Sometimes responsibilities

are clarified in a contract between a manager and a subordinate.

Even these can be of a formal character or just informal

(Johanson et al., 2019).

Further, a well-functioning performance management

system is normally based on interactive communication between

the people or stakeholders involved (Simons, 1995; Ferreira

and Otley, 2009). To avoid rigidity and inflexible structures

within all kinds of management systems, it is important to

encourage free and open discussions based on respect and

cooperation (Noland and Phillips, 2010). The ultimate desire is

to obtain a mutual understanding (Fryer, 2015) of the design

of the performance management system and how it works

with respect to the achievement of the business model and

the stakeholder value propositions. The interactivity is also a

precondition not just for an employee involvement but also for

a continuous learning process (Ferreira and Otley, 2009) that

facilitates a continuous adaptation of the complete performance

management system. Because variations in the society that are

more complex than the internal performance management

system create tensions that firms must cope with and adapt to in

order to survive (Boisot and McKelvey, 2010), the treatment of

the tensions demands a balance between stability and flexibility.

The openness for discussions and change is also a matter

of changing the view on management as agents in favor of a

stewardship view (Jensen and Meckling, 1976). An agent view

based on command, control and passivity are not appropriate

when creativity, adaption, and innovations are necessary for

future survival of the organization. Instead, a stewardship view

facilitates cooperation, interventions, and sustainable relations

with all stakeholders like management, shareholders, customers,

and employees (Donaldson, 2008).

Rewards (Johanson et al., 2001b; Ferreira and Otley, 2009)

are another important condition for an efficient performance

management system. The rewards could be extrinsic or intrinsic

(Flamholtz et al., 1985), i.e., it is not just about salary and

bonus items, but also about, for example, feedback from other

stakeholders like top management demand and by means of

benchmarking (Johanson et al., 2001b).

All organizations and all management systems are based

on basic beliefs (Johanson et al., 2019) of how to achieve or

disregard the value propositions. Sometimes these beliefs and

values are explicit, but sometimes they are not. Nevertheless,
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FIGURE 1

A performance management framework (Johanson et al., 2019).

they are extremely important because all other management

processes are designed and put into practice with the basic

beliefs as a point of departure. In the present text, basic beliefs

refer to what is seriously expressed with respect to what should

be obtained by the organization, i.e., the value propositions.

The basic beliefs are often explicitly or implicitly expressed in

the business model, which concerns how the firm is supposed

to work. If the basic beliefs and performance management

system are decoupled (Meyer and Rowan, 1977) an instrumental

approach to the performance management system is reinforced.

Finally, the performance management system needs to

be coherent. Ferreira and Otley (2009) claim that, “Although

the individual components of the performance management

systems may be apparently well designed, evidence suggests

that when they do not fit well together (either in design or

use), failures can occur” (Ferreira and Otley, 2009, p. 275). This

means that it is important that not just functional, but all other

processes are coherent with each other and with the business

model and its value propositions. In case coherence does not

exist, there is even at this point a risk that the de-coupling will

cause serious harm to the desire to achieve stakeholder value as

expressed by the business model for social sustainability.

The suggested performance management framework is

constructed from a relational as opposed to a transactional point

of view (Broadbent and Laughlin, 2009) to admittance to a view

that patterns and structures, independently of individual actors,

influence the possibilities of action (Cuff et al., 1998). Giddens

(1984) proposes that (individual) action and organizational

structures are related, whereby (individual) action generates

organizational structures and vice versa. Equally important is

that structures not only constrain but also enable action. The

structuration theory is about the interplay of an agent’s actions,

and social structures in the production, reproduction, and

regulation of any social order. According to Giddens (1984),

structures are involved in all types of social interaction, and

they are the foundation as well as the outcome of actions.

Wicks (1998) persuasively argues that structures provide the

foundation for both stability and change. The structure is

mediated through norms and moral codes, which sanction

behaviors. It comprises the shared sets of values and ideas

about what things are important vs. what things are of a more

trivial nature. Applying this perspective, we mean that the

structures have the simultaneous ability to provide control of

organizational activities and yet be shaped by them, i.e., the

duality nature of structures.

The framework does not represent an ideal classification

system. It is not exhaustive in the way that all possible factors

are included. Neither are the categories exclusive (Gröjer,

2001). It is difficult or even impossible to sharply distinguish

between the different categories. The framework is meant

to be useful when the business model and its interrelation

with the performance management systems are developed or

analyzed. However, the framework should not be applied in

line with what Lapsley (2009) labels “a tick the box mentality”,

because it is not a prescription of what is needed to address

when designing a coherent performance management system.

