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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to explore the role of the digitalization phenomenon in the
development of innovative business models that are sustainability oriented. Thus, the authors aim to
understand whether the presence of digitalization forces companies to create, capture and deliver value
in new ways, focusing on their social impact.
Design/methodology/approach – Through the analysis of a case study in the automotive sector, the
authors provide evidence that both digitalization and sustainability need to be considered to adequately
innovate business models. Moreover, these two dimensions are interrelated, and therefore digitalization
sustains sustainability and vice versa.
Findings – By inductively investigating the evolutionary path along which companies tend to adapt
their business models to digitalization and sustainability trends, the authors found that this innovative
transformation needs to be as sustainable as possible in order to offer benefits to organizations,
customers and society at large. Furthermore, the authors revealed that, at least in the automotive sector,
companies and customers are aware of the remarkable consequences of digitalization; however, they are
still uncertain regarding the actual adoption of new technologies.
Originality/value –The literature on business model innovation is quite extensive. However, the role of
digitalization in developing sustainable business models to achieve a competitive advantage has been
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overlooked. This study suggests that, within a specific context, forging a value network of stakeholders
is helpful when innovating a business model with a sustainability orientation.

Keywords Digitalization, Business model innovation, Sustainability, Stakeholder engagement,

Corporate strategy

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
The emergence of digital technologies and the increasing digitalization of the general public
have been revolutionizing society and its equilibrium in recent years. The World Economic
Forum expects that emerging technologies like cloud computing, big data analytics, the
Internet of things and connected devices will be even more thoroughly adopted by 2025.
Current worldwide numbers make this evident, with over 25% of consumers using mobile
devices for their purchases at least once a week and with a 160% increase in the frequency of
digital purchases overall (World Economic Forum, 2020). Such changes are affecting the
business environment in an extreme manner, allowing new players to emerge, and changing
competitive equilibria.

Analyses have shown that more digitally mature companies have a revenue growth rate
six times higher than their less digitalized competitors. The positive impact of this is not only
in terms of economic performance; employees in the digitally advanced firms also reported a
50%greater index of well-being at work (Roland Berger and BDI, 2015). Indeed, digitalization
may lead to a 20% improvement in efficiency and a 20% increase in revenues in the coming
years (Parida et al., 2019). Despite the several advantages generated by technology, there are
also some concerns, mainly related to the risk that automation could replace the existing
workforce, that potential inequalities associated with the digital divide could increase and
that health and security may suffer (Manyika et al., 2017). Notwithstanding these
considerations, it has been argued that if Europe properly embraces digitization, by 2025,
its manufacturing industry could enlarge its gross value by 1.25 trillion euros. On the other
hand, the failure of the digitalization process could cause potential losses of up to 605 billion
euros for European industries in the same timeframe (Roland Berger and BDI, 2015). Thus,
digitalization plays a central role in triggering certain firms’ strategic responses (Vial, 2019)
when entering and competing in the market (OECD, 2018), and when reconfiguring existing
business models (BMs) and business systems.

Moreover, digitalization is also affecting how companies manage their relationships with
stakeholders (Agarwal et al., 2010; Majchrzak et al., 2016). In fact, another emerging aspect is
the attention towards the three pillars of sustainability: economic, social and environmental
(Cappa et al., 2020b). For instance, since 2016, the United Nations has been working on a
structured agenda for sustainable progress with the aim of transforming our world by 2030,
and technology plays a predominant role in driving a more rapid achievement of these global
goals (United Nations, 2020). In general, the potential effects of new digital technologies lead
to a better alignmentwith societal needs. Indeed, automatedmachines can decrease emissions
and waste (Bohnsack et al., 2014); furthermore, big data can provide advances in industries
like healthcare, agriculture, energy, education and mobility, thus resulting in valuable
resources being positively associated with a firm’s performance (Cappa et al., 2020a).

Therefore, considering the pressing “grand challenges” that the society is facing, that is,
open-ended global objectives such as secure, clean and efficient energy production (Foray
et al., 2012; Kuhlmann, 2014), attention is centred not only on economic performance but also
on the social and environmental pillars of sustainability. BlackRock, the world’s largest asset
manager, recently unveiled a big push into sustainable investing that recognizes the fact that
investors and other stakeholders consider it crucial for companies to carefully manage their
sustainability efforts. In fact, every company, as well as regulatory framework, is more
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attentive to environmental issues due to the overall negative effects that have had social
implications (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2014). Moreover, environmental
and social concerns are critical issues to be integrated into a holistic view of corporate
sustainability (Joyce and Paquin, 2016).

