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Abstract:
We are living in the “Anthropocene;” the era in which human activities are responsible for
severe damage to the resilience of the ecological and social systems, undermining the
Earth’s autopoetic mechanism, integrity and ability to function as a healthy complex
adaptive systems. The prevailing societal paradigm for business practices has yet to realise
the reality of our current global unsustainable state – and the shift necessary to move us
forward collectively. Startup companies have a unique opportunity to gain and leverage
competitiveness and attractiveness for funding and customers through sustainability driven
business strategies, models and value propositions.
This research analyses literature, document and interview data to explore if and how
current practices in the Lean Startup contribute to a sustainable society – and how a
Strategic Sustainable Development approach might be introduced to enhance the resilience
of Lean Startups.
Therefor, our key recommendations for Lean Startups that want to introduce an SSD
approach are: to raise awareness about the sustainability challenges and opportunities;
utilise backcasting towards a vision framed by the Sustainability Principles; focus on
fulfilling fundamental basic Human Needs; utilize strategic prioritization questions when
pivoting and combine the FSSD ABCD process with the Lean BML cycle. Ultimately, this
thesis proposes the use of Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions to (re)design sustainable
business models and value-propositions.
We conclude that “asking the right questions - rather than giving answers up front” might
spark conversations and innovations in Lean Startups, beneficial for the sustainability of
both the individual startup the larger socio-ecological systems.
Keywords: Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions, Lean Startup, Business Model
Canvas, Value Proposition Canvas, Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
(FSSD), Sustainability.
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“Try always to express the value of having a good heart. This simple aspect of human nature
can be nourished to great power. With a good heart and wisdom you have right motivation
and will automatically do what needs to be done. If people begin to act with genuine
compassion for every one, we can still protect each other and the natural environment. This
is much easier than having to adapt to the severe and incomprehensible environmental
conditions projected for the future.” (Dalai Lama 1991)
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Executive Summary
This thesis aims to provide an understanding how a Strategic Sustainable Development
approach might best be introduced in the Lean Startup. To explore the potential contributions
and hindrances of the Lean Startup approach to society’s transitioning towards sustainability,
the theoretical knowledge of the Lean Startup methodology and the experience of users and
advisors - has been analysed through the lens of the Framework for Strategic Sustainable
Development (FSSD). This research was conducted with the aim to inspire the introduction
of a Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) approach in a sector-appropriate way, aspiring
to provide users and advisors of Lean Startups a comprehensive tool to integrate a more
robust sustainability-oriented focus throughout the whole startup business model, and
maximize their participation onto the path towards global sustainability. As such, a set of
Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions has been developed to enhance conversations
relevant to sustainable business practices – through each building block of the Business
Model Canvas (BMC) that supports the Lean Startup approach.

Introduction - The Sustainability Challenge & Startups
We live in the “Anthropocene;” the era in which human activities are responsible for severe
damage to the resilience of the ecological and social systems on which we depend for our
survival – undermining their integrity and ability to function as healthy complex adaptive
systems. The autopoietic mechanism of the Earth has probably shifted already, causing global
change in terms of soil erosion, biodiversity loss, rising temperature, CO2 levels that are
through the roof – and more. It is clear that humanity is exceeding the limits of our planet. In
addition, social sustainability challenges highlight degrading levels of trust, honesty, and
equality between humans, inhibiting us to cohesively and collectively address the urgent
challenges of our times. Despite its low costs, the prevailing societal paradigm for business
practices has yet to realise the reality of our current global unsustainable state – and the shift
necessary to move us forward collectively.
The systematic errors of societal design that determine our unsustainable course as well as
the opportunities and obstacles associated with the narrowing walls of a metaphorical funnel
– are what we refer to as ‘the sustainability challenge,’ illustrating the self-benefit that
organisations can enjoy when they understand these dynamics and pro-actively support
sustainability-driven market strategies. Financial impacts are also increasing; if externalized
costs were considered, hardly any big business would be able to make a profit at the moment.
Although the opportunities for businesses are ample, sustainability is often still seen as
separate from business objectives. The degree to which an organisation has embraced
sustainability is characterised by a journey from pre-compliance behaviour – to companies
driven by values, purpose and passion for the larger whole. To address the gap between
awareness and action, a business benchmark based on the FSSD outlines 21 business goals
future fit companies, grouped according to stakeholder relevance.
Right from the beginning, startup companies have a unique opportunity to gain and leverage
competitiveness and attractiveness for funding and customers through sustainable business
strategies. Doing so at an early stage will prevent wasteful investments further down the
runway. To be successful with respect to multiple stakeholders, startups need to continuously
rethink and reinvent their value propositions and business models while ensuring viability.
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Startups often radically change markets through radical and disruptive innovation. Innovation
is stated to be: key to progress and key for sustainability – with the potential to cause
systemic change as an optimum leverage point for society’s necessary transition towards
sustainability. Startups benefit from harnessing the ‘Lean’ capability to predict unmet
customer needs, imagine new attractive market offerings, constantly test their vision,
continuously use feedback loops to measure progress and iterate in search of a successful
business model. Fundamentally, the Lean Startup is based on three pillars:
Lean Startup pillars
Business Model Canvas

Customer Development

Agile Engineering
cycles

- To frame ideas and
assumptions about different
business model designs, and
capture testable hypotheses.

- To engage with potential
customers and stakeholders
to test those hypotheses
“out of the building.”

- To build the simplest
thing
to
maximize
desired
learning
outcomes and eliminate
waste.

The Lean Startup contributes to a startup’s ability to adapt and respond to changes in their
environment by employing an emerging based model for planning and management –
primarily focused on learning as fast as possible whether fundamental business model
assumptions should be changed, or not. The Lean Startup describes how startups should
continuously move towards their vision, steer to find a product-market fit and matching
business model, and finally accelerate by growing into a sustainable company.
Because this concept is still relatively young, research into its benefits for sustainability is
still in its early stages. The Lean Startup methodology holds a number of progressive tools,
processes, and structures, however - so far it is unclear if and to which degree the Lean
Startup contributes to society’s transition towards sustainability, or how it might do so more
effectively.
As such, this thesis aims to propose an SSD approach in line with the needs of Lean Startup
users and advisors, identify gaps and leverage points for change, and build upon existing
strengths of the methodology. First, we have explored how the Lean Startup methodology is
currently helping or hindering society to move towards sustainability. Second, we determined
an appropriate leverage point for a solution and developed a prototype in line with our
findings of both phases. Overall, this thesis aims to inspire users and advisors of the Lean
Startup to integrate an SSD approach throughout the whole startup business model, and
optimally leverage their contribution to meet human needs all around the globe, without
jeopardising future generations to meet their needs.
Research Question
How might we best introduce a
Strategic Sustainable Development approach in the Lean Startup?
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Theoretical Framework and Additional Concepts
The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
The FSSD supports organisations and communities to understand and acknowledge
themselves in the context of the global sustainability challenge. It supports the execution of a
backcasting planning approach for sustainability and is structured in five interdependent and
interrelated levels that should be understood simultaneously and in non-sequential order
(Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006; Robèrt and Broman 2015):
Systems level - The planetary ecological- and nested social systems, and their limits
Success level - The definition of the vision framed by the Sustainability Principles
Strategic level - Backcasting from principle framed vision and prioritization questions
Actions level - Concrete actions to achieve the vision
Tools level - Methods, tools and other support forms to realise the actions
The ABCD is a strategic planning process to implement the FSSD in an organisation. It
consists of four iterative steps, the (ABCD) planning process: A - understand the
sustainability challenge and define a vision of success framed by the Sustainability
Principles; B - assess the current reality to enhance creative tension; C - gather solutions to
reach the vision; and D - prioritize actions and develop a strategic action plan.
Also, previous research elaborates on the complementarity of the BMC and the FSSD.
Additional Concepts
The concept of Adaptive Capacity was used to develop the SSPs as boundary conditions for
success. Stimulating these essential elements contributes to more resilience in the social
system: Diversity, Learning, Self-Organization, Common-Meaning and Trust (Missimer
2015)
Human Needs, as a described by Maslow and Max-Neef, were used because these may
conceptually be placed above efforts for collective and planetary sustainability, as this is
equally dependent on human’s ability to take action for a sustainable ecological and social
system (Missimer 2015).
Further, the Future Fit Business Benchmark Goals (Kendall and Willard 2015) and Business
Case benefits as described by The Sustainability Advantage (Willard 2012) were found
valuable for this study’s prototype to meet Lean Startup users and advisors appropriate
language and scope.

Research Design & Validity
After the research clarification phase, this thesis research was divided into three phases
inspired by Design Research Methodology. We were focused on the process of envisioning
“what might be,” focusing on how we want the world to be, rather than describing how it is –
and committed to a “course of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred
ones.”
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In the first phase, the potential contributions and hindrances of the Lean Startup methodology
were assessed through the lens of the FSSD to identify needs and gaps that could be
leveraged for sustainability. In the second phase, we explored a potential solution more in
depth, tested our ideas for initial feedback and found a preliminary answer to our research
question – aiming to strategically address the mindset with which the Lean process is started
through a set of Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions. In the last phase, we developed a
questionnaire for validation.
Data collection for the first phase was conducted through literature- and document review.
Eric Ries’ book on the ‘Lean Startup’ was our main resource, providing the foundation for
the theoretical analysis. This was triangulated by a series of semi-structured open interviews
with users and advisors of the Lean Startup methodology with varying sectorial experiences,
geographical locations, and worldviews. To identify potential contributions and hindrances to
sustainability, all data were gathered and sorted into the corresponding levels of the Five
Level Framework of the FSSD. Also, we gave attention to how the two approaches might
enhance each other’s strengths in order to work complementary with each other.
For the second phase, we sought a potential solution and started seeing into how others had
approached a similar situation. We selected the BMC and additionally the Value Proposition
Canvas (VPC) to facilitate a process of strategic questioning – and developed a set of
“Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions” (SSTQs) as our prototype.
Data collection for this phase included literature and documents, focusing on the BMC,
business model design for sustainability and strategic questioning. To analyse our findings,
we carefully, deliberately and diligently extracted only those pieces of information most
relevant to solving our design challenge. Additionally, we conducted three more interviews in
which we elaborated upon- and asked for feedback on our prototype idea – to ensure we
were on the right path.
In the last phase, our aim was to gather feedback on the prototype to validate our main idea
of asking Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions (SSTQs) as an appropriate way to
introduce a Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) approach in the Lean Startup.” We
developed a questionnaire survey and after testing it on classmates and our advisors, it
became clear that we needed to refine the questionnaire design. Due to time constraints, this
is as far as we were able to get in this phase.

Findings & Discussion
During the first phase of our research, we focused on the Lean Startup with respect to
Strategic Sustainable Development. We categorised and analysed our findings according to
the appropriate levels of the FSSD to describe its potential contributions and hindrances, and
continued using this framing in our discussion to elaborate on our findings. There are many
ways in which the Lean Startup increases potential economic success for startups. The Lean
process includes valuable tools for capturing diverse business model assumptions, gathering
feedback from potential customers and other stakeholders and presents a comprehensive
model for ‘emerging planning and progress measuring by pursuing validated learning’ to deal
with uncertainty and unpredictability in the startup eco-system. Also, a general and basic
knowledge of systems thinking, adaptive capacity and network theory allow for a possible
foundation to understanding of the sustainability challenge. And, at this moment there are
many gaps – often due to a lack of grounding in robust science, preventing sustainability to
be at the core of a Lean Startup’s strategy. For example, a vision or purpose is not informed
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by the sustainability principles, feedback does not include the socio-ecological systems,
customers are not completely recognised as humans, trigger questions and strategic
prioritization questions lack a funnel perspective – and backcasting is mostly used to achieve
short-term goals only. Overall, we found that only the right mindset might ensure that the
Lean Startup methodology is successfully implemented to fully contribute to SSD.
Importantly, Lean Startups need to be more aware of sustainability issues and opportunities –
and integrate this understanding into every aspect of their business.
In the second phase of our research, we identified the BMC and business model design for
sustainability as a strategic leverage point to inform the design of our proposed solution.
Additionally, we explored the intricacies of strategic questioning. We found previous
research indicating the compatibility of the BMC and the FSSD, also outlining the need for
trigger questions to be informed by the FSSD and a funnel perspective. Further, we
discovered that the recently launched VPC offers a closer look at the customer segment and
value proposition blocks – which enhanced the possibility to “ask the right questions from the
beginning.” Strategic questioning and asking for advice are used to inspire change; overcome
resistance; allow people to name their own answers to what they do not know yet, and
challenge the current operating system. It further strengthens our ability to engage in
effective conversations and identify shared ground – bridging different worldviews in a nonconfrontational manner.
The framing of a question is crucial. The preposition determines the strategic leverage, an
appropriate scope sets realistic boundaries, and we need to be aware of any embedded
assumptions under the surface. The “How Might We…” technique came forward as most
promising for strategic questioning; outlining the possibility of solutions, the acceptance of
failure – and emphasising that we are in this together and that we have to act collectively.
“This is at the essence of the Lean Startup, to constantly experiment, test, and learn - to
systematically refine what it means to be successful amidst unpredictable change and move
toward rapidly evolving knowledge". (Ries 2016)
Following, we developed a set of 143 SSTQs for initial testing, each directly grounded in on
of these concepts: Human Needs (Maslow 1943 and Max-Neef 1991) to enhance the idea of
fulfilling customer needs whilst securing long-term demand; Adaptive Capacity (Missimer
2015) to enhance systems thinking and understanding of networks in complexity; FSSD
Sustainability Principles (Robèrt & Broman 2015, Missimer 2015), to explaining the criteria
for success and sustainability; and The Future-Fit Business Benchmark (Kendall & Willard
2015) and The New Sustainability Advantage & Business Case Benefits (Willard 2012) to
meet the Lean Startup where it is and lure them from the “leaves onto the branches and the
trunk”. In total a possible 433 combinations are possible between these concepts and the
BMC and VPC.
Each concept can be considered in relation to a level of the FSSD: systems level (Adaptive
Capacity and Human Needs); success level (Sustainability Principles); and the tools level
(Future Fit Goals and Business Case Benefits). In relation to the ABCD planning procedure
of the FSSD, the SSTQs can be considered in the: A-step to raise awareness around e.g. AC
or HN; in the B-step to spark insights about the current unsustainability of the business
model; and in the C-step by inspiring novel possibilities and solutions to seize opportunities.
We developed the SSTQs in strong connection with the building blocks of the VPC and the
BMC. It is important to recognise that their validity needs to be investigated in future
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research. However, we did gather initial feedback on our idea from three interviewees during
the prototype development phase, each confirming the potential for asking SSTQs through
the building blocks of the VPC and the BMC. A comprehensive list of all SSTQs can be
found in Appendix C and the prototype can be downloaded from:
drive.google.com/file/d/0B7oMW8Dsf9--QUVfaEgzU0Mxejg/view?usp=sharing