Hopefully, it is a framework that has the potential to achieve “a

rich understanding” of the performance management systems
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(Ferreira and Otley, 2009). To borrow from a famous saying,

“essentially this framework may be wrong, but it can be useful.”

To understand the usefulness of the framework, some

earlier case studies have been performed, e.g., in a couple of

local municipalities (Johanson et al., 2019) and to understand

the functionality of OHS management (Frick and Johanson,

2013). With respect to the latter the analyses revealed that

in one of the investigated organizations an OHS vision

existed, but this vision was not supported by other OHS

management processes. Critical success and risk factors were

vaguely described. Strategies and goals existed, but these were

not coherent with performance measurements. The latter

means that follow-ups were difficult to perform. The formal

treatment of the OHS was good and in accordance with

the provision but still the achievement of the OHS basic

view, i.e., a good working environment, was not convincing.

Budget issues, i.e., a conventional management control process,

seemed to be more important than achieving a good working

environment. The latter was probably also due to insufficient

or vague responsibility and contract processes as well as

rewarding processes that prohibit necessary work environment

investments when these investments even slightly exceeded

the budget.

Most recently, Yao and Johanson (2022) have used the

framework to analyze Japanese companies’ OHS management.

The best practices incorporate health and productivity

management (H&PM) into the company code or norm,

clarifying the value proposition to employees and society.

They also establish a solid organizational structure, define

responsibility to support the central function, communicate

with employees, collaborate with healthcare professionals

and health insurance associations, and use the Plan, Do,

Check, Act (PDCA) cycle for improvement to ensure value

proposition can be realized. They also testify to the effectiveness

of H&PM, such as turnover, presenteeism or absenteeism,

engagement, and other performance to make sure value is

captured. Though the business model for sustainability is still

implicit in most companies, establishing a coherent version and

integrating it with the business model contributes to a highly

evaluated H&PM.

Conclusion

In this article, we have discussed a couple of major

shortcomings in the literature about business models for social

sustainability. The shortcomings refer primarily to the concept

of the value and the missing coherence between the suggested

business models, including its value propositions, value creation,

and value capture in relation to different stakeholders and the

performance management system. Regarding the value concept,

almost all of what is written discuss or anticipate financial values

regardless of suggestions that even other stakeholders than

shareholders and company management must be considered

when values are discussed and developed. This is to say that

for some of the stakeholders’ duty or virtue values could be

as important as or even more important than utilitarian-based

values. For example, employees could value addressing equality,

or the right to express one’s views about health or safety at the

workplace could be crucial issues.

Concerning the lack of coherence between a proposed

business model and the performance management system, there

is also an issue since there is a high possibility that the de-

coupling would result in a situation in which the business

model’s value proposition to important stakeholders is not met.

The most important issue at stake is that the performance

management system is designed in a way that the value

delivery could be achieved. For analytical reasons, we have

suggested a conceptual framework that hopefully can be used.

The framework comprises a functional process (e.g., strategies,

goals, key indicators, etc.) and even more important contextual

factors that may reduce the risk of de-coupling. These factors are

interactive communication, motivation, and learning but also

information systems, organization, and responsibilities.

Schoenmaker and Shramade (2020) argue that there are

strong forces to maintain the status quo for many companies

to preserve the current value of their assets. However,

companies can incorporate externalities by connecting social

and environmental dimensions to the sustainability-oriented

business model. However, they may also risk decoupling the

performance management system from the sustainable-oriented

business model if a congruent change in basic beliefs and values

is not sufficiently dealt with. As we have discussed, such change

is of great importance because all other management processes

are designed and put into practice with the basic beliefs as a

point of departure. Challenges that could emerge if decoupling

between the sustainability-oriented business model and the

internal performance management include (1) A reinforcement

of an instrumental approach to the performance management

system as well as the business model; (2) A de-coupling between

espoused theory and practical action that could cause serious

harm to the desire to achieve stakeholder value as expressed by

the business model for sustainability.

As we suggested in the introduction this paper is a “think

piece” and its purpose is primarily to extend the discussion

of the value concept as expressed in the business model

for sustainability, but also to emphasize how to avoid de-

coupling the value proposition in OHS and the internal general

performance management system. The perspective is broad

and calls for further development and deeper discussions.

We hope that the article will trigger many future comments

and discussions with the aim of facilitating improvements

of business models for sustainability especially focusing

occupational health and safety.
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