In such a turbulent context, characterized by digitalization and sustainability focuses,
companies need to develop the right BM in order to create and capture value (Zott and Amit,
2017). Indeed, a BM can be defined “as the value logic of an organization in terms of how it
creates and captures customer value and can be concisely represented by an interrelated set
of elements that address the customer, value proposition, organizational architecture and
economics dimensions” (Fielt, 2013, p. 86). Following the above reasoning, both digitalization
and sustainability focuses are profoundly affecting BMs at present. However, thus far, the
impact of digitalization and sustainability focuses onBMs has each been analysed separately.
Some studies have focused on the former (Loebbecke and Picot, 2015; Mezger, 2014;
Paulus-Rohmer et al., 2016; Rachinger et al., 2019) and others on the latter (Breuer et al., 2018;
Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; Rantala et al., 2018). What has been overlooked is how the two can be
considered jointly in allowing companies to develop a successful BM. In light of these
considerations, the research question we addressed with this study is as follows: How can
digitalization favour the adoption of sustainable, innovative BMs?

To answer our research question, we dissect the drivers of business model innovation
(BMI) and how it is deeply affected by the digitalization trend and concern for sustainability
pillars. We then investigate whether digitalization and sustainability together can jointly
affect BMI through an inductive approach. We have selected the automotive sector as the
context for our qualitative research because it is a relevant case study; it is a turbulent
environment characterized by a number of innovations, and digitalization and sustainability
are two significant trends for stakeholders. The outcomes of this study provide a new
perspective on the impact that digitalization may have on the development of
sustainability-oriented innovative BMs. These findings can help the managerial
community to respond to digital disruption by considering new business model
configurations that allow them to benefit their economic performance and also act on the
increasing attention paid to environmental and societal issues. At the same time, this research
provides theoretical contributions by expanding knowledge of the impacts produced by
digitalization and the consequent orientation towards social consequences. In this manner,
we integrate digitalization and BM theories from a sustainability perspective. Finally, we
identify avenues that future researchers may use as a guide to answering pressing questions
on digitalization and sustainable BMs.

This article is organized as follows. The first section provides a background and overview
of BMI in the extant literature. Here, we review and discuss the various concepts and
perspectives used to define BMI. Based on these, we introduce the concepts of digitalization
and sustainability to explore potential interrelations with BMI. In the second section, we
explain our qualitative method and present the findings of our analysis. In the final section,
we discuss the results, the implication and the contribution of our study, both for academia
and managerial practice.

2. Conceptual framework
2.1 Business model and business model innovation definitions
The definition of BM varies considerably across studies (Applegate, 2001; Dubosson-Torbay
et al., 2002; Seelos and Mair, 2007; Shafer et al., 2005; Stewart and Zhao, 2000). Osterwalder
and Pigneur, for instance, effectively and concisely defined the BM as “a conceptual tool
composed by product innovation, infrastructure management, customer relationships and
financial issues pillars”; in their view, BMs enable the definition of the basic logic of
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organizations (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2002). Applegate, in 2001, also defined a BM as a
tool to describe how businesses use the Internet to interact with each other and how value is
created for every stakeholder (Applegate, 2001). According to Teece (2010), a BM can be
interpreted as a conceptual rather than financial model for a business (Teece, 2010). Zott et al.
defined a BM as “the content, structure, and governance of transactions designed so as to
create value through the exploitation of business opportunities” (Zott et al., 2011, p. 511).
This expresses how transactions are related to activities and how transactions and activities
can be seen as two different aspects of the same situation (Zott et al., 2011). A BM is also
considered “the set of which activities a firm performs, how it performs them, and when it
performs them” (Afuah and Tucci, 2001). Johnson et al. reported the main activities that BMs
may embrace as being “training, development, manufacturing, budgeting, planning, sales
and service” (Johnson et al., 2008). On the other hand, Mitchell and Coles underscored that a
BM expresses its approach to giving products and services to customers and end users
(Mitchell and Bruckner Coles, 2004), while Eisenmann et al. stated that it is related to the kind
of services that companies supply to customers (Eisenmann et al., 2001) and to the activities
that they execute to deliver those services. A BM is also considered a combination of elements
between technological inputs and economic outputs (Chesbrough and Rosenbloom, 2002).
ABM is the basis for the definition of structure in the value chain, where value is generated by
defining a set of activities, from the selection of raw materials straight through to delivery to
the final consumer, with value being added at each of the various steps. Thus, BMs highlight
the way a company delivers value to its final end user at the proper cost. In sum, the
application of BM concepts has garnered broad acceptance as a key driver for a firm’s
successful performance (Zott et al., 2011).