Conclusion
We found that once the LS methodology is implemented with the right mindset, informed by
the SSD, it is an excellent tool to enhance organisational contributions towards a sustainable
society within planet Earth. Because of the inquisitive culture in the startup environment, we
conclude that asking Strategic Sustainable Trigger questions might be the best way to
introduce an SSD approach in the Lean Startup, as such utilizing the present collective
intelligence and sparking conversations about overlooked and yet crucial elements, impacts
and consequences of unsustainability all throughout a startup business model.
SSTQs can serve to inspire vision, inform steering and pivoting – and enhance acceleration
and possibilities for growth. Further, there is a need to embrace sustainability as an inherent
part of a startup’s strategy and decision-making processes to ensure it is a core driver of - and
for innovation. Also, the Lean Startup methodology could support the implementation of
SSD in other organisations, particularly by articulating a model for emerging planning and
progress measuring – helpful when learning how to move from one flexible platform to the
next.
To enhance the robustness of the SSTQs each question in a concept relevant for
sustainability, which has been achieved by including questions based on: the elements of
Adaptive Capacity to enhance systems thinking and understanding of networks in
complexity; Human Needs to enhance the idea of fulfilling customer needs whilst securing
long-term demand; the Sustainability Principles of the FSSD to constrain space within which
an organisation may call itself socio-ecologically successful and sustainable; and the Future
Fit Goals and Sustainability Advantage Business Case Benefits to meet the Lean Startup
where it is and lure them from the “leaves onto the branches and the trunk”. We feel this
approach allows for the complexities of human dynamics in a startup to work well together
and collectively come up with answers to the unknown.
For the Lean Startup, an SSD approach might greatly enhance the resilience and success,
both in the short and long-term. As such, our key recommendations for Lean Startups that
want to introduce an SSD approach are as follows:
●
●
●
●
●
●

Raise awareness of sustainability issues, present challenge as opportunity
Broaden backcasting approach towards vision / purpose bound by the SPs
Focus on fulfilling fundamental basic Human Needs
Utilise three strategic prioritization questions when pivoting and steering
Combine the ABCD and Lean Startup
Utilise SSTQs to (re) design sustainable business models and value propositions

In short, we feel that “asking the right questions - rather than giving answers up front” might
spark conversations and innovations in Lean Startups, beneficial for the sustainability of both
the individual startup the larger socio-ecological systems.
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Glossary
ABCD Strategic Planning Process: A four step planning process that organizations can utilize
to strategically plan towards sustainability.
Backcasting: A planning method that involves building a vision and then working in reverse
in order to know what must be done in order to reach that vision.
Biosphere: The surface area of the Earth, stretching from the upper limits of the atmosphere
to the lower layers of the soil both on land, and in the ocean.
BMC: Business Model Canvas developed by Alexander Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur in
2010.
Build-measure-learn feedback loop: instead of making a lot of assumptions, you can make
constant adjustments with a steering wheel called build-measure-learn. Through this process
we can learn if and when to make a sharp turn – a pivot.
Business organization: A commercial or industrial enterprise composed of people who work
in collaboration to pursue a purpose and earn profit.
Complexity: The state of having systemic richness, including many diverse and interrelated
parts.
Eric Ries: Author, “The Lean Startup” (2011).
Leadership capacity: Quantity and quality of leadership capabilities.
Leverage points: Places within a complex system where an initially small shift can create
significant change. In other words, they are the efficient places to intervene in a system.
MVP: Minimum Viable Product is an early version of a product or service, and contains only
the features that allow it to be deployed to early users.
Paradigm: The way we perceive and acquire knowledge that also determines what we count
as knowledge. Essentially, a paradigm is a smaller version of a worldview.
Pivot: Pivot means significantly changing the direction of a product or service strategy.
Practitioners: Anyone implementing Lean startup methodology in practice.
Return on investment: A profitability ratio that determines the reward for investing financial,
social, or human capital.
Socio-ecological system: The combined system that is made up of the biosphere, human
society, and their complex interactions.
Steve Blank: Author of “Four Steps to the Epiphany”, the book credited with inspiring the
Lean Startup movement.
Strategy: Logical and generic guidelines to inform the process and implementation of a plan.

XI

Sustainability: A state in which the socio-ecological system is not systematically undermined
by society. Society must be in full compliance with the eight Sustainability Principles to
achieve full sustainability.
Sustainable Development: The Brundtland Commission report “Our Common Future” offers
the following definition: to “meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability
of future generations to meet their own needs”. (Brundtland 1987, 24).
Systemic change: Change that is system-wide and recognizes the interrelations and
interdependencies amongst parts of the system.
Systems thinking: A discipline concerned with the organized study of systems, their
feedbacks, and their behaviour as a whole.
Validated Learning: Involves testing an initial idea and using metrics combined with an MVP
to confirm or disprove the accuracy of the initial idea.
Vision of Success: An imagined vision of a future state that contains the success of the entity
framed by a sustainable society as described by the Sustainability Principles.
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List of Abbreviations
AC: Adaptive Capacity
BMC: Business Model Canvas
BML: Build-Measure-Learn
BTH: Blekinge Institute of Technology
CA: Competitive Advantage
CEO: Chief Executive Officer
DRM: Design Research Methodology
DSI: Descriptive Study I
DSII: Descriptive Study II
ESPs: Ecological Sustainability Principles
5LF: Five Level Framework
FF: Future Fit Goals (21)
FSSD: Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
HN: Human Needs
IPPC: Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
LS: Lean Startup
MSLS: Master of Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability (Study program)
MVP: Minimum Viable Product
PS: Prescriptive Study
RC: Research Clarification
ROI: Return on Investment
RQ: Research Question
SPs: Sustainability Principles
SSD: Strategic Sustainable Development
SSPs: Social Sustainability Principles
SSTQs: Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions
VPC: Value Proposition Canvas
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1. Introduction
1.1 The Sustainability Challenge
We live in the “Anthropocene;” the era in which human intervention is causing the
deterioration of the ecological and social systems, consequently undermining its capacity of
resilience. This can be explained with climate change, shrinking biodiversity, poverty,
erosion, population collapses, and accelerating extinction rates (Broman and Robèrt 2015).
Humanity faces decreasing ecosystem quality and increasing risk of tipping the biosphere
into a state where it would be difficult or impossible to maintain the human civilization
(Steffen et al. 2015). Continued population growth adds to the challenge (United Nations
2013). Humanity is responsible for severely polluting the atmosphere, altering the climate,
drastically changing land use, and has been the primary cause of biodiversity loss on the
planet (Tompkins and Adger 2004, Rockstrom et al. 2009, WWF 2010, Fischer-Kowalski et
al. 2011, Steffen et al. 2015). Accordingly, the IPCC report states that: “Warming of the
climate system is unequivocal, and since the 1950s, many of the observed changes are
unprecedented over decades to millennia. The atmosphere and ocean have warmed, the
amounts of snow and ice have diminished, sea level has risen, and the concentrations of
greenhouse gases have increased.” From an understanding of the climate system, it is clear
that humans are responsible for the changes in our environment (IPCC 2014).
We must act on our initial findings of the root causes of unsustainability, to prevent the
systematic decline of the very foundation for the human civilization, or else we will not be
able to avoid extinction together with the larger ecosystem that we are a part of (Broman and
Robèrt 2015). Among many scientists, Fritjof Capra argues that human activities have
deviated autopoietic mechanism already, and amongst the outcomes thereof are alternate
modes in global system, global warming, and the changing weather systems (Capra 1997).
According to a study conducted by the Stockholm Resilience Centre, our planet has entered a
new epoch coined as the “Anthropocene.” Current atmospheric CO2 concentration is above
400 ppm, which scientists conclude that it is beyond the zone of uncertainty and poses high
risk to advancing Global Climate Change (Steffen et al. 2015).
If we continue at this rate and in this direction, Capra argues that the autopoietic mechanism
of Earth will hold her ground and humanity’s future generations will not be allowed to
further live on this planet. At this moment, we appear unable to meet the needs of the present
and are systematically compromising opportunities of future generations to meet their own
needs. In addition, humanity faces severe social sustainability challenges such as the
degrading levels of trust between the members of society (Edelman 2015), which adds to a
low potential to cohesively address the socio-ecological challenges of our times. Financial
impacts related to the unsustainable state of the ecological and social systems are also
increasing (Stern 2006).
This continuing over-exploitation is causing systematic degradation of the social and
ecological system. Ecosystems are being destroyed and depleted faster than they can restore
themselves (Wackernagel and Rees 1995, Kitzes et al. 2008). Trust, honesty and equality in
the global social system are deteriorating (McKenzie 2004, Robèrt et al. 2010).
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Many scientists argue that the critical challenge we are facing may well continue to
accelerate Earth’s sixth great extinction, putting the essential life-sustaining ability of the
planet as a whole in danger (Fischer et al. 2007, Stork 2010).
Peter Senge and Otto Scharmer have described humanity’s current unsustainable situation as
the ecological divide, the social divide and the spiritual-cultural divide. While the ecological
divide is based on a disconnection between self and nature, and the social divide on a
disconnection between self and other, the spiritual divide reflects a disconnect between self
and Self—that is, between my current “self” and the emerging future “Self” that represents
my greatest potential (Senge 2003, Scharmer 2013).
“If we continue to look at the land and the world around us just in terms of dollars and cents,
we are going to destroy the very things that make that land so precious to us — the very
things that keep us alive and healthy.” – David Suzuki
In our common way of experiencing reality we are disconnected from our environment, and
many human activities systematically place severe and structural obstacles to the ecological
system’s resilience, adaptivity and diversity, and with that undermine its integrity as a
complex adaptive system (Capra 1997). We are part of what Capra calls the ‘web of life’,
everything is interconnected and humans are inseparable from nature and the ecological
system.
Modern era problems are complex in nature, so is the sustainability challenge. Thus, the
linear logic used to create our current situation cannot solve our modern day problems.
Reductionism cannot be used to remedy this challenge that humanity faces along with the rest
of the life forms on our planet (Max-Neef 2005, Rockström et al. 2009). In the light of
modern science, complex biochemical reactions create the phenomenon called life, and On
Earth, from single-celled organisms to complex forms of animal and plant life, from the
smallest startups to multinationals, compose extremely intricately woven web of socioecological systems.
Capra (1985) describes nature from a systems thinking approach as, “an interconnected,
dynamic network of relationships, in which any 'parts' are merely relatively stable patterns,
and natural phenomena are described in terms of a corresponding network of concepts, in
which no part is more fundamental than any other part.” And, as Ackoff (1973) puts it: “the
whole is more than the sum of its parts” and “system as a whole cannot be divided into
individual parts” (Ackoff 1973). This explains the naturally occurring phenomenon called
“emergence.”
1.1.1 The Funnel Metaphor
The systematic decline of the ecological and social systems' potential to support the
fulfillment of human needs, in combination with the growing population, can be
metaphorically illustrated as the human civilization entering deeper and deeper into a funnel
(Broman and Robèrt 2015).
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Figure 1.1. The Funnel Metaphor.
(Source: Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Design: Serrure, Beltrame and Rootes 2013).

In order to illustrate the self-benefit of proactivity for sustainability nowadays and by this to
get the attention of leaders, the funnel metaphor is especially useful. The most contributors to
unsustainability have a higher risk of hitting the walls of the funnel, which will affect the
whole humanity in the end. The funnel wall can be described as sudden “changes in
legislation, regulation and tax, resource availability and resource costs, insurance and credit
costs, waste management costs, and, not the least, changes in customer and employee
preferences and risks of losing out to competitors that navigate the paradigm shift more
skillfully” (Broman and Robèrt 2015). The business case of sustainability is about
understanding the unavoidable dynamics of the funnel and how an increasingly sustainability
driven market will evolve as a result of the funnel. Capturing of innovation opportunities,
from exploration of new markets and from winning of new market shares, in addition to
reducing direct risks and costs is probably the main self-benefit from doing well for the
whole system (Broman and Robèrt 2015).
The sustainability of the social and ecological systems influences each other and as such they
need to be addressed simultaneously. The “systematic errors of societal design that are
driving human’s unsustainable effects on the socio-ecological system,” as well as all the
obstacles to and opportunities from the closing walls of the funnel is what Robèrt et al. have
framed as ‘the sustainability challenge’ (2015).