Overall, a BM can be defined as an organic matter since it aggregates processes, activities,
resources and extensive networks of players which enable the company to define and
implement its strategy. It represents the whole system of organizational and strategic
solutions that allow firms to create and sustain competitive advantage over time by creating
and delivering value to customers, and thereby converting payments received into profits
(Zott and Amit, 2010). A BM defines the main players a firm interfaces with in terms of end
consumers, suppliers and key partners. It also expresses which activities and processes are
performed by the company. Financially speaking, BMs determine the amount and type of
assets and resources needed and their cost structure, which defines the realization of their
business activity as a whole and the resulting stream of revenues. Lastly, BMs shape the
broad network of relationships and interconnections (including distribution channels)
amongst the main roles within the firm and across industry borders, which are unavoidable
for the firm’s survival. These elements need to be hard to replicate since, along with an
effective and efficient system architecture, they may lead the enterprise to establish a
competitive advantage with respect to competitors.

In this context, the concept of business strategy, defined as theway inwhich a firmdecides
to compete in the market compared to its rivals, needs to be introduced (Meskendahl, 2010;
Varadarajan and Clark, 1994). Even though the distinction between BM and business
strategy is not clear, a BM is interpreted as a photograph of the firm’s current position.
Furthermore, the dynamic nature of the concept of BM becomes clear, since it concerns
elements requiring constant interaction that can convey opportunities to create new value
propositions by anticipating the evolution of the market. For this reason, it implies a holistic
procedure through which managers should be able to modify their strategic approaches
whether they appertain to already mature industries or to new businesses. BMs constitute a
powerful tool that is able to highlight synergies among several of the firm’s components,
relating them to each other. Indeed, BMs allow companies to make projections for the future,
by analysing and better defining threats and opportunities coming from the external
environment while maintaining their flexibility to fit new opportunities well. Therefore,
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following an inside-out approach to the BM innovation process, the need to break the
boundaries of a company becomes apparent, in order to allow knowledge, whether tacit or
explicit, to flow smoothly within the company business, for monetary or non-monetary
reasons. Examples can be seen inmany companies that, during the pandemic, have converted
their production processes in order to make masks or products that were initially scarce or
urgently insufficient, such as hand sanitizer. This concept, based on total or partial openness
towards external partners, brings with its numerous implications, starting from the very role
a BM has in the commercialization of technology. In fact, technological evolution has
developed in parallel fashion with the innovation of business structure, with increasing
attention being paid to investments in R&D and to environmental consciousness and societal
issues.

As it is evident that BMs play a crucial role in organization success, there has been an
increasing amount of analytical focus on how BMs can be innovated. Especially during this
current period of turbulent change driven by digitalization and grand challenges, BMI may
aid companies in maintaining and generating their competitive advantage over the years
(Amit and Zott, 2012; Baden-Fuller and Haefliger, 2013; Casadesus-Masanell and Zhu, 2013;
Chesbrough, 2010; Demil and Lecocq, 2010). Companies can achieve BMI by following new
paths that define value propositions and generate and deliver value for customers, suppliers
and partners (Bock, 2012; Casadesus-Masanell and Zhu, 2013; Gambardella and McGahan,
2010; Teece, 2010). Two main approaches have taken shape for understanding BMIs. On the
one hand, the first approach shows that different BMs can be achieved through an
incremental process of small changes to the elements within the model (Amit and Zott, 2012;
Demil and Lecocq, 2010; Dunford et al., 2010; Landau et al., 2016; Velu, 2016). On the other
hand, innovative BMs can be marked out during a revolutionary process by displacing the
existing BM (Iansiti and Lakhani, 2014; Landau and Bock, 2013). Currently, the two main
trends that affect BMs the most are digitalization and sustainability orientation, and these
require changes on the part of organizations, customers, suppliers and all other stakeholders.

2.2 Business model innovation in the digital era
The digitalization of the business environment and of the general public has directly affected
corporate culture, business processes and purchasing behaviours. We refer to digitalization
as “the way in which many domains of social life are restructured around digital
communication and media infrastructures” (Brennen and Kreiss, 2015, p. 1). Indeed, it is
possible to talk about digitalization as a concept that implies the use of digital technology, and
it concerns the way society has had to adapt to this progress.

The reason behind this interest in digitalization is due to its role as an enabler of BMIs that
make it possible to generate novel ways to create and deliver value to customers (Rachinger
et al., 2019). An example of an innovative BM is that of Netflix, which has benefitted from
digitalization and thus been able to transform the way we spend our free time. The adoption
of technologies has enabled the company to shape its new BM. Using a structured algorithm
on the consumer data collected, it has been possible to create a streaming service tailored to
the needs of each end user. More generally, digitalization offers opportunities to influence
BMIs in several ways: optimizing the existing BM (e.g. in terms of costs), transforming the
existing BM (e.g. reconfiguring the established business) and developing a new BM
(e.g. developing new products and services) (Rachinger et al., 2019).

2.3 Business model innovation for sustainability
It has been shown that, while developing BMs, companies need to take into account every
stakeholder and, more generally, society as a whole (Short et al., 2013; Stubbs and Cocklin,
2008; Upward and Jones, 2016; Weber and Kratzer, 2013). Consequently, companies are more
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and more focused on addressing societal issues to support their sustainable development
goals (SDGs). Sustainability, in this sense, has been playing an increasingly predominant role
in BMIs, with the creation of sustainable BMs (Zott andAmit, 2010). This has led to the recent
definition provided by authors (Pieroni et al., 2019; Rantala et al., 2018) who have interpreted
sustainable BMs as a modification of the conventional BM concept, with certain
characteristics and goals added to it. Moreover, they either (1) incorporate concepts,
principles or goals that aim for sustainability, or (2) integrate sustainability into their value
proposition, value creation and delivery activities, and/or value capture mechanisms.
The main aim was to lead firms to be more sustainable economic systems and to integrate
sustainability topics into organizations and to develop sustainability ambitions (Harun et al.,
2013; Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008; Wells, 2013). At present, sustainable BMs are increasingly
considered to be a source of competitive advantage (Porter and Kramer, 2011; Nidumolu et al.,
2009). Thus, some studies affirm that sustainable BMs may in some cases overcome the
traditional BM concept much like sustainable competitive advantage has overcome
competitive advantage (Grant, 2010). Indeed, to orientate a firm towards sustainability in a
systematic way, an innovative BM must embed societal value into products and services.
Therefore, sustainability constitutes a driver of BMI to achieve sustainable development
(Schaltegger et al., 2012). In general, firms need to reimagine their BMs for sustainability and
to reshape existing business ecosystems to support initiatives with societal impacts.
To summarize, business strategy should consider the scale and complexity of BMI for
sustainability and the need to develop a new BM through experience (Evans et al., 2017).

2.4 Business model innovation in the digital era for sustainability
For the above-mentioned reasons, it can be seen that both digitalization and sustainability
affect BM structure in its evolutionary path. Therefore, we contend that, on the one hand,
there is the necessity to adapt organizational structure to new tendencies by innovating the
BM as a result of recent digitalization trends; on the other hand, the transformation should
follow a path as sustainable as possible. In the following sections, we inductively investigate
how such an approach is actually implemented in a relevant case study.

3. Methods
The organization we studied operates in the automotive sector in Europe, and we shall call it
DeltaS. DeltaS offers vehicles, accessories and spare parts, as well as repair, maintenance,
financing and insurance services, and it serves customers worldwide. We selected the
automotive sector as a context for analysis because it is a turbulent and dynamic
environment, with several breakthrough innovations like electric mobility, autonomous
vehicles, automated factories and ridesharing rapidly transforming the industry, thus
determining a shift from traditional to innovative business models. Moreover, almost every
firm, from car manufacturers and dealers to automotive service companies, is expanding its
digital initiatives as well as increasing the number of its strategic partnerships, which are
mainly focused on electrification and shared mobility. This identifies another key
characteristic of this industry that makes it a perfect fit for our investigation: the need to
embrace sustainability thanks to sharing economy. The sharing model has rapidly expanded
at a global scale by involving millions of users who have very positive attitudes towards
sustainable trends and thus are willing to adopt “mobility as a service solution” (MaaS) by
combining different transport forms into a single on-demand service (Cruz and Sarmento,
2020; Gerwe and Silva, 2020). Finally, although increasing competition in the automotive
sector is mainly associated with the complexity of theMaaS landscape, it is also associated
with the speed of growth of new entrants in this market, as they force incumbents to innovate
their business models.
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To answer our research question, we chose a target that would be best able to inform us on
how digitalization is forcing companies operating within the industry to change their
business models in terms of a more considered understanding of sustainability issues.
We collected data using (1) semi-structured one-on-one interviews (Flick, 2009; Glaser and
Strauss, 1967) and (2) archival data consisting of written and electronic documentation.
We relied on the interviews as the main source of data, and we then integrated the analysis
with surveys and some additional archival data. In particular, we conducted in-depth
interviews with a DeltaS dealer manager and with one of the firm’s external partners by way
of the director of the Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) research and
sustainable mobility centre located in the Lazio region of Italy. Through the adoption of a
standardized interview protocol, these initial interviews included questions about
competitive positioning, performance variations deriving from the development of new
technologies, sustainability trends and how to address them, dealer-customer relationships
and the consequences of the COVID-19 outbreak. In addition, we carried out a survey to
identify customers’ reasons for adopting new trends and, consequently, to analyse their
consumer purchasing behaviour. The online survey was composed of 32 questions sent to 60
respondents in the period from June to July 2020. Despite the fact the target of our analysis
constitutes a small percentage of the market, it is still significant and representative if
combined with the other data available. To summarize, we were able to collect promising
insights on the organization side (DeltaS), the external side (ICT research and sustainable
mobility centre) and the customer side (respondents to the survey).