1.2 Business & Startups
Over the recent decennia business practices have attributed to enormous damage to the
resilience of our ecosystems and the society. Trucost (2013) reports that if we would take
externalized costs into account, essentially none of the big industries would be making a
profit. In fact, they would constantly be losing money if their footprint were accounted for,
and - downstream into the value chain the impacts and indirect costs are even scarier.
Consequently, the same report argues that, “The huge profit margins being made by the
world’s most profitable industries [...] is being paid for against the future: we are trading long
term sustainability for the benefit of shareholders.” (Trucost 2013)
Many leaders of large firms will cry out concerns and fears to lose the competition to lower
cost countries; complain that their suppliers are actually the problem; or that sustainable
manufacturing will demand new and expensive equipment and processes and that customers
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are not willing to pay more for eco-friendly products during a time of economic recession. As
such, the need for sustainability is often not clearly understood, and merely treated as a
corporate social responsibility (CSR) issue, divorced from business objectives (Nidumolu
2009). Luckily, we can celebrate that there is no logic behind this anymore. 2015 was the
first year in which economic growth was achieved while carbon emissions went down (Aden
2016, The Guardian 2015).
Prevailing approaches to sustainability are very disconnected from strategy. There are great
opportunities for companies to benefit society - by using the same frameworks as used for
business decisions. Sustainability can be a source of opportunity, innovation and competitive
advantage (Porter and Kramer 2006).
1.2.1 The Benefits of Change
The increasing gravity and pressure of global challenges requires a different approach from
businesses, that are currently operate in a less unsustainable way (Ehrenfeld 2008).
Corporate sustainability is starting to play an integral role in shaping the driving force of a
firm (Stubbs and Cocklin 2008). Emerging markets for greener products and services as well
as enhanced attention for sustainability agendas makes that non-financial metrics are
increasingly integrated into decision-making processes concerning concepts of value and
profitability that drive business models and the seemingly dual objectives of short-term
profitability and long-term sustainability (Bryson and Lombardi 2009).
When an organization embarks on a journey towards sustainability, this is typically
characterized by incremental steps along the following five phases (Willard 2012):
● Stage 1: Pre-compliance – the focus is entirely on profits and cost reduction without
regard for sustainability, while often actively resisting regulation and other incentives
for sustainable behavior.
● Stage 2: Compliance – liabilities are managed adequately and the company obeys the
law and mandatory regulations, and sustainability is still seen as a cost.
● Stage 3: Beyond Compliance – proactive cost and risk reduction by minimizing
waste, pollution, energy use and harmful social impacts.
● Stage 4: Integrated Strategy – capturing added value from initiatives that benefit all
stakeholders and re-branding with commitment to sustainability integrated in the core
strategies.
● Stage 5: Purpose and Passion – just because it’s the right thing to do, in stage five the
company is driven by a passionate commitment to contribute to sustainability for the
company, society, and the environment.
Benefits of the “Sustainability Advantage” include increased revenue, market share, and
access to emerging markets through sustainable branding and leadership; enhanced resilience
to sector volatility and legislation changes; improvements in operational efficiencies and
employee engagement, collaboration productivity and innovative capacity; increased ability
to attract and retain talent; as well as reduced consumption of and thus expenses for energy,
water, materials and waste that can be reduced, reused, recycled, down- or up cycled.
Importantly, a company can avoid the business risks associated with an unsustainable course
(Willard 2012). Thus, being or becoming truly sustainable can be viewed as a business
opportunity (Bocken 2015).
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1.2.2 The Potential of Disruption
For startups, there is a specific need to integrate sustainability in their strategy in an early
stage “in order to avoid a long and expensive process of catching up” (Halberstadt and
Johnson 2014). Businesses are more and more confronted with environmental and social
challenges and at the same time their stakeholders expect firms to meet triple-bottom line of
economic, environmental and social value creation (Elkington 1997). Startups are seen as an
answer to many social and environmental problems and as a solution to the emergence of
sustainable businesses, innovations and business models. In order to tackle the global issues a
fundamental change of businesses and business models is required. These firms are giving an
opportunity to be the source of sustainability and sustainable business model innovation
(Bocken 2015).
Innovation is relevant for all firms and organizations as it is about staying in the ‘game’, or
being at the forefront of competition while ensuring viability and sustainability of their
operations (OECD 2011). Innovation is key for sustainability and progress in times of
economic crisis. Innovation that causes systemic change in creating and habitualizing new
sustainable patterns of behavior in a society, serves as an optimum leverage point in
transitioning society towards sustainability (Nidumolu et al. 2012). Also, research shows
“that sustainability is a mother lode of organizational and technological innovations that yield
both bottom-line and top-line returns” (Nidumolu 2009).
Startups are known for their disruptions and radical innovations, which is considered possible
the most powerful engine of contemporary economic growth (Acs and Audretsch 1989,
Cohan 2012). Startups can drive sustainable innovations due to their dynamic,
entrepreneurial style of management and the closeness of the owner/manager to the
innovation process (Bos-Brouwers 2010). Entrepreneurship has been identified as a main
channel for sustainable products and processes (Bocken 2015).
A business model gives and outlines how a company creates and captures value, and the
relationship between its activities and successes (Henriksen et al. 2012), describing “how a
business defines and achieves success over time,” captured at any given moment in the past,
present, or future (Upward and Jones 2016).
Basically the business model explains how a company does its business - how value is
created for the customers and how it is captured for the company and its stakeholders (Linder
and Cantrell 2000, Magretta 2002, Rajala and Westerlund 2007). Zott et al. (2010) reviewed
the available literature on business models and concludes that a common understanding and
wide acceptance is emerging around the business model’s capacity as a unit of analysis - with
a system-level approach to explain the intricacies between different organizational activities.
As such, the BMC is considered a usable tool to uncover the main elements of a business
model in relation to sustainable practices (Henriksen et al. 2012).
Identifying a business’ “who”, “what” and “how” is at the essence of a business model.
“Who” is the target group and consequent customers needs, “What” refers to the company’s
value, and “How” explains how operations are configured in terms of process and product
technology and interactions with the supply chain (Markides 1999).
Radical changes in business models imply revisiting customer bases and value chains or
redefining products and services (OECD 2011). As such, comparing business models to
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benchmark competition enables using this knowledge to your advantage for future growth
and continuity (Henriksen et al. 2012).
In a changing market, companies need to challenge, re-think or reinvent their business model
to remain competitive. This can be done by re-thinking their value proposition to customers,
seeking new ways to capture novel market segments, generating and applying new types of
producer-consumer relationships or profit formulas, and restructuring activities, resources
and partnerships (Henriksen et al. 2012).
1.2.3 Lean & Learning Cycles
Lean innovation capability enables startups to predict unmet customer needs, imagine
attractive unique market offerings early in process, continuously test their visions and use
feedback loops to learn how to produce the value propositions (Bicen et al. 2015).
The ‘lean innovation capability’ is “a distinct capability that reflects a firm’s ability to
experiment with ideas that meet core customer needs by constantly iterating the initial
offering, with the purpose of validating learning through continuous market feedback in order
to achieve sustainable business performance (Bicen et al. 2015).
There are many challenges for new enterprises (Blank 2013). In recent years, a
comprehensive approach for startups was coined as the Lean Startup methodology, described
in ‘The Lean Startup’ written by Eric Ries (2011). The Lean Startup has its roots in the techstartup environment, and is proving to be equally relevant to larger businesses and (startup-)
organizations in the nonprofit sector. Both small and big companies, in any sector or
industry, have to continuously aim for operational excellence and disruptive innovation to
secure their ability to adapt in response to an unpredictable, uncertain and rapidly changing
world (Ries 2011).
As such, Ries defines a startup as: “a human institution designed to create new products and
services under conditions of extreme uncertainty”. Further, the Lean Startup emphasizes that
entrepreneurs are everywhere - and that every startup is an experiment to discover how to
find a profit model that works for them (Blank 2013) and build a (financially) sustainable
business around a vision of success (Ries 2011). The Lean Startup stresses the need to
become an “innovation factory” and use so called innovation accounting to continuously
figure out the right things to build in order to learn - is essential for startup’s potential to
become a sustainable company.
This is particularly important, as forecasts and milestones are not valid in the environment in
which a startup operates. Ries further explains that this is important, because 95% of
entrepreneurship comes down to the nitty gritty work of innovation accounting - only 5% can
be attributed to the “big idea” (Ries 2009).
The Lean Startup offers an alternative to the Waterfall planning and management model, a
serial product development process, often taking several cycles to include customer feedback
(Blank 2013). Instead, it utilizes an agile feedback loop called Build-Measure-Learn.
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Figure 1-2. Lean Startup process (Source: inspired by Ries 2011).

The Build-Measure-Learn feedback loop aims to maximize learning through incremental and
iterative engineering and building a “minimum viable product” (MVP) - the simplest thing
that will allow you to obtain the learning you seek. The BML loop actually works in the
reverse order as it starts with determining what we need to learn and then make our way
backwards to design an MVP that will allow achieving the desired learning (Ries 2011).
Customer Development is used to gather feedback by taking the MVP out of the building to
experiment and test it with customers in the real world, measure their reactions and responses
and learn from this. A startup needs to continuously measure its current reality to confront
any assumptions or unknown truths, and develop experiments to measure progress towards
the ideal picture. Metrics should enable actionable strategy, opposite to vanity metrics that
only make a good impression (Neaderthal et al. 2013). Also, Ries states that vanity metrics
prevent pivoting and can allow entrepreneurs to draw false conclusions and live in their own
reality. Metrics should further be accessible to generate genuine feedback instead of
confirming what we want to hear, and auditable to be shared with and credible to all
employees (Ries 2011).
Ideally one should start with the riskiest parts first, which Ries describes as rigorously testing
the “Value hypothesis” and the “Growth hypothesis”. Depending on the achieved learning
and whether the idea was validated or invalidated we can iterate or choose to pivot or
persevere. Iterations continuously optimize the course towards the vision, and the choice to
pivot or persevere determines the next strategic step forward, while keeping one foot
grounded in what has been validated already and testing a new fundamental hypothesis
product / service, business model and / or engine of growth. Learning fast lengthens the
runway, the amount of pivots a startup has left before needing new financial investments. As
such, a startup should pivot rather sooner than later, and at the same time make the practice
of pivoting a permanent part of the organizational culture (Ries 2011). Ries describes the
following pivots: zoom-in pivot; zoom-out pivot; customer segment pivot; customer need
pivot; platform pivot; business architecture pivot; value capture pivot; engine of growth
pivot; channel pivot; technology pivot (Ries 2011).
Failing fast is considered good, because it saves resources wasted on things that were bound
to fail (Pittsford 2013). The aim is to find a problem-solution fit / product-market fit, where
the value proposition matches what customers perceive as valuable, and are willing to pay
money for (Ries 2011). Fundamentally, the Lean Startup is based on three pillars:
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Table 1-1. Lean Startup pillars.

Business Model Canvas

Customer Development

6 To frame ideas and assumptions 6 To
about different business model
designs, and capture testable
hypotheses.

engage with potential
customers and stakeholders to test
those hypotheses “out of the
building.”

Agile Engineering cycles
6 To build the simplest thing to
maximize desired learning
outcomes and eliminate waste.

The Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur 2010) as used to capture hypotheses,
is a well-known tool and can be seen as the standard support tool for business model design.
The BMC offers a shared language and common framework for describing, assessing and
designing all kinds of business models. Also, it allows for a visual aid to map planned
strategic successive changes of the business model. Next to being of importance to map out
existing business models, it is getting increased attention as a means for analyzing and (re)
designing and support the realization of sustainability-driven and competitive strategies
(França 2013).
The Business Model Canvas consists of nine basic building blocks. Together, they structure
the information about how an organization creates, delivers and captures value. The BMC
building blocks are: Customer Segments; Channels; Customer Relationships; Revenue
Streams; Key Resources; Key Activities; Key Partnerships; and Cost Structure (Osterwalder
and Pigneur 2010)
Recently, the developers of the BMC launched the Value Proposition Canvas as an extra tool
to help describe the Value Proposition and Customer Segment in more detail, and evaluate
the potential “fit” of your value creation to fulfill customer expectations. Again, the idea is
that it will structure our thinking and make ideas more tangible. The aim is to achieve a
product-market fit when the Customer Profile on the right and the Value Map on the left meet each other in the middle.
The Customer Profile constitutes the following building blocks: Customer Jobs, Customer
Gains, and Customer Pains. The Value Map includes the following building blocks: Gain
Creators, Pain relievers, and Products / Services (Strategyzer 2016).
Although the BMC appears static, linear and simple in structure, the interaction between the
building blocks forms a complex system of interdependencies. Also, there are multiple causal
relationships implied to capture these dynamics of adapting to changes. When a company
aims to innovate its business model, it can take any block as a starting point to improve each
of the blocks (Henriksen et al. 2012).
Change can take place in every block through different mechanisms: modification, re-design,
adding alternative blocks or creating entirely novel and innovative building blocks. More
radical changes tend to have higher potential benefits than mere modifications (Machiba
2010), and a sustainability lens should be a variable determined present in each of the blocks
(Henriksen et al. 2012). França (2013) argues that this is important, because becoming
sustainable cannot be an organization’s sole purpose. It needs to be clear exactly what value
will be offered to society, and in order to enhance society’s transition towards sustainability
we need clear sector-appropriate tools to support this strategy process (França 2013).
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In essence, the Lean Startup is about achieving validated learning as fast as possible, to test
assumptions and hypothesis about any part of the business model and pivot before the
runway runs out. As Ries explains, learning is at the core of the Lean Startup:
“What I begin with is: ‘If you grant that we’re operating with all this uncertainty—and that
the purpose of building a product or doing any other activity is to create an experiment to
reduce that uncertainty—then instead of asking the question, What will we do? Or what will
we build? We change it to what will we learn? And then you work backwards to the simplest
possible thing—what we call the ‘minimum viable product’—the smallest thing that can get
you the learning. Just this one change—before you get to any of the more complicated
process things—can produce really remarkable results.” (Ries 2016)
The Lean Startup contributes to a startup’s ability to adapt and respond to changes in their
environment by employing an emerging based model for planning and management –
primarily focused on learning as fast as possible whether fundamental business model
assumptions should be changed, or not. The Lean Startup describes how startups should
continuously move towards their vision, steer to find a product-market fit and matching
business model, and finally accelerate by growing into a sustainable company.
Because this concept is still relatively young, research into its benefits for sustainability is
still in its early stages. The LS methodology holds a number of progressive tools, processes,
and structures, however - so far it is unclear if and to which degree the Lean Startup
contributes to society’s transition towards sustainability, or how it might do so more
effectively.

1.3 Research Purpose & Scope
1.3.1 Problem & Purpose
Despite its successful contributions to economic sustainability for startups and other lean
ventures, initial literature revealed that the LS methodology does not include tools that
specifically include or enhance for socio-ecological sustainability driven strategies. To be
successful in today’s uncertainty and address complex business and sustainability challenges,
a tool that supports startups to be sustainable from the start seems necessary.
This thesis explores the design of a prototype able to introduce a Strategic Sustainable
Development perspective in the LS movement., the Framework for Strategic Sustainable
Development (FSSD) (Broman and Robèrt 2015) , was utilized to inform analysis and
decision making all throughout, as well as to inspire a possible solution. As such, the purpose
of this research is to explore how a Strategic Sustainable Development perspective might be
introduced in the Lean Startup.
1.3.2 Target Audience & Scope
This research aims to inspire the field of LS methodology users, practitioners and advisors to
consider socio-ecological impacts of a startup’s products / services and business models.
We hope to engage any person, startup and initiative familiar with the LS methodology /
approach. It is outside the scope of this study to specifically address the required nuance and
expertise to apply the recommended amendments to the LS methodology in particular
professional settings.
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1.3.3 Paradigm
We hold the perspective that we need to contribute to society moving towards sustainability.
And, believe that in order to support this transition we need tools that can help us create and
innovate new or alternative products and services that are more sustainable.

1.4 Research Question
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2. Theoretical Framework
For this research, the FSSD was used as the main theoretical framework, complemented with
supporting tools and concepts. This chapter describes the levels and elements of the FSSD
and the relevance of additional concepts for an SSD approach. Since the purpose of this
research is to describe how a Strategic Sustainable Development approach might best be
introduced in the Lean Startup to enhance sustainability driven strategies, the FSSD informed
each part of this research. Firstly, the FSSD was used to assess potential contributions and
hindrances of the Lean Startup methodology in moving organizations and society as a whole
towards sustainability. Further, it was utilized to inform interview questions, make decisions
and inspire the proposed prototype solution in the second phase.