4. Findings
To analyse our data we followed the model of recent research in the field (Grodal et al., 2020),
and from our interviews and archival data we generated a number of initial theoretical
categories that we eventually refined and stabilized. This process of moving from initial to
tentative and finally to stabilized categories that included the main insights of our interviews
and archival data (Grodal et al., 2020) allowed us to conduct a more rigorous analysis that
could build on our theory, moving from findings close to our informants tomore generalizable
layers.We then collected the results in a data structure, following an earliermodel (Gioia et al.,
2013). Specifically, our data structure allows us to identify two main theoretical dimensions
(digitalization and sustainability) and also to show how these two dimensions are
interrelated. Our findings have enabled us to flesh out not only the two key pillars that
companies need to focus on in order to build an innovative business model but also how one
pillar (i.e., digitalization) can sustain the other (i.e., sustainability). In the following section we
detail our data structure and the process we followed to eventually identify our main
theoretical dimensions.

First, from our interviews, it emerged that in regard to digitalization, informants
recognized that “Many people are adapting to the new way of doing business”; for example,
“[. . .] customers have a large number of innovative tools that allow them to find all the
information they need [. . .]”.

In this sense, advanced technologies like consumption algorithms increase the likelihood
that sophisticated tools for lead generation and management can be developed.
The information asymmetries of markets are reduced, thanks to the removal of barriers
between them, through the expansion of globalization, which has allowed the widespread
growth of the Internet in emerging and developing economies as well.

This leads us to the definition of a new player: the digitally conscious consumer. This
became very clear in the words of our informant, who seemed to be aware of the new
opportunities offered by digital platforms that allow them to have a completely different
shopping experience than in the past.
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We have recently witnessed the birth of a new figure: the digital consumer, who is no longer just a
millennial born into an already digitized context, but also the mature individual who witnessed and
personally experienced digital transformation. (Interview with a DeltaS dealer manager, August
28th, 2020)

Although nowadays many online platforms are leveraging online selling to provide cars to
consumers (e.g. Amazon), our results show that many consumers are still unwilling to buy
luxury goods such as a car online. Notwithstandingmany consumersmay be reluctant to buy
cars online, the majority of them still believe that the use of online platforms to collect
information is extremely useful and that a visit to a car dealership is of great help. Such
consumerwillingness to embrace digital technology is leveraged byDeltaSwhen strategizing
future paths to take. In the words of our informant:

There is no turning back, taking advantage of the customer’s open-mindedness to new technologies
(. . .) we want to continue on this path by implementing the digital services offered and extending
them also to after-sales and administration (Interview with a DeltaS dealer manager, August
28th, 2020)

In conjunction with the increase in touchpoints that allow interaction between company and
customer, facilitating the entire process for both, this has led to the creation of a single
dimension within which online and offline coexist, triggering a significant transformation of
the entire customer experience. Our informant clearly explained the evolution the company is
experiencing, moving from demand for products to demand for experiences.

We are witnessing the transition from the discovery of the car in the traditional showroom to the
customization and purchase of the product through digital platforms. (Interviewwith a DeltaS dealer
manager, August 28th, 2020)

Once again, digital consumers who embrace this new scenario acknowledge the fact that
digital technologies may provide numerous advantages for them and for businesses. For
example, consulting before the purchase of a vehicle takes, on average, 30 min less if the
customer has already visited the car manufacturer’s website. This is just one of the most
significant advantages for the dealer, who is thus able to manage several people on the
same day.

In addition, the possibility for dealers to offer a more suitable and targeted product is
simplified. Thanks to the adoption of new technologies, dealers can also sendWhatsAppmini
spots on technical content to explain specific features or services (e.g., driving safety
systems). Together with the “possibility of reaching potential customers outside their
geographical area” and thus increasing the company’s profitability, a potential advantage is
the ability to promote vehicles and services “[. . .] with just one click”.

In this sense, entering markets considered profitable because they are characterized by
market demand that is more inclined to adopt digital choices is facilitated by the speed of
transmission of not only information and resources but also of the finished products
themselves. The online market, therefore, makes it possible to reach, in a far-reaching
manner, all or almost all population groups, stimulating interest in a product whose
characteristics and peculiarities may not have been known before. The conversion rate
guaranteed by online practices is a measure that is in fact continuously monitored by
companies, and thanks to activities like public relations, direct marketing and trade
marketing, companies are able to reach customers in an extensive way, offering them
personalized and targeted content to meet their specific needs and also awaken the latent
needs of the traditional consumer. The digital dimension has in fact led to the creation of ad
hoc content that is personalized and capable of reaching the largest number of users in the
least time possible, and of guaranteeing their experience, as documented, asmuch as possible.
In this way companies touch the hearts of their customers, making them feel special and
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giving them special attention, such as discounts or promotions, that help them retain their
loyalty in the long term.

In sum, the initial theoretical dimension that has emerged from our findings allows us to
say that new digitally conscious consumers, an increased focus of customer demand on
experiences and the ability of firms to leverage digital tools to enter new, unexplored and
possibly profitable markets have triggered the need for companies to adopt digital business
models.

Additionally, another key theoretical dimension emerged from our interviews: the need for
companies to embrace sustainability within their business models. Indeed, our informants
recognized that – especially during the COVID-19 outbreak – “there was the need to ensure the
best possible experience for customers, with particular attention to social issues”. Customers’
sensibility towards sustainability is well reflected in their increasing willingness to embrace
an economy based on sharing, rather than possession, particularly when it comes tomeans of
transportation and commuting:

Customers themselves do not consider it essential to own a vehicle, and car-sharing is typically
preferred to public transport. (Interview with a DeltaS dealer manager, August 28th, 2020)

According to our informants, in view of “renewed sensibility towards social and environmental
concerns”, DeltaS needs to embrace strategies that focus on sustainability yet also make the
most of the opportunities arising from the use of digital technology. Moreover, and at the
same time, they must handle their resources and reach their business goals without ever
losing sight of social and environmental issues. Additionally, to develop strategies that can
embrace digital tools and dispel customer concerns regarding sustainability and social
impact, the imperative for DeltaS seems to be that of working together with other players in
the ecosystem. This call for a “community perspective”,– in which multiple stakeholders
cooperate, the harmonization of the work of different branches and the needs for external
players turned out to be – in the words of our informants – the key to offering a lasting value
proposition. This finding clearly emerges from the following quote:

One of the results we have reached, even though it had already been discussed extensively in the
literature, is the need for cooperation between the company and the surrounding area, the latter
being a set of partners with whom to work together in order to be competitive. (Interview with the
director of an ICT research and sustainable mobility centre located in Lazio, Italy. August 25th, 2020)

In light of this, especially at a time of crisis, the dealers felt a “strong sense of networking” by
receiving the support they needed from DeltaS to adopt tools and processes for remote
customer management. Modern companies belong, indeed, to an ecosystem, a multisystem
network, which sometimes also takes the form of a hyper-network often connected by
multidimensional layers of community. Companies must necessarily become part of a
network in which, together with other organizations or public and private operators, they can
share resources and information and elaborate adequate strategies to respond to the
increasing demand for social and environmental care. To do so, right from the start,
cooperation proved to be the winning tool.

Specifically, in order to conduct research into sustainable mobility issues, it was necessary to
increase the number of private stakeholders such as companies and interlocutors in order to
cooperate and collaborate. (Interview with the director of an ICT research and sustainable mobility
centre located in Lazio, Italy. August 25th, 2020)

The need for DeltaS to interact on a day-to-day basis with other players in the ecosystem, in
order to develop a strong sense of networking with local players and territories as well,
highlights the importance for companies of what we define as “community engagement”. The
adoption of such a collaborative approach and of openness towards subjects outside the
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organization may also have implications in terms of profitability and economic returns. As a
matter of fact, many studies have shown that one’s own knowledge, if enriched by external
impulses, produces higher levels of performance, thanks to the broader availability of
guaranteed resources.