2.1 The Framework for Strategic Sustainable
Development (FSSD)
The FSSD offers a unifying and operational definition of sustainability, and a systematic
approach to analyzing, decision-making, planning and acting for the fulfillment thereof. The
FSSD builds upon a 25-year consensus based learning process between scientists and
practitioners. The FSSD emphasizes the importance of understanding the challenge and the
self-benefit of proactivity – to secure symptoms are seen within the context of underlying
causes, to optimally enjoy opportunities for solutions without causing worse problems
(Broman and Robèrt 2015).
The FSSD presents a holistic systems perspective, outlining a set of basic principles which
are: science-based; necessary for sustainability; sufficient for sustainability; general enough
to be applicable and understandable; concrete enough to guide actions and problem solving;
and distinct enough to facilitate mutually exclusive comprehension and monitoring. Further,
it supports the execution of a backcasting planning approach for sustainability (Robèrt 2000,
Ny et al. 2006).
This framework supports organizations and communities to understand and to put themselves
in the context of the global sustainability challenge. It offers a shared language to make sense
of complexity and allow stakeholders to develop a common purpose by employing a shared
mental model (Broman and Robèrt 2015). The framework helps to people and organizations
move strategically towards sustainability: stepwise reducing their negative impacts on
ecological and social systems, strengthening the own organization through capturing of
innovation opportunities, exploration of new markets and winning of new market shares and
through reduced risks and operation costs.
Especially, the FSSD assist “management of system boundaries and trade-offs, assessing
sustainable potentials for various materials and practices before investments are made, and
offers the possibility for more effective collaboration across disciplines and sectors, regions,
value-chains and stakeholder groups.“ Also, FSSD empowers preventing „damages, [...]
guiding selection development and combination of supplementary methods, tools, and other
forms of support, which makes it possible to increase their utility for strategic sustainable
development” (Broman and Robèrt 2015).
The FSSD is structured in five interdependent and interrelated levels that should be
understood simultaneously and in non-sequential order (Robèrt 2000, Ny et al. 2006). The
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five levels of the FSSD are Systems, Success, Strategic, Actions and Tools and are each
described in the next sections.
2.1.1 Systems level
The system level of the FSSD includes principles for the functioning of the global system as
a whole, i.e., the human society within the biosphere and everything we know about how to
live within the boundaries of the Earth’s planetary system. This includes known information
on resource stocks and flows, biogeochemical cycles, assimilation capacity, climate
regulation capacity, biodiversity. For any specific organization, this level includes its (nested)
dependence on global and regional support systems, networks, value chains and the way in
which it is impacted by the current unsustainability (Broman and Robèrt 2015).
In short, the system level explains the rules of the game and the boundaries of the playing
field.
2.1.2 Success level
The success level focuses on the vision and definition of success. The FSSD employs basic
sustainability principles to frame a vision for the future that is as realistic as possible. For a
specific organization the criteria for success may additionally include core purpose, core
values and overall ‘end-goals’, acknowledging and stimulating the variety of visions that may
emerge within these constraints (Broman and Robèrt 2015). To be successful - may be
different for everyone, and - collectively we can benefit from a shared set of criteria to make
our future possible.
In order for a definition of sustainability to be unifying and operational for systematic
backcasting planning, these principles must be: necessary to avoid confusion; sufficient to
avoid gaps in the thinking; general enough to be applicable to any field, any person and at
any scale; concrete to guide problem solving and innovation; and non-overlapping to be
comprehensive to support indicators for progress monitoring to be developed (e.g. Ny 2009).
The current phrasing of the sustainability principles of the FSSD is as follows (Broman and
Robèrt 2015, Missimer 2015):
(,.,-#(&,)#-02(-.+#,()-,.$--),0,-'-#&&0#(+,#(!5
1) … concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust;
2) … concentrations of substances produced by society;
3) … degradation by physical means.
(2 #(  ,.,-#(& ,)#-0 *)*& + ()- ,0,-'-#&&0 ,.$- -) ,-+.-.+&
),-&,-)3
4) … health - physically, mentally or emotionally;
5) … influence - to shape the social systems they are part of;
6) … competence - learning and development, individually and together;
7) … impartiality - no partial treatment or selection;
8) … meaning-making - free from oppression of expression to be purposeful, individually
and together.
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This definition outlines the basic conditions necessary to prevent systematic degradation of
ecological and social systems. As such, sustainability as defined by these principles creates
the space and opportunity for humans to meet their needs in a variety of different ways.
Contemporary changes in ecological systems emphasize the need for robust social principles
allowing for creative (re) designing of all systems to adapt to the given circumstances
(Missimer 2015).
2.1.3 Strategic level
The strategic guidelines level focuses on the way that an organization moves towards the
vision of success. Further, this level includes backcasting from a vision of success framed by
the sustainability principles and strategic prioritization questions. Backcasting means to plan
from an envisioned future and it is seen as an alternative to traditional forecasting (Holmberg
and Robèrt 2000). In a backcasting from sustainability approach, a principle-based vision is
more flexible than a scenario-based vision, since success can be achieved in a many ways
within the frame of the principles (e.g. Senge 2003).
At the strategic level, the three prioritization questions aim at helping to decide upon the
strategic actions towards the vision for success.
1. Does the action move in the right direction towards the vision?
2. Does this action provide a flexible platform for future steps?
3.Will the action provide a sufficient return on investment to the process?
In short, even if we don’t know how our path may change during the journey, it’s wise to
look for stepping-stones and have a compass or map pointing to keep us on track towards the
desired situation.
2.1.4 Actions level
The actions level focuses on the concrete actions that are included into a strategic plan,
scrutinized by the strategic guidelines and the vision to inspire and inform. As things unfold
and develop organizations must learn and reassess their plan to fit the changing
circumstances (Broman and Robèrt 2015).
In short, taking action is crucial and essential to get anywhere. Understand how your course
depends on changes in the surroundings should influence our behavior and choices.
2.1.5 Tools and concepts level
The tools level focuses on methods, tools and other forms of support that can be utilized for
effective decision making, monitoring, and checking whether our actions lead us in the right
direction, albeit being a step-by-step process (Broman et al. 2015).
In short, make sure to pack the right tools for the job to enhance your chances for success,
and aim to put them to practice in the best way possible. Please see section 2.3 for the
additional concepts utilized in this study.
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2.2 Operationalization of the FSSD in organizations
This section describes how the FSSD can be utilized to inform strategic planning towards
sustainability and outlines how the FSSD can be useful and necessary in the context of
business model design through the Business Model Canvas.
2.2.1 ABCD planning process
The ABCD planning process supports the operationalization and implementation of the
FSSD in an organization and consists of the following four continuously iterative steps:
●
●
●
●

A-Step: Defining the vision of success in alignment with the Sustainability Principles.
B-Step: Assessment of current reality in connection with the vision regarding
alignment or misalignment with Sustainability Principles.
C-Step: Brainstorming the possible solutions to the challenges identified in Step B,
which will lead towards sustainability.
D-Step: Prioritization among the solutions from Step C using the three prioritization
questions listed in the Strategic Level (Broman and Robèrt 2015).

2.2.2 FSSD & the Business Model Canvas
The recent licentiate thesis ´Introductory Approach to Business Model Design for Strategic
Sustainable Development´ (França 2013) elaborates on the complementarity of the BMC and
the FSSD. In order to develop sustainability driven business models based on the FSSD. It
was found that an approach combining the BMC and the FSSD helpful to respond to possible
dramatic and disruptive market changes and strengthens classic business objectives such as:
scalability, risk avoidance, investment strategy, partnerships and social integration. Most
immanent the BMC compliments the FSSD on the system, success and strategy level while
providing a different language, scope, limitations and presentation technique (França 2013).
Successful innovation is necessary for sustainability - as well as the other way around. On the
system level the BMC adds to the FSSD by outlining the needs to explore customer segments
and customer relationships in more detail and to ask questions specifically addressing
essential non-natural resources. On the success level the BMC advises, through the value
proposition block, to go beyond outlining the current bundle of value creating products and
services and enhance current offers, as well as to be innovative and bring new disruptive
offers to the market. On strategy, the BMC and the FSSD both use a backcasting approach.
The FSSD advises that long-term goals must be defined by principles due to the complex
operating environment. The BMC indicates that backcasting happens from a more elaborate
business goal, not “just” to reach sustainability as described by the FSSD (França 2013).
Additionally, the FSSD compliments the BMC with essential elements in each of the blocks.
The FSSD enhances resilience and responsiveness to possible disruptive changes in the
environment, and facilitates stakeholder dialogues by offering a shared mental model of
future vision of success and appropriate goals, within the boundary conditions described by
the sustainability principles (França 2013). França (2013) proposes that companies ask
themselves the following question:
“In what way do we contribute to society’s violation of those boundary conditions (as
described by the sustainability principles), and how can we benefit strategically from
gradually becoming part of the solution instead?”
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Inspired by the FSSD, the ‘Strongly Sustainable Business Model Group’ developed ‘The
Flourishing Business Canvas’ counting 16 building blocks and a single trigger question for
each block, aiming to cover all the necessary and sufficient elements to design a truly
sustainable business model and enable identification of gaps, risks and opportunities. Besides
changing the language of existing blocks this canvas has a separate block created for:
Ecosystem Actor, Needs, Value Co-Destructions, Governance, Biophysical Stocks, and
Ecosystem Services (Elkington and Upward 2016).

2.3 Additional Tools & Concepts used
This chapter gives a brief overview regarding the additional concepts utilized to strengthen
the development of our prototype, each explained regarding their connection with the FSSD
and their relevance for sustainability.
2.3.1 Adaptive Capacity
The FSSD Social Sustainability Principles (SSPs) are based upon the knowledge that, if not
hindered, human beings have a desire and some capacity to fulfill their needs. When their
capacity thereto is systematically undermined - this represents social unsustainability
(Missimer 2015). All living systems, including social systems, can be considered complex
adaptive systems (e.g. Clayton and Radcliffe 1996). In order to be a resilient system it is not
enough to be persistent or robust to disturbance. Being resilient is about the opportunities that
disturbance opens up in terms of recombining evolved structures and processes, renewal of
the system and emergence of new trajectories (Folke 2006), and adaptability and sometimes
transformability (Folke et al. 2010).
For complex adaptive systems to deal with constant changes and uncertainty within
themselves and their environment, adaptive capacity (Missimer 2015) is an essential element
allowing for continuous development of the system (Folke 2006). Social resilience may be
defined more simply as “the ability of human communities to withstand external shocks to
their social infrastructure, such as environmental variability or social, economic and political
upheaval” (Adger 2000).
How well the interconnectedness in complexity allows our social society to adapt to the
changes in our environment can be described by the following five characteristics of adaptive
capacity (Missimer 2015):
●
●
●
●
●

Diversity - Allows the inclusion of a variety of ideas, views and responses to a
changing environment.
Learning - Allows humans and systems to continuously learn, sense, and develop and
prototype responses to changing environments individually and together.
Self-Organization - the capacity to coordinate, interact, collaborate and co-create
individually and together.
Common-Meaning - Human’s desire to work towards a shared purpose and express
themselves individually and together.
Trust - The attitude enabling people to rely on each other and formulate a positive
expectation towards one another.

Trust is especially important, as it can be seen as the quality of the fabric of our relationships
(Missimer 2015). Trust facilitates exchange between people and organizations and can yield
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tangible economic benefits by lowering transaction costs (Coleman 1990, Putnam 1993,
Fukuyama 1995, 2002).
2.3.2 Human Needs
The recently developed SSPs constitute a redefinition of social sustainability within the
FSSD from an individual perspective (human needs) to a social systems perspective. Until
2015 the FSSD used a single overarching basic principle for social sustainability (SP4),
stating that: “In a sustainable society, …people are not subject to conditions that
systematically undermine their capacity to meet their needs.”
Arguably, the satisfaction of individual human needs might conceptually sit above efforts for
collective and planetary sustainability, as this is equally dependent on human’s ability to take
action for a sustainable ecological and social system (Missimer 2015). The framing of this
principle is in line with, possible might the most commonly known Brundtland definition of
sustainability stating that sustainable development is: “development that meets the needs of
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”
(United Nations 1987). The lack of and need for a clear and more robust definition of
sustainability has been addressed in the FSSD. Further, it is important to outline how we can
understand individual human needs and the variety of satisfiers through time, space and
culture.
Maslow’s hierarchical pyramid of needs
Ranging from survival to the ideal existence, Maslow’s pyramid, dating back to 1943 and
widely used in a variety of different fields, embraces the idea that one cannot reach the
highest level when the other elements are not yet fulfilled (Snell 2007).
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs can also be used to assess ‘quality of life’ of nations its
inhabitants, and the development thereof. Therefore, it is seen as applicable in enabling the
transition of society moving towards a sustainable future (Yawson 2009).
Common criticism on Maslow’s pyramid of human needs is that it inhibits the fulfillment of
higher needs when more basic needs are not met. This is specifically problematic when
society and its variety of cultures are downgraded because individual needs are not yet
fulfilled and inherently connected to social interaction and collective need fulfillment (Trigg
2004).
Max-Neef’s complex model of needs and satisfiers
In 1991 Chilean economist Manfred Max-Neef classified human needs, considering the
variety of ways in which needs are satisfied differently depending on culture and time. This
conceptualization is non-hierarchical, and as such allows the satisfaction of multiple needs
with a single satisfier. Satisfiers may be singular, aiming to neutrally satisfy one specific
need, or synergic to stimulate and contribute to the fulfillment of multiple needs (Max-Neef
1991).
Also, Max-Neef emphasizes the importance of being cautious by outlining that:
• We must not generate a false feeling of fulfillment through pseudo-satisfiers;
• We must not decreasing the possibility of satisfying other needs with inhibiting
satisfiers; and,
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•

We must not destroy or annihilate the possibility of satisfaction over time, nor impair
the adequate satisfaction of other needs (Max-Neef 1991).