Considering that the aim is to guarantee the best value proposition for the client, the
former “cannot be traced back to the simple sum of the value of individual contributions but is
partly contained in the network of experience and values that links the actors who have
voluntarily and actively participated in its creation” (Pilotti and Ganzaroli, 2006).

The two theoretical dimensions identified as key to building innovative business models,
specifically “embracing digitalization” and “embracing sustainability”, are not stand-alone
dimensions. On the contrary, what emerges from our data is that, by leveraging digital tools
and technologies, companies may develop more socially and environmentally oriented
strategies, thus also incorporating sustainability in their business models.

In our interviews, informants claimed that, by adopting innovative technologies like
lithium-free batteries, materials that are harmful for territories can be managed. Although
these technologies are costly, they can be leveraged to minimize companies’ environmental
impact, thus embracing the sustainability concerns raised by both customers and other
players in the ecosystem.

The most futuristic and difficult option to implement – due to the high cost of the technology – is a
hydrogen car that is able to achieve autonomy levels equivalent to those of cars with internal
combustion systems but without using polluting batteries. (Interview with the director of an ICT
research and sustainable mobility centre located in Lazio, Italy. August 25th, 2020)

Furthermore, although a number of concerns were voiced regarding battery autonomy, our
informants agreed that the use of specific technologies can help companies to save energy
and build more environmentally friendly mobility models:

Things are improving (in environmental terms) because batteries today are increasingly better
performing and, with the same energy content, they are smaller, lighter and faster to charge (. . .).
This makes cars increasingly usable, from a range of 100 km–500 km for new generation models.
(Interviewwith the director of an ICT research and sustainable mobility centre located in Lazio, Italy.
August 25th, 2020)

In sum, our analysis highlights the two key pillars, digitalization and sustainability, around
which companies need to build their business models in order to be innovative and successful
in a long-term perspective, but it also provides evidence of how they are interrelated. Indeed,
by incorporating and exploiting digital tools, companies can also foster sustainability and
embrace the social and environmental concerns raised by customers and society at large.
Figure 1 summarizes our data structure and the theoretical dimensions emerging from our
analysis.

5. Discussion
Our study aimed to explore the role of the digitalization in the adoption of sustainable
innovative BMs. Specifically, we grounded our arguments on the observation that – in the
event of disruptive transformations like digitalization – companies are forced to redefine
and innovate their BMs to adequately respond to external changes. In particular, we
predicted that companies that intend to innovate are also the ones that pay more attention
to the three pillars of sustainability, namely the environmental, social and economic one.
This is because these companies are increasingly aware that the sustainability of their
BMs is a key driver for success. Therefore, we present the environmental and social
concerns as critical pillars to be integrated into the corporate sustainability concept, in
addition to the economic performance. This allows us to show how, by juxtaposing the
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environmental and social pillar to the economic one, companies can fully incorporate the
concept of sustainability, paying attention to all the three elements that characterize truly
sustainable companies.

Through the analysis of the DeltaS case study in the automotive sector, we detected the
sense of integration and action between the parties on sustainable development. Especially,
while we collected evidence that managers are aware of the need to cooperate and
communicate within the network, we understood that customers are more focused on the
digitalization’s experience and benefits. In fact, the data collected revealed several benefits

First order Concepts Second Order Themes Aggregate Dimensions

Digitally conscious

customer

• “Many people are adapting to the new way of doing busi-
ness”; for example,“[...] customers have a large number of
innovative tools that allow them to find all the information
they need”

• Customer awareness of digital technologies

• There is no turning back, taking advantage of the custom-
er’smental openness to new technologies (...) we want to
continue on this path by implementing the digital services
offered and also extending them to after-sales and admin-
istration’

• We are witnessing the transition from the discovery of the
car in the traditional showroom to the customization and
purchase of the product through digital platforms

• Need to activate additional service to facilitate and foster
customer experience

Embracing

digitalization

in the

BM
Focus of demand is

on experiences rather

than products

• Digital allows firms to reach customers located in different
geographical areas

Leveraging digital

tools to tap into

unexploited markets

• Customers' sensibility shifts towards sustainability

• Customers are increasingly adopting sharing models of
transportation and commuting

• Need to provide customers with experiences that take social
issues into account

Socially conscious

customer

Embracing

sustainability in

the BM

• Companies need to work together with other players in the
ecosystem

• It is key for companies to adopt a strong sense of
networking

• Cooperate with local protagonists and territories

Community

engagement to spur

sustainable actions

• Developing hydrogen cars to reduce pollution

• Exploiting lighter, faster, and better performing batteries to
promote energy savings

Digitalization to

develop

sustainable BM

Developing new

technologies can

minimize

environmental impact

Figure 1.
Data structure

reproduced from Gioia
et al. (2013)

methodology
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associated with the adoption of new technologies (e.g., reduction of waiting times, higher
interaction), and the sustainability aspect is emphasized mostly in relation to the opportunity
to build a valuable network of stakeholders within the community. The attention paid to
respect the natural environment, the fundamental provision of infrastructure and the help
provided to communities in which the organization operates represent the principal
objectives to achieve economic, social and environmental needs.