Destroying satisfiers are very paradoxical in nature, yet we see many examples hereof in the
way that humanity currently aims to fulfill its needs, in interaction with the resilience of the
larger socio-ecological system (Max-Neef 1991).
The fusion of two models used for this research For this research, a fusion of human needs as
described by Maslow and Max-Neef was used. In the table below it was illustrated how the
two models relate to each other, and on which parts they show overlap. Consequently, we
chose to utilize one comprehensive list for the development of our prototype based, aiming to
bring familiarity by using Maslow’s well-known descriptions, whilst securing the necessity
of seeing these needs interconnected and more elaborate.
Table 2-1. Fusion of Maslow’s and Max-Neef’s description of human needs.
Maslow

Max-Neef

Physiological

Subsistence

Safety

Protection

Belongingness and Love

Affection

Esteem
Self-actualization
Understanding
Participation
Leisure
Creation
Identity
Freedom
Transcendence

See Appendix E for Maslow’s pyramid and Max-Neef’s matrix of human needs.
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2.3.3 Future Fit Business Benchmark Goals
The Future fit Business benchmark has been developed based upon the Sustainability
Principles of the FSSD to support the transitioning towards more sustainable business
practices, the Future Fit Business Benchmark seeks to solve a gap between awareness and
action the present businesses have. The idea is to equip corporate leaders and investors with
the means to see how and how much they must change the way they do business in order to
be fit for the future - as any respectable company wants to be sustainable in some way
(Kendall and Willard 2015).
The Future Fit Business Benchmark outlines 21 goals grouped according to stakeholder
relevance. It comprises 10 environmental goals: Physical Resources (3); Operational Waste
(2); Physical Presence (1); Product Use & Waste (4), and 11 goals related a business’ impact
on society, subdivided in: Employees (5); Communities (1); Customers (3); Boards &
Owners (2). A company set to become fit for the future can measure its progress according to
the level in which they have achieved these goals. A table with all 21 Future Fit Goals can be
found in the Appendix A.
2.3.4 The Sustainability Advantage Business Case Benefits
As outlined in the introduction, when an organization embarks on a sustainability journey.
The author of The Sustainability Advantage, Bob Willard, has compiled a comprehensive list
of benefits and risks related to this transition. In total 37 business case benefits were utilized
to inspire questions in our prototype. A full list hereof can be found in the openly available
worksheets on:
http://sustainabilityadvantage.com/business-case-simulators/sustainability-advantageworksheets/
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3. Research Design
This chapter addresses the research design, - methods, and the range of participants used in
this study. It further discusses reliability, validity assumptions and limitations. We are
focusing on solutions for what should be done in order to achieve certain goals. As such, we
are conducting sustainability science, which can be seen as a ‘science of design’ (Miller
2011). In other words, it is „research for sustainability, rather than just research about
sustainability.” (Peattie 2011)

3.1 Design Research methodology
Our research has been inspired and structured according to Design Research methodology
(DRM). For data gathering and analysis, DRM can use all relevant methods from diverse
approaches and disciplines (Blessing and Chakrabarti 2009). DRM was found the most
appropriate approach seen that we were researching about design, aiming to enable startups
to design improved products, services or business models. The objectives of DRM are to
formulate, validate and develop theories and models in the field of design and design
thinking (Blessing and Chakrabarti 2009).
We have been focused on the process of envisioning ‘what might be’ (Faste and Faste 2012)
and how we want the world to be rather than describing how it is (Miller 2011). Further, we
are committed to a “course of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred
ones” (Simon 1996), and feel our work can contribute to enhance the sustainability of efforts
addressing the need for prototyping and developing novel solutions (Frye-Levine 2012). In
short, we aspire to support startups to improve their design sustainably.
Blessing and Chakrabarti (2009) describe Design Research as composed of four phases:
Research Clarification (RC), Descriptive Study I (DSI), Prescriptive Study (PS) and
Descriptive Study II (DSII). We have framed these phases according to the main findings and
activities. RC is covered in the Introduction, followed by: DSI “Needs & Gaps;” PS
“Designing Prototype;” and DSII “Evolution”. The figure below gives a comprehensive
outline of our research design, indicating the consecutive phases, objectives of each phase
and used data collection methods.

Figure 3-1. Research Design phases, objectives and methods.
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3.2 RC phase - Research Clarification
During the research clarification phase we aimed to gain an initial understanding of how the
LS methodology is currently applied and develop a vision of what a potential solution might
be or do. This allowed us to formulate a motivating research goal and our research question.
To do so, we explored online resources (documents and videos) on the LS, as well as
literature on the sustainability challenge and how the LS relates / and is nested in the larger
systems it is part of. As such, the FSSD intersystem analysis was consulted and used as
inspiration to structure the introduction chapter.

3.3 DSI phase - Needs & Gaps
The objectives of this phase were to refine our research design, gain more in depth
understanding of the field of study and identify potential contributions and hindrances of the
Lean Startup in contributing to society’s transition towards sustainability. In order to achieve
these goals we gathered information, opinions and other data from Lean Startup employees or
co-founders, startup advisors facilitating the Lean process, and practitioners familiar with the
FSSD in a startup context. Additionally, the interviews cover experiences of using the Lean
Startup in the for-profit and nonprofit sector.
3.3.1 Data Collection – Document review
In order to enhance the strength of this research, interviews were triangulated with a review
of existing literature and documents produced by the field under investigation.
To get a more thorough understanding of the rapid pace of innovation innate to the field, we
felt it was important to delve into what was emerging at this moment. As such, online
resources in the form of blogs and videos were consulted, focusing on writings and lectures
from the Lean Startup “founders” Eric Ries and Steve Blank. Consequently we selected the
book: ‘The Lean Startup’ by Eric Ries (2011) as the primary document to guide us in
exploring the subtleties of the Lean Startup. Additionally, we looked into the concept of
Customer Development through the ‘4 Steps to Epiphany’ by Steve Blank (2013), and ‘The
Business Model Canvas’ as written by Alexander Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur (2010). The
latter two are generally considered as the foundation of the “The Lean Startup” approach,
combined in an agile engineering cycle.
Enthusiastic about discovering that the LS methodology was also being adopted in the social
sector, we explored the differences and similarities primarily through the book ‘Lean Startups
for Social Change’ by Michel Gelobter (2015). Also, we enrolled in an online course for
entrepreneurs aiming for social impact, teaching the LS methodology in its simplest form.
We did not manage to actively participate in this course as it started late in the process, yet it
gave us some valuable documents stressing the core mindset and methods utilized by the
field of study.
3.3.2 Data Collection – Literature review
Our literature review included scientific articles, most of which peer-reviewed, and some
post-graduate theses. In order to focus on publications specifically addressing the research
field of Lean Startup and sustainability or sustainable development, our core keyword string
in this phase was: “Lean Startup”+”Sustain*”, ensuring that our queries appropriately
included all articles to cover the scope of our research.
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We felt it was important to conduct an initial search through Google Scholar to see what
information our target group would have open access to, as it gives an indication of the
current knowledge available to the field. This search did not reveal many valuable
publications and we consequently executed the same keyword string through search engines
of multiple academic databases (Scopus, Web of Science, DiVA, Emerald Fulltext, Libris,
ScienceDirect - Journals, Summon@BTH). Additionally, resources were explored using the
keyword string “entrepreneur” and “sustain*”, to gain a clearer understanding of the
intersection of sustainability and entrepreneurship.
Collectively, we discussed and selected articles upon their perceived appropriateness, by
holding the aim and scope of our research clear in mind and focusing on the presence of our
core keywords in the titles of the resources.
3.3.3 Data Collection – Interviews
Potential interviewees were contacted by email or through social media channels. We
included a clear introduction of the research team, our research purpose, and invited people to
explore the topic through an interview, either in person or via modes of telecommunication.
Interviewees were selected for their variety in background, fields of expertise, experience and
geographical location. In total nine interviews were conducted averaging 45-60 minutes in
duration. The list of interviewees and description can be found under Appendix B.
All interviews were semi-structured and we aimed to allow ‘the conversation to guide the
questions instead of having the questions determine the conversation’. On several occasions
we started or ended an interview with the question: “What is it that we should be asking
you?” or “What is it that we should be asking next?” Further, a list of open-ended questions
(see Appendix B) was developed to cover all levels and aspects of the 5 level framework of
the FSSD as well as our initial findings of the research clarification phase. We were careful
not to seek for specific answers, as it was not yet evident what would emerge. This approach
allowed us to identify potential contributions and hindrances of the LS methodology in
practice and start to see the gaps and practitioner needs that a potential solution might fill.
To integrate what we had learned and realized until that time, we adjusted our interview
questions after the initial three interviews. In the following six interviews the conversations
questions were chosen to best surface the interviewees’ experience and expertise. Follow up
questions were developed “in the moment” to gain a more in depth understanding of people’s
reasoning as well as potential inclinations and worldview.
We were both present with each interview, except the second interview, when only one of us
was available. Throughout the whole process, one of us acted as primary questioner while the
other made sure to ask for clarification when needed, to prevent single-interviewer
subjectivity. Each interview was recorded and we both took notes. After each interview we
reflected on our initial perceptions and shared and compared notes to ensure the essential
points of the conversations were captured – and evaluated if any questions had accidentally
been expressed in a leading or subjective manner. This allowed us to see each interview
within the larger context of our research.
Conducting interviews was extremely important to us to build empathy, gain insights into
user needs, and develop understanding of people’s motivations, feelings, beliefs, attitudes,
perceptions, and expectations - by asking (Corbetta 2003).
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3.3.4 Data Analysis
As each of us went through a pile of articles, some of which the same, some of which only
one of us would read, we highlighted and / or extracted parts in which core findings, essential
reflections and critical analysis gave us new insights and increased robustness. We shared
online space to gather these extracts to stay closely connected and aware of each other’s
progress and findings. We regularly came together to discuss our observations and consider
the implications for the continuation of our journey.
For analysis of the interview data, we employed a process of auditory review and wrote
comprehensive interview summaries to interpret the data and grasp a better understanding of
the interviewees’ opinions. We engaged in thematic analysis in order to reflect what was
actually happening in the reality of our interviewees, and unravel the meanings lingering
under the surface. This gave us the space to trust in our own intuition and sense what was
emerging, rather than to be confined to follow strict rules of analysis (Braun and Clarke
2006). Taking memo allowed us to reflect on the method, tools and its purposes, and we
considered it an essential technique (Miller 2005).
We used the FSSD to analyze and categorize our findings of the literature- and document
review as well as the interviews. Our findings were compared to the principles and concepts
of a Strategic Sustainable Development approach to focus on potential contributions and
hindrances of the Lean Startup in moving society towards sustainability, identifying gaps,
needs and leverage points for change. Additionally, this analysis provided a foundation to
analyze how the two methodologies / frameworks might enhance and complement each
other.
We discovered that we had learned enough to refine our research design and change the
questions we were asking - to make a pivot you might say: ‘hold one foot grounded in what
we had learned, and with the other make a step into new unknown territory:’ to explore and
design a potential solution to introduce a Strategic Sustainable Development approach in the
Lean Startup.

3.4 PS phase - Designing a Prototype
The main objective of this phase was to design a prototype solution to introduce an SSD
approach in the Lean Startup. To gain a clearer image of where to focus we identified a
leverage point and look into how others had solved a similar challenge. We explored more
literature- and documents, and conducted three more interviews. Overall, we felt it was
important to honor the strengths of the LS methodology and meet startups where they are – in
order to be non-dismissive and constructively move us forward together.
Also, this phase we strengthened and elaborated the Tools & Concepts section of our
Theoretical Framework chapter to include additional concepts appropriate to address the
needs and gaps identified in the DSI phase, to aid the development of our prototype.
3.4.1 Data Collection
Literature and documents
In this phase our reading list included resources on the Business Model Canvas, Business
Model Design (for Sustainability) and the use of the FSSD in this context. Also, we explored
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some more background on the concept of leverage points. We noticed that, because of the
many alignments, the LS as well as the BMC, are very complementary with the ABCD
process of the FSSD and vice versa.
Additionally, we discovered that strategic questioning is gaining popularity as a tool. As
such, resources supporting us in this phase focused on strategic questioning and the art of
crafting powerful questions.
When looking into these topics, the idea surfaced to propose a set of trigger questions based
upon Strategic Sustainable Development, to equip advisors and users with a tool that would
allow them to bring up sustainability and its inherent risks and opportunities in a
conversationsational style, without imposing a robust definition of sustainability straight
away. Rather, we felt it is strategic in itself to approach people where they can understand
you, and then move them into a more robust framework for sustainability.
Interviews
We conducted three more interviews with people knowledgeable on the LS methodology as
well as sustainability, two of whom familiar with the FSSD (see Appendix B for interview
questions).
We held on to the ideology to “allow the conversation to guide the questions rather than the
other way around” and, in every interview we made sure to share our ideas and receive
valuable insights confirming or denying our assumptions. This initial feedback gave a deeper
understanding of the need of prospective users, as well as valuable ideas and
recommendations to improve our approach.
3.4.2 Data Analysis
The process of analysis for the prototyping phase was different from the Needs & Gaps
finding phase. We carefully, deliberately and diligently extracted only those pieces of
information most relevant to solving the design challenge we had positioned ourselves for.
We discussed our findings regularly to ensure that we made best use of all available
resources, primarily in terms of time and energy, and to ensure we were following the same
course, reaching similar conclusions and included a variety of different ideas.
3.4.3 Prototyping
Collectively, we gathered a clear image of “what might be,” and felt confident to proceed
with the design of a first prototype. We had several sessions together in order to brainstorm
and ideate different ways to approach the desired outcome. We were focusing on the
beginning of the process and the mindset with which the LS approach is used. Since the
Business Model Canvas (BMC) is used to capture ideas and assumptions at this early stage of
(re) design, we felt our prototype would use the BMC and enhance it with an SSD approach.
Our first ideas related mostly to elaborating the canvas with additional building blocks or
creating a whole new canvas. However, because we wanted to “change as little as possible for maximum effect and impact for sustainability,” and support a variety of users that might
find our solution practically valuable, we found that these approaches were not satisfactory to
meet the LS people where they are.
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Then, we saw that asking the right questions might be the answer, because a question and its
framing greatly influence the ideas and assumptions that will surface. We developed a
prototype using the existing Value Proposition- and Business Model Canvas as the primary
foundation through which we would communicate the proposed solution.
Further, we developed Strategic Sustainable Trigger Question (SSTQs) and ensured each of
the SSTQs was directly grounded in established research and supporting concepts proven to
be valuable for sustainability, to strengthen the reliability of our approach. The following
table outlines these approaches and concepts for further reference in a simplified manner.
Also see the Theoretical Framework in Chapter 2.
Table 3-1. Approaches and concepts for development of SSTQs.
-+-!#.,-#(&/&)*'(-**+)",3
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+4

Human Needs as described by Maslow (1943) and Max-Neef (1991)

Human Needs

HN

Systems Thinking & Complex Adaptive Systems (Missimer 2015 and
e.g. Ackoff 1973, Capra 1997, & others)

Sustainability
Principles

SP

Sustainability Principles as described by the FSSD (Robèrt & Broman
2015, Missimer 2015, Ny, & others)

Adaptive
Capacity

AC

The Future Fit Business Benchmark (Geoff Kendall & Bob Willard
2015)

Future Fit Goals

FF

The New Sustainability Advantage & Business Case Benefits (Bob
Willard 2012)

Competitive
Advantage

CA

Please see section 4.2.4 of the Findings, 5.1.3 of the Discussion and Appendix C for more on
our proposed solution of using Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions through the BMC and
VPC.

3.5 DSII phase - Evolution
In the last phase, our aim was to gather feedback on the prototype and validate our main
assumption that: “asking Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions is an appropriate way to
introduce an Strategic Sustainable Development approach in the Lean Startup.”
Previously, we had already received feedback that allowed us to be confident in the solidity
of our approach and consequent SSTQs. And, we were eager to receive feedback on our
interpretation of the findings and the consequent prototype. It was very important to clearly
articulate for ourselves what we needed to validate now and what could be validated later. As
such, we continually asked ourselves: “what is it that we should be asking, and why?”
During a workshop on business plans, hosted by our classmates, we grabbed the opportunity
to present and explain our ideas and receive feedback on our assumptions. It was especially
valuable to see ideas taking more tangible shape by bringing it “out of the building” and
showing it to potential users.
We had decided to conduct a questionnaire survey to validate our assumptions whether the
SSTQs were perceived as a useful tool. However, after testing the questionnaire on
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classmates and our advisors, it was clear that it was unclear, and that we needed to iterate the
design of our questionnaire to secure it aligned with the objective of answering our overall
research question. To our regret, time constraints prevented us from making the necessary
adjustments to the survey and sending it out to practitioners.
As such, we developed preliminary conclusions and recommendations based upon our
findings and the rational logical flow behind our research process.

3.6 Validity & Limitations
Due to the emergent nature of the field of study, literature on the topic was scarce. As such,
we triangulated this method with document review and practitioner interviews to reduce the
risk of systematic biases and associations. We strived to mitigate possible validity threats by
selected the interviewees based upon their variety of experience and range of geographical
location (United Kingdom, Denmark, Sweden, Spain, USA, Canada/China, Canada/South
Africa). All but one of the people we spoke to were of the male gender, which may have
influenced their way of perceiving the world. In order to enhance the strength of our findings
we aimed to include insights from diverse angles, and as such we selected people with
experience in or with Lean Startups for-profit, non profits, and several with a strong
sustainability orientation. Additionally, we aimed to strike a balance between interviewees
working in a Lean Startup as employee or (co-)founder, startup advisors facilitating the Lean
process, and practitioners familiar with the FSSD. This allowed us to include a diverse range
of voices and views, which we believe did most justice to our research design and helped us
find the need and a possible solution valued by our target audience.
We are aware that an interview averaging 45-60 minute does not do justice to an
interviewee’s experience – and even the nine interviews do not accumulate to a fully
representative sample of the highly dynamic field. We continuously used a semi-structured
open-ended question interview structure to “allow the conversation to guide the questions
rather than the other way around”, which helped us avoid leading interviewees towards
desired conclusions. However, the fact that most interviewees were familiar with and
supportive of sustainability efforts in general, may have inclined them to give more favorable
answers. We feel this risk was mitigated by ensuring we covered different areas with multiple
interviewees, and validating ideas through different sources, including current online
documentation and the available literature.
It’s a pity that we were unable to experiment with our prototype in a real startup context, yet
we are happy that we were able to put some of our ideas up for testing through the initial
feedback gathered in the last series of interviewees, as well as from peers and BTH staff.
Also, we are grateful that we tested the questionnaire we developed for feedback on our
advisors and peers before sending it out, because it demonstrated to need for adjustments and
clarification. Due to the aforementioned time constraints this was as far as we got with the
DSII phase. We have described our recommendations for further research in Chapter 7.
Also, in Appendix D you can find the questionnaire.
Although we both speak multiple languages, we both lived most our lives in a predominantly
Western context, which should be acknowledged as a possible limitation. Also, our
inclination to embrace sustainability and the FSSD as necessary and useful, as well as our
enthusiasm about the possibility to apply this in a startup environment, may have informed us
when making interpretations and decisions.
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4. Results
The results of our research are presented DSI phase - Needs & Gaps, PSI - Designing a
Prototype, and DSII – Evolution. In the first phase, the potential contributions and hindrances
of the LS methodology were assessed through the lens of the FSSD to identify needs and
gaps that could be used as leverage points to enhance the LS approach. In the second phase,
we explored a potential solution more in depth and found a preliminary answer to our
research question – aiming to question the mindset of which the Lean process is started. In
the last phase, we tested our prototype idea for initial feedback and developed a questionnaire
to validate our findings.

4.1 DSI phase - Needs & Gaps
The results in this section address the objectives to refine our research design, gain more in
depth understanding of the field of study and identify potential contributions and hindrances
of the Lean Startup to society’s transition towards sustainability.
4.1.1 FSSD analysis of Literature & Documents
In order to gain a solid understanding of how the LS approach currently impacts
sustainability efforts, we have summarized our findings of the literature- and document
review according to the five level framework of the FSSD.
Table 4.1. Findings of the literature- and document review.

Systems level
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Potential
Contributors

Systems Thinking
- Recognition of system’s thinking and network theory and complexity (treats work
as a system, emphasizing uncertainty and unpredictability, use of product-service
“eco-system” in common vocabulary).
- Acceptance and promotion of scientific worldview for validation of progress
(empirical data collected from real customers, the National Science Foundation
described Lean as the scientific method for entrepreneurship).
Mindset
- Based upon “no waste” ideology / mindset (Lean manufacturing - focus on
financial and Human resources (time and energy)).
- Employee mindset changes are primary (changing the organizational culture is not
enough).
- To accelerate we need a natural feedback loop.
Process
- At the root of every seemingly technical problem is a human problem (see 5 Whys
in the Tools level).
- Chronic problems are caused by bad process, not bad people, and should be
remedied accordingly.
- If a mistake happens, shame on us for making it so easy to make that mistake.
- “Go and see for yourself” to really understand any part of the business problem.
- 5 Whys analysis, should be based in systems-level view as much as possible.

Potential
Hindrances

- Lack of perspective of the whole socio-ecological system, short- and long-term.
- The sustainability challenge and the functioning of the socio-ecological system are
not addressed appropriately.

Success level
Potential
Contributors

Success
- Success is defined as “becoming a sustainable company”
- A startup needs to become an “innovation factory” (all companies must
continuously add new sources of growth through operational excellence and
disruptive innovation)
Measurement
- Innovation Accounting aids progress measuring in uncertain environment.
- Metrics should be Actionable, Accessible, and Auditable.
- Credible data is necessary to ensure its acceptance for decision making
Customers
- Focused on fulfilling customer needs, and customers are mostly humans or
networks of humans.
- Partial recognition of stakeholder involvement for feedback (mostly social sector).
- Recognition of the need for organizational structures that combat extreme
uncertainty.
Adaptive capacity
- Recognition of necessary qualities of adaptive organizations:
+ Learning (is at the core of the Lean Startup, “fail fast - learn fast”, most important
measure of progress, aim for continuous development, employee training),
+ Diversity (having everyone in the room during the analysis of root causes, hearing
everyone’s voice,
+ Self-Organization (mentor and mentee training, multidisciplinary teams,
+ Common-meaning (purpose and value driven),
+ Trust (necessary for the 5 Whys root cause analysis).
Learning
- Low quality inhibits learning (“Stop production so that you never have to stop
production” Toyota proverb, meaning you can’t trade quality for quantity - it will
slow you down later).
- Minimum-Viable-Product is focused on achieving learning, as such should be the
minimum you can build to achieve validated learning.
- Finding a Product - Market Fit is the first step to success.

Potential
Hindrances

- No clear definition / vision bounded by sustainability principles
- Focus on short-term economic sustainability only.
- No explicit mentioning of fulfilling basic fundamental human needs.

Strategic level
Potential
Contributors

- Implicit use of backcasting: “design hypotheses and experiments based upon what
needs to be learned” / “keeping the goal in mind when pivoting”.
- ‘Value hypothesis’ and “Growth hypothesis’ are most important to validate.
- Sustainable growth is primarily based on referral (image is valuable).

Potential
Hindrances

- No backcasting from Sustainability Principles.
- Strategic prioritization solely based on customer feedback.
- Short-term focused (Deal with problems as they surface, not before).
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Actions level
Potential
Contributors

BML loop
- Go through the agile engineering cycle Build-Measure-Learn / Hypotheses –
Experiments – Tests – Insights loop as fast as possible.
- Is constantly an iterative process.
- Proven method for emerging planning.
- Said to be more concrete, more accurate, and faster than market forecasting or
classical (waterfall) business planning.
Adaptive capacity
- As Lean Startups grow, adaptive response techniques and culture can be utilized to
develop more complex processes without wasting time and other resources.

Potential
Hindrances

- Actions do not inherently consider sustainability.

Tools level
Potential
Contributors

- Includes Business Model Canvas to capture hypotheses.
- Includes Customer Development method to gather customer feedback.
- Compatible with many supplementary tools, and not a complete methodology in
itself.
- The 5 Why’s to address and make incremental investments to proportionally
correct root causes of the most problematic symptoms (works as a natural speed
regulator, ties the rate of progress to learning, not just execution).

Potential
Hindrances

- No specific tools to address socio-ecological sustainability.

4.1.2 FSSD analysis of Interviews
To gain a deeper understanding and clearer insights into how practitioners see and utilize the
LS methodology, it was important to conduct interviews. In this stage we spoke to six
interviewees with varying expertise, experience and geographical location. The results were
summarized and structured according to the FSSD.
Table 4-2. Findings from the interviews.

Systems level
Tool and Mindset
Generally, there are different interpretations of the LS methodology among its users. First of all, it
must be noted that the LS methodology is not a “complete” approach in itself (Hogeboom 2015). To
most it is a mindset, to some it is all about strategy, and for others the MVP testing offers the most
value. All interviews had experience working with or in a Lean Startup, yet half of the interviewees
admitted they had not read the whole book. This tendency seems to be omnipresent in startups.
Most practitioners see the LS methodology as one of the tools on their belt, of which specific parts are
very useful in different occasions. In many cases they will combine different tools most appropriate to
the context and needs of the challenge they are working on. This highlights another challenge to the
field, in that most startup founders or employees have not read the appropriate books in great detail
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(Interviewee 6). Most entrepreneurs get their information from the internet, incubators and advisors
and are keen to quickly go out to validate their ideas (Interviewee 6). The lack of awareness with
regard to subtleties that make Lean a powerful tool makes that many entrepreneurs still run the risk of
hurting their egos when their ideas are not validated (Interviewee 6). In other cases, entrepreneurs
might not understand profoundly enough how to develop and test clear hypothesis and as such end up
validating vague assumptions that do not really matter. As one of the interviewees stated: “Lean is
difficult to implement, although from the concept itself has a great potential-but is very rarely done
well. Lean does mitigate and reduce risk, but only if it is done well and through advisors support.”
(Interviewee 6)
One of our interviewees defined the Lean Startup as:
“Lean is about removing everything that has nothing to do with directly achieving a measurable
outcome with regards to some sort of business. Basically saying, it’s about product, get your products
out into the world as efficiently as possible; using minimum resources as possible to get the thing out
into the world and to collect feedback, and adapt as quickly as you possibly can; to measure that
adaptation and to some respect celebrate failure; and move as quickly as possible from one stepping
stone to another”. (Interviewee 3)
Lean for Social Impact
Two of our interviewees were experts in applying the LS methodology for social impact (Interviewee
2,6). Their definition was along the same lines as described above, with the significant difference that
in most cases social impact startups included a larger field of stakeholders in their experiments for
feedback. Also, what they measure may be different and distinct in every situation and context.
However, it was emphasized that the LS methodology is a very valuable and relevant tool for the social
sector, as it supplies a way to measure impact and communicate this to (potential) funders. Also, they
emphasized that for a social impact startup the need for financial sustainability is often even higher
than that of a startup looking for a monetary kind of profit as a goal in itself.

Success level
MVP
Our interviewees attributed the success of the Lean Startup in its capacity to test and measure progress
through very iterative agile cycles to get the learning you need as fast as possible. As described by an
interviewee: “When you prototype and do things, do them small and fast! - Constantly reflect on these
things and focus on learning!” (Interviewee 3)
The MVP was seen as a real game changer of how we look at what a prototype is. The fact that a MVP
prototype can and should initially be the simplest thing you can build to achieve some sorts of learning,
in essence means that it can be something as simple as a single question with an assumption embedded
(Interviewee 1). All interviewees agreed that saving time and monetary resource are the primary
benefits of running Lean.
Sustainability
When asking about savings with regard to social and ecological sustainability issues the responses
varied and yet showed some consistency all-round. For value driven startups, sustainability seems to be
an innate given for which they are working one way or another. They are looking for a real need to
fulfill, not in the last place because it secures long-term funding and demand for further development
of the solution and value proposition (Interviewee 6). Social impact startups are different in the sense
that they embed having a positive social impact as an inherent part of their strategy, and often focus on
a more visible sustainability issue. This can be either social or environmental oriented (Interviewee 2,
6). Neither one included a clear definition of sustainability in their vision or operational planning. For
the social sector it also still proves difficult to clearly measure and articulate their added value to
improving people’s lives.
Awareness
Those interviewees most concerned with implementing a holistic approach to sustainability in startups
were of the opinion that awareness on sustainability issues is the primary determinant whether a startup
contributes to society moving towards sustainability. One of our interviewees explained: “shifting
organizations into thinking more about tri-impact values, shifting thinking in what is tolerable for an
organization at this point of time. Opening up the thinking around it. Moving organizations into that
space where they are more receptive and open to this.” (Interviewee 6)
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The worldview of practitioners seemed to be the main cause for either sustainable contributions or
more mediocre performances on this level. Almost all interviewees agreed that making people aware of
the need for sustainability as an inherent aspect for modern business success is a crucial element to
organizational awareness and receptivity to sustainability incentives. So, an interviewee said: “It is
crucially important to address the awareness challenge in startups at the start. Raising awareness is step
one because the first steps you take as a startup are fundamental.” (Interviewee 9)
Previous research
From her research, Hogeboom describes the following observations. 60% of her respondents indicated
the LS approach mitigates risk by a feasible way to validate an idea or market, test business model
assumptions, deploy customer development processes and discover a unique value proposition. She
further indicates that successful implementation is strongly linked to knowledge, experience and
external support, and that it is to be considered a complete approach for startup success. Additionally,
she suggests the LS methodology aids to create tension between future vision and purpose and
modeling the present day business (Hogeboom, Interviewee 6).
Planning process
It was interesting to notice that not all practitioners familiar with the FSSD were using the
sustainability principles, and rather the overall planning process, starting with creating awareness and
crafting a purpose for the startup. Value driven startups seem to prefer a purpose to a vision, as a
purpose is perceived to allow more freedom to change and adjust the purpose as the team expands
(Interviewee 8).
Innovation and sustainability
The link between innovation and sustainability came up in several conversations. As one interviewee
pointed out: “Sustainability is a pillar that is part of innovation, they are linked together; it is a cultural
component, practice, leadership, and based in different kinds of purpose.” (Interviewee 3) - The two
are greatly interdependent and intrinsically connected, and each seems to be necessary for the other to
become possible. When sustainability is seen as a pillar of innovation, its implementation primarily
depends on the integration thereof in the organizational culture, leadership, practices and processes,
and the mindset of all employees. Most were of the opinion that sustainability on economic, social and
ecological level matter, yet the economical and short-term perspective seem to be most prevalent and
immediate need for startups to even survive into putting their product to the market (Interviewee 1).
Additionally, it was pointed out that “green washing”, making things look nicer than they really are,
was still a common practice among many businesses (Interviewee 1).

Strategic level
Backcasting
The LS methodology refers to backcasting by emphasizing that all MVPs should be build with a
specific learning goal in mind. From our conversations with practitioners we learned that this aspect is
widely recognized and part of the common startup narrative. Despite that, even the practitioners
familiar with the FSSD did not include backcasting from a vision, but rather from a purpose as outlined
above. As stated by one of the interviewees: “Startups should not try to foresee things in the future, but
rather apply backcasting from a purpose” (Interviewee 8). As such, there is a lack of strategic planning
towards sustainability (Interviewee 1, 8). This has everything to do with the short-term focus of
startups, wherein it is most important to first become economically sustainable, unless the startup has a
clear goal or vision for to contribute to making the world more sustainable without large compromises
and tradeoffs.
Strategy in the Lean Startup is predominantly considered “emerging”, meaning that there is no clearcut path to follow and rather strategy is dynamic and often becomes clearer in retrospect. (Interviewee
8) As such, in practice Lean Startups seem to utilize a combination of backcasting from goals,
retrospective strategy to analyze how they came to a certain place, and dynamic emerging strategy
arising as experiments are being executed.
Questions
Hogeboom, social entrepreneur and familiar with the FSSD, refers to her recent master thesis to
indicate the need for asking sustainability related questions during a decision to pivot or persevere, as
well as with smaller adjustment. She suggests startups ask themselves: “Is this headed towards or away
from the future vision? Does this give a return on investment today? Is this in alignment with my
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personal values? Does it provide a flexible enough platform for the next step in the journey to take
place?” (Hogeboom 2015)
She further indicates the need to apply a backcasting approach, focus on satisfying human needs
(Maslow 1943) and continuously ask: “Is the organization sustainable? And Is this in alignment with
my personal values?”
From a strategic point of view, the questions asked to refine each building block of the BMC have a
large influence on what elements of the business model are being considered (Interviewee 9). This
offers a possibility to ask more socio-ecological oriented questions as well, although all interviewees
made us aware of the need for obvious self-benefit from a startup perspective and that this might be
difficult. The simplicity of the BMC is one of its core strengths, seen that it is often used for quick
sketches of business models (Interviewee 4). When refining and redesigning business models the BMC
is often used in conjunction with many other possible tools and canvasses, including a variety of selfmade canvasses tailored to the specific requirements of a startup. The BMC is considered one of the
primary pillars of the Lean Startup and especially useful for capturing and validating different business
model assumptions (Interviewee 5). As such, the LS methodology is perceived as being a strategic tool
above all. (Interviewee 8, 3)

Actions level
The whole process of the LS methodology leads towards generating ideas to be put into action, and
these actions are intended to fulfill a real customer need. However, our interviewees generally
expressed that sustainability is not explicitly taken into consideration (Interviewees 3,4,6,7,8). Again,
the economic need for funding prevailed the passion for a better world. It was further mentioned that
the agile abilities of the BMC are important for its effectiveness. As such, one interviewee argued that:
“Adding too many Sustainability Principles hinders the Canvas from being agile! (Interviewee 4)
Mindset
Actions as well as the questions asked with the use of the BMC, always stem from the mindset of the
so called leadership team in a startup (Interviewee 8). In those cases that interviewees were familiar
with the Sustainability Principles, they explained to use them mostly to inform daily planning and as an
internal general lens through which they perceived the world around them. It would however not lead
to specific assessments in terms of violations of the boundary conditions.
MVP
An MVP prototype could be valuable for testing out sustainability inspired value propositions, and can
as such be considered as a useful tool for sustainability practitioners (Interviewee 1,5,7,8). All
interviewees agreed that the LS methodology provides a solid start for designing and testing and
implementing new business models and solutions. Generally, nobody would stick to the exact steps as
Lean describes, and rather combine with different other tools.

Tools level
All interviews commented to use a variety of different tools. Tools that were most mentioned to be
used complementary are Design Thinking, SCRUM, Art of Hosting facilitation technologies and other
well-know business tools (e.g. SWOT and others). One interviewee pointed out:
“No method or tool is going to solve a holistic problem it is about plurality of tools and
experimentation and development of those things. There is no perfect tool, it is about adapting
according to necessity and need of circumstance.” (Interviewee 3)
Another interviewee characterized the combinations of differently applicable tools as:
“Sometimes there is a lot of prototyping in the need finding phase, and sometimes there is a lot of need
finding in the prototyping phase.” (Interviewee 1)
Further, a recent MBA graduate thesis on the Lean Startup in the social sector found that 91% of its
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interviewees saw the Business Model Canvas as part of the LS methodology and 66% developed their
own modified canvas (Hogeboom 2015). The same study stated that the key missing elements were
future vision, social purpose, impact, organizational sustainability, multiple stakeholders, stakeholder
co-creation and value destruction.

4.2 PSI phase – Designing Prototype
The results presented in this section address the objectives to identify a leverage point to
focus our prototype solution on, see how others have acted in similar situations before - and
to prototype a potential solution to address the needs and gaps identified previously.
4.2.1 Leverage Point to Focus
This section describes how we chose the BMC as a leverage point to introduce an SSD
approach within the Lean Startup methodology.
The original Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur 2010) was found to be the
most suitable point to focus our attention on. The Value Proposition Canvas was found
valuable in order to address the mindset with which the Lean Startup is commenced even
earlier in the process.
The following findings from the DSI phase led to this decision:
● The mindset at the beginning is the most crucial to get it right from the start
● The BMC is used to capture ideas and assumptions into testable hypotheses
● BMC trigger questions utilize the collective intelligence present in a startup, and this
is aligned with their culture
● There are many alternative or adjusted canvases in use
● Facilitators use a wide range of different trigger questions specific to the context
● It is important to keep the BMC lean and agile, without too many add ons.
● The framing of trigger questions is dependent on preposition, scope, and awareness
about embedded assumptions
Hence, we developed the idea of proposing “Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions”
(SSTQs). We received positive feedback from our last three interviewees. The statements
below summarizes the primary responses:
●
●
●

Yes! - using trigger questions is a good way to engage people in moving their
organizations towards sustainability.
Questions should be well developed, and it should be clear how to present the new
SSTQs to a startup.
Step one in each startup should be raising awareness on sustainability issues.

4.2.2 Inspiration from others
This section outlines a few key statements and concepts relevant for the creation of our
prototype. First we explored what previous research involving the FSSD had concluded on
the BMC and trigger questions, further we explored how to frame the SSTQs and delved into
Strategic Questioning and the “How Might We” technique.

32

FSSD and BMC
On the FSSD and the BMC, França (2013) concludes that:
“Today’s classic business model development paradigm, as a whole and as
captured in the BMC, is incomplete when a goal of societal sustainability is considered.
The BMC allows for the development of business models to be identified as “successful”
regardless of their large- scale or long- term impacts with respect to sustainable
development criteria.”
●
“Similarly, classic business model development does not necessarily generate
globally scalable businesses. Without the addition of sustainability principles and
guidelines for how an organization can support sustainable development while
strengthening its own competitiveness, businesses will run into emerging limitations from
today’s unsustainable development.” ( França 2013)
●
“When the BMC is used to capture ideas and assumptions by exploring
questions, these (trigger) questions should be informed by an FSSD approach and the
perspective of the funnel.” (França 2013)
●

Strategic Questioning
Strategy is by definition about making complex decisions under uncertainty, with substantive
and long-term consequences (Vermeulen 2015). Strategic questioning aims to skillfully ask
the questions that make a difference, and allows us to find common ground to move forward
and co-create a new path from the present situation (Peavey 1995). Strategic questioning:
creates motion from static to dynamic; creates options and explores alternatives; avoids
dualistic, binary thinking; is simple and not compound to address one thing at a time, and
minimizing the need for analysis; avoids demanding justification; and may challenge values
and assumptions by “asking the unaskable.” In complex issues without simple or known
answers, we need questions to: spark personal support or action; consider alternatives;
identify visions, values and dreams; and particularly questions creating change from the
present to a more ideal situation (Peavey 1995).
How we formulate a question has a big influence in determining how powerful a question
might be. Generally, three dimensions can be identified:
●
the linguistic construction: prepositions at the
top of the pyramid give more strategic leverage to change
paradigms and open perspectives;
●
the scope: realistic boundaries and clear needs
enhance effectiveness and by matching your situation with
your solution;
●
embedded assumptions: making aware of what’s
under the surface, explicit and implicit, conscious and
unconscious,- allows us to shift towards creating new
opportunities for innovation (Vogt et al. 2003).
Figure 4-1. Pyramid of question prepositions
(Source: adapted from Vogt et al. 2003).

IDEO, one of the world’s leading design firms explains their method of questioning by
referring back to the early 1970s when business consultant Min Basadur aimed to develop the
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perfect framing for innovative thinking. When confronted by a problem or change initiative,
he would ask “How Might We ….“. This framing of a question offers ample space for
coming up with a variety of solutions, it is narrow enough to start a brainstorm conversation,
and leaves enough breadth to explore wild ideas (IDEO 2016). Basadur explains that this
approach to questioning inherently leads to innovation by making us focus on what’s
possible, eliminate or overcome barriers and obstacles by exploiting their potential to spark
novel ideas (Basadur 2016).
4.2.3 Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions
This section outlines how our prototype solution of Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions is
built and structured, answering to the objective to prototype a way in which an SSD approach
might best be introduced in the Lean Startup, hence addressing our research question.
As referenced in section 3.4.3 of the Research Design chapter we used the Sustainability
Principles, elements of Adaptive Capacity, Human Needs, Future Fit Goals and the Business
Case Benefits to introduce an SSD approach in the Lean Startup. The table below outlines
how each of these concepts relates to a level of the FSSD, and how it might best be utilized to
develop Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions.
Table 4-3. Applied tools and concepts in relation to the FSSD.
System

-

-

Success

-

Adaptive Capacity: can be used to actively enhance the resilience of the
social and ecological systems a startup is part of, which will benefit their
understanding of complexity and uncertainty, as well as facilitate
conversations around system thinking and interconnectedness /
interdependency. Also, all qualities of AC are present in the LS in varying
degrees.
Human Needs: because without fulfilling human needs we will be unable
to address the sustainability challenge, thus conceptually placing
understanding of human needs above the resilience of the system as a
whole. Also, for a startup this concept can be valuable by stimulating more
stable demand.
Sustainability Principles: ultimately a sustainable company will have to
operate entirely within the boundaries of the system. Due to the
consequences of a narrowing funnel, the self-benefit of complying with the
Sustainability Principles as soon as possible is evident.

Strategic

The FSSD strategic prioritization questions can support the LS. See Discussion.

Actions

FSSD and LS can be complimentary on this level. See Discussion chapter.

Tools

-

The Future Fit (FF) Business Benchmark Goals and the Sustainability
Advantage business case benefits can be utilized as tools to meet the
Lean Startup in a language that speaks to their short-term needs.
Accomplishing the FF Goals and / or implementing measures for a
competitive advantage can be considered stepping stones towards the more
complex and scientifically robust concepts.

On the next page a comprehensive overview of the applied concepts in relation to each other
is illustrated.
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Figure 4.2. Overview of the applied concepts.
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In relation to the BMC and the VPC, the concepts Sustainability Principles, Adaptive
Capacity and Human Needs can be used to craft SSTQs in each of the building blocks.
SSTQs based upon the Future Fit Goals and Business Case Benefits were found to be more
tailored to specific building blocks of the BMC.
Table 4-4. Relation of VPC & BMC to applied concepts.
Concepts →
VPC & BMC

Adaptive
Capacity:

Human
Needs:

Sustainability
Principles:

Future Fit
Goals:

Sustainability
Advantage:

15*5 = 75

15*12 =180

15*8 = 120

21
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Customer
Segments
Customer Jobs
Pains
Gains
Value Proposition
Product/Service
Pain Relievers
Gain Creators
Channels
Cust Relationships
Rev. Streams
Key Resources
Key Activities
Key Partnerships
Cost Structure

Potential SSTQs:

The table above explains how the different concepts relate to the building block of the BMC
and the VPC. Together, these canvasses count 15 building blocks. There are 5 Adaptive
Capacity elements, combining Maslow and Max-Neef there are 12 fundamental Human
Needs that we have worked with, there are 8 Sustainability Principles, 21 FF Goals and 37
business case benefits outlined in the Sustainability Advantage. This makes for a total of 433
potential questions based upon these concepts.
Subsequently, a prototype containing 143 SSTQs was developed for initial testing. The figure
on the next page shows which concepts were used in each BMC / VPC building blocks.
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Figure 4-3. The building blocks of the BMC and the VPC and applied concepts.
(Source: adapted from Osterwalder and Pigneur 2010).

Below, please find a few examples of SSTQs:
Grounded in SP2 we might ask in the Pain Relievers block:
•

How might we prevent systematically polluting the environment with substances
produced by society?

Grounded in AC element Learning, we might ask in the Customer Relationships block:
•

How might we ensure that to continuously learn together with our customers?

Grounded in Human Needs we might ask in the Customer building block:
•

How might we satisfy people’s needs for sense of belonging and integration?

Based upon the FF Physical Resource Goals we might ask in the Key Resources block:
•

How might we ensure all energy is from renewable sources?
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Based on the Business Case Benefits, we might ask in the Revenue building block:
•

How might we benefit from making an additional revenue stream from our waste?

A fully comprehensive list of SSTQs and an example of the first prototype as described
above can be found in Appendix C.

4.3 DSII phase – Evolution
In this phase we developed a questionnaire survey in order to test the SSTQs and receive
feedback on their (perceived) usefulness from Lean startups and advisors. The initial
feedback from testing the questionnaire design, demonstrated the need to iterate the design
before sending it out. See the Discussion chapter for recommendations.
Even though we did not get the chance to validate our full prototype, we are happy to have
obtained some initial positive feedback from our last three interviews. Each of them agreed
that asking Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions to redefine the resilience of each building
block of the BMC and VPC was a great idea. As one interviewee expressed himself:
“ I think questions are actually way more powerful, because they help you to sort it out
yourself – And that is exciting! It is like a challenge for entrepreneurs who like answering
questions – problem solved! I love the idea, I love the approach of having a business canvas
with good questions, that really helps.” (Interviewee 8)
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5. Discussion
In this chapter we will discuss the results of the Needs & Gaps finding phase according to the
five levels of the FSSD and elaborate on the steps through which the SSTQs were developed
and designed. Finally, this chapter aims to answer our research questions. In short, we found
that an SSD approach might best be introduced in the Lean Startup by asking strategic
questions based on the scientifically robust: Sustainability Principles; elements of Adaptive
Capacity; and a fusion of Human Needs. Also, more popular tools such as the Future Fit
Goals and Sustainability Advantage Business Case Benefits can be valuable to lure people
and organizations from the leaves onto the trunk of the metaphorical sustainability tree. We
feel such an approach might be “best” because it honors the existing efforts of the Lean
Startup and aims to be complimentary.

5.1 Discussion of Needs & Gaps finding phase
The following section discusses the results of the Needs & Gaps finding phase structured
along the five levels of the FSSD.
Table 5-1. Discussion of Needs & Gaps finding phase.

System level
The LS methodology explains that when we’re addressing problems we should always have a systemic
view of the situation. However, the boundaries of that system are often too narrowly related to their
own product / service “eco-system, and do not take the biosphere or social system into perspective.
This use of terminology is nice on the one hand, because it shows some awareness that there is such a
thing as eco-systems, on the other hand, in its use the definition of what an eco-system has been
reframed to fit a startup's own context and worldview. The dominant way of understanding systems
seems to stem from network theory, which is important for startups to grasp the complexities of getting
their stuff into customer hands. However, the Lean Startup is non-explicit about how to enhance the
resilience of such relationships and connections, nor is it aware of the magnitude of connections a
business generally has with the systems it is part of. Further, the idea of nested systems and
dependency is not mentioned in particular, with the exception of the emphasized need to gather
customer feedback in order to validate ideas and assumptions.
The “go see for yourself” attitude and the idea of validation have been borrowed from the scientific
world and adjusted to be appropriate for the speed with which a startup has to learn about it’s fast
changing, uncertain and unpredictable environment. Most startups seem to attribute this uncertainty
primarily to disruption in the market place, not so much to the highly volatile state of the socioecological systems. The idea behind this is that it is essential to challenge one’s assumptions about
what you think is the case, and this generally concerns all aspects of the business model. As such, one
may argue that gathering feedback from customers is hardly representative when trying to conduct a
(semi-)scientific research, and a more diverse range of stakeholders should be involved in the feedback
loop to moderate and align a startup’s goals and objectives with a more realistic view of the intricacies
towards human and non-human systems and resources. This may also prevent startups from expensive
adjustments later on.
Lean is in essence a “no-waste” ideology, stemming from Toyota aiming to be more efficient in their
production methods. Similar principles are now being applied to the Lean Startup. One might argue
that this ideology in its essence is very useful to incorporate a more holistic understanding of the waste
produced by human activities, other than just focusing on saving human time and energy - and financial
resources. The mindset with which entrepreneurs start on their journey makes all the difference for
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their outcome and impacts along the way. Unfortunately, this mindset does not include an
understanding of sustainability on the scale of the planetary and social boundaries. Rather, it is very
aimed at obtaining short-term financial sustainability to be able to grow as a company. Getting the
beginning right is crucial for a startup, it is where most resources are spent. Next to products or
features, these efforts need to be focused on the development of new metrics or tools to prepare
successful measurement and set pre-conditions for success (Ghorashi 2015).
The Lean mindset is one of its most powerful characteristics. Lean may be seen as a tool, a strategy,
and a way to conduct planning - or applied as a general lens with which startups sense and probe into
the field for feedback. Different interpretations depend on the context and the level to which the
subtleties of the methodology have been grasped and integrated into daily routines. Since many
entrepreneurs are “doers” in their nature, many run the risk of bruising their egos when ideas turn out to
be invalidated or when they simply have not asked the right questions to formulate appropriate
hypotheses. This is mainly due to the lack of awareness about the bigger connections as well as the
more subtle details - both when it comes to understanding the LS methodology in itself, as well as
when referring to systems thinking and sustainability issues.
When a Lean Startup aims to create social impact it usually aids sustainability on one way or another.
The LS approach lends itself well to this sector to save human and financial resources, which are often
even less scarce here than in a for-profit environment. However, also when working for a better world
our activities often carry numerous unintended consequences - for similar reasons as described above.
Thus, we feel that for all startups it is important to have an increased understanding of sustainability, to
secure the tool is used with the appropriate mindset and worldview - in the direction of sustainability
and without unintended consequences along the way. As one interviewee stated: “it is not about the
idea - it is about sensing the needs the whole society rather than only the needs of the few.”
(Interviewee 9)

Success level
The goal of every startup is to “become a sustainable company.” Success can be summarized as finding
your product-market fit, finding your business model, finding your engine of growth, successfully
adjusting and steering, and finally reaching the state in which a startup is able to continue with stability
- whilst learning as fast as possible. However, the definition of “sustainable” is solely focused on the
economic aspect of the business. It is not strange that the short-term is prioritized because without an
economically sound business it will be impossible to supply goods to the world at all.
According to Ries, startups need to become an “innovation factory,” implying that in order to be part of
society's transition towards the future, we need to be part of creating the disruption that informs this
change. Surely, we need new products and services to fulfill our human needs and maybe a want here
and there - and the Lean Startup has done a great job articulating a method with which startups can
continuously measure their progress towards a predetermined goal and the overall purpose of being
sustainable, in the narrow sense of the word.
In terms of internal organizational sustainability the Lean Startup speaks of all elements of adaptive
capacity in one way or another, yet does not clearly articulate why these are essential for its resilience
in an uncertain environment. As such it does not integrate all the necessary and sufficient elements into
their business model. Its inclusion does connect to the dominant notion that startup success is highly
dependent on its ability to respond and adapt to a changing environment. As mentioned earlier, learning
is at the core of the Lean Startup, everything it does - it does to learn something about its assumptions.
Diversity is valued in the sense that everyone should be in the room when important decisions are made
and a strong network of partners is seen as important. Self-organizing teams are very common, as many
startups are incorporating alternative organizational models (such as Holacracy or TEAL attributes)
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into their structures and operational systems. Startups generally find their common meaning in defining
their purpose. Sometimes this purpose is handed down from a founder, yet more often it becomes a
shared picture that may be subject to change as people join or leave the organization. Trust is deemed
to be necessary to maintain a healthy working environment, especially when times are rough, when
root causes of problems are being scrutinized, or when important decisions are being made. Ries makes
this very clear by highlighting how the five whys exercise can quickly turn to the five blames and
finding a scapegoat - when not everyone involved with a problem is present.
Also, many startups are aware of the benefits of a sustainable brand image. Albeit the danger of green
washing still being common practice on different levels and to different degrees, this recognition may
contribute to a startups’ risk avoiding behavior. As such, when the risks associated with unsustainable
practices are highlighted this might incentivize a more holistic lens. Generally, startups seek selfbenefit out of every minute of the day. That is, there is always something to learn, something to test or
some new knowledge to obtain. The focus is on creating value in whichever way they can.
For many, sustainability is seen as a pillar of innovation. However, we would argue this is not enough,
and that sustainability needs to become an essential consideration inherently connected to each part of
the business model. The way innovation and sustainability are inherently connected is mostly
understood on a superficial level of customer desires guiding decision making. As Missimer (2015)
explains, conceptually one might argue that the fulfillment of human needs sits above the need for
socio-ecological sustainability, because when human needs are not met we will not be able to curb the
unsustainable course that we have followed so far. Explicitly seeing customers as humans and
including the available science on human needs can secure long term demand for its products because
there’s a small chance that these fundamental human needs, albeit differently satisfied, will go out of
style anytime soon.
A common critique on the Lean Startup revolves around the interpretations of what is considered
acceptable in terms of the Minimum Viable Product. If we take what Steve Blank once said: “You want
to build something that barely works, but, if you took it away from people, they’d beg to pay you for
it.” (Gelobter 2015). In a way it talks about making something valuable, on the other side it resonates
some ambiguity as to what can be considered acceptable quality. Ries (2011) explains that “you cannot
trade quality for quantity” and emphasizes the need for small batch sizes and regularly “stopping
production, so that production never has to be stopped”, implying that if we tackle problems as they
arise we can minimize the risks associated with postponing or ignoring a problem.
If we would follow this reasoning towards the problems humanity is experiencing, in the sense that we
are far away from meeting people’s needs in the present, and even further away from securing future
generations will be able to do the same, and equally far away from social or ecological sustainability the Lean Startup must include more attention to the current large scale problems next to its efficiency
focused way of viewing success. The mindset and worldview of the key leadership team are essential to
inform the overall course of a startup, as well as ignite its purpose. One interviewee translated this
notion in the following way: “A Lean startup with a key leadership team that is developed enough to be
able to listen and be open - that would be incredibly powerful, if you have a lean startup which is just
on a mission to get their thing out - it is not open, it will probably not listen, so it is really dependent on
the state of consciousness of the leadership team.” (Interviewee 8)

Strategic level
By some, the LS methodology is seen as a strategy in itself, as the following interviewee indicates:
“Lean is a way of thinking / a way to approach a problem or challenge. And, the limit of LS
methodology is that it is just a strategy.” (Interviewee 3)
The Lean startup has gained its popularity mainly from this aspect. As Blank (2013) explains: “Startups
are not small versions of big companies, and require a different kind of strategy and planning.” Lean
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offers a model for emerging planning, moving away from the static linear waterfall model towards a
more dynamic approach of constantly figuring out the right thing to build in order to get some desired
learning, draw conclusions based on the feedback you receive, and then decide whether to continue or
change course. When a startup decides to make a big change in its business model, this is called a
pivot. A pivot is different from an adjustment in the sense that it entails a substantial shift in the way
(part of) the business model works - which in turn carries consequences into all other building blocks
of the BMC.
Also, Ries indicates that a company should start testing those assumptions that it is most uncertain
about, in order to prevent it affecting other fundamental parts later. The pivot is a crucial point where
essential decisions are being made about the future, which may have large implications to its possibility
to become a truly sustainable company. The pivot is usually guided by the purpose and values of a
startup. However, it does not include backcasting from a vision of sustainability as such. Backcasting is
solely used to get to a short-term goal and achieve some kind of desired learning.
Despite moving towards a purpose, this does not suffice in order to ensure a startup is moving in the
right direction, maintains a ROI or moves towards a flexible platform. The three prioritization
questions could be very useful as strategic guidelines, even if it does not explicitly formulate a vision
of success. This may especially enable startups to prevent running into problems further down the
runway. Generally, a Lean Startup does not look far into the future because it has more prominent
problems to deal with. As such, problems are dealt with on an ad-hoc basis, using the 5 Whys exercise.
Although the 5 Whys technique focuses on getting to the root cause of things, it does not seem to
include the bigger picture problems in this picture. Might it be that startup success to become a truly
sustainable company depends heavily its ability to maintain resilient in the face of current global
sustainability challenges? We believe it is. Asking five times why could as such be considered as a
valuable exercise as well to clearly articulate a startup’s purpose or vision. Asking “Why are we here?”
repeatedly and consistently could as such secure it stays on course and contributes to a course that is
beneficial for the larger society within Earth.
Another strategic assumption is that a startup should focus on validating the “Value Hypothesis” and
the “Growth Hypothesis.” For us, this surfaces some existential questions around the predominant
paradigms of what is perceived as valuable - and the necessity for growth. It has been shown that
infinite growth is not possible on a finite resource planet, which consequently sheds a new light on the
absolute possibility to grow in spite of dependency on natural resources or human work. As for value
creation, the emerging paradigm informs that social and environmental value should be imperative to a
sustainable business. Paying attention to value-deconstruction and risk avoiding behavior, may
incentivize startups to “save waste” in multiple ways. This understanding should ideally be integrated
in every strategic decision.

Action level
On this level the Lean Startup is valuable to embrace a new kind of planning. Lean Startups move away
from the classic waterfall model and focus on fast iterations to maximize learning and figure out what
the next step should be. This so called “Agile cycle” enforces a “learn fast - fail fast” attitude. Mistakes
are okay and emphasis is placed on a company’s ability to adjust and adapt to changing circumstances.
This cycle exists of: building an MVP, going out of the building to test, and take the appropriate
lessons learned into the next cycle. The general rule says this should happen as fast as possible, yet it
was indicated on several occasions that a cycle can range anytime between multiple iterations a day for
software companies to once every 3 months or longer for hardware oriented businesses.
From a sustainability point of view this is appropriate, since we cannot be certain how the current state
of the challenge might change over time and present us with unforeseen situations arisen from more
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elusive feedback loops. A culture of constant adaptation and acceptance to fail is as such very
important to remain able to continue moving forward.
We feel that at this level it is mostly the FSSD that can benefit from integrating a more emergence
based planning method, especially in the case of being applied with startup companies. At this moment
the FSSD recommends an iterative though linear planning model and emphasizes the need to iterate
upon this planning as time passes and circumstances change. For larger companies this works well
because of their more rigid hierarchical structures and long-term investment plans. For a startup
however, this model is not applicable and - when integrating a FSSD perspective in this environment
the emerging planning method should be embraced. In FSSD terminology, this would enable startups
to move from flexible platform to flexible platform. In some cases a similar approach may serve larger
companies as well when entering unknown markets or dealing with highly disruptive technologies and
environments, e.g. when developing new products / services.
To generate ideas, capture assumptions and formulate hypotheses about the startup’s business model the business model canvas is used in conjunction with a set of trigger questions that lead into
brainstorms and conversations on relevant topics. As such, asking questions is a crucial action to
generate ideas and assumptions that are appropriate to the particular context of the startup.

Tools level
A typical LS approach does not specifically include