On the one hand, the growing development of digitally enabled BMs highlights the need
to be more open and connected; on the other hand, a strong sense of community emphasizes
the essential relationship between companies, partners and their territory. Adequate levels of
understanding of digitalization, combined with a sustainability orientation, allow companies
to innovate their business models and create, capture and deliver value not only for
themselves and for their customers, but also for society at large (Figure 2). In so doing, we
advance the scientific understanding of BMI in light of digitalization and sustainability, and
we also provide managers with indications on which benefits can be brought about.

5.1 Implications
Our study contributes to understanding the intersection between BMI, digitalization and
sustainability. Specifically, the results of this research increase our theoretical knowledge on
the definition of BMI and on the relevance of networking strategies. Similarly, the study also
has implications formanagers who intend to innovate BMs and to consider not only economic
but also societal and environmental impacts. In particular, the results suggest that
establishing a network of multiple stakeholders is crucial for managing and providing
sustainability efforts in the context of digitalization. Therefore, the interrelation among the
parties enables the creation of innovative BMs. Moreover, even though the investments in
advanced technologies are costly, several benefits can be achieved at organizational,
individual and societal levels. Finally, the interaction between companies and the
environment, and the associated impacts can be considered to effectively design and
implement sustainable development policies. For example, the provision of new
environmental grants and other financial incentives could allow businesses to remain

Figure 2.
Proposed model for
innovative and
sustainable business
models, our elaboration
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profitable while changing their business model. Moreover, the promotion of positive
sustainable case studies can represent the starting point to workmore rapidly on present and
future international policies and initiatives.

5.2 Limitations and future research
Although the contributions of this study are noteworthy, several limitations need to be
elaborated. Future researchers may examine whether the impact of digitalization on BMI
with a sustainable orientation appears to be more contagious or significant in certain sectors
than in others. In fact, since our study is focused on the automotive sector, future analyses on
innovative and sustainable BMs can consider additional contexts in order to measure and
compare the related effects. Moreover, the specific role of partners within the community
should be emphasized in order to explore how every player contributes to the innovation of
BMs, with particular attention paid to societal issues. Then, the evolution of the stakeholders’
relationship over time can be explored with the aim to identify the most influential elements
characterizing this cooperation and to understand what its possible threats are. In this sense,
a broad dissertation on the most successful set of actions to involve the stakeholders into the
sustainability pillars can be fruitful. With regard to the societal and environmental concerns,
the analysis of determined objectives and the main actions implemented represent a
promising area of study.

Furthermore, since changing customers preferences will increasingly push buying of
vehicles online, and despite our results suggesting thatmost of the customers of the dealer are
still reluctant to buy online their vehicle, future studies can explore this transition from the
online purchase of small items (e.g., books) to bigger ones. In this case, future discussions can
be based on the opportunities for dealers and car makers to shift to online sales for gathering
more data and developing a better understanding of customer behaviours.

In addition, certain advanced technologies can be studied with the aim of identifying
possible impacts in terms of more sustainable behaviours. In particular, which kinds of
technology have a greater influence on the likelihood that companies will implement
sustainable behaviours in the long term? Under which conditions of change? Finally,
promising research and managerial insights could derive from an analysis of the impact of
BMIs on specific SDGs, as reported by the United Nations. Therefore, what specific SDGs are
most affected by the innovation of BMs?

6. Conclusions
The advent of digitalization constitutes an enormous challenge for companies, customers and
society at large. Currently, companies tend to innovate their BMs in order to capture
numerous opportunities associated with the use of new technologies. Our analysis of the
DeltaS case study underscores the fact there is a significant gap between technological
knowledge and real technology adoption. Therefore, specific initiatives and measures to
support comprehension of digitalization and its potential effects on society should be
developed within the community. In the digital era, the real value of BMI is the creation of a
dense network of interconnections between companies, customers and partners who apply,
exchange and expand digital solutions. This collaborative spirit plays a crucial role in
transforming the competitive advantage into sustainability.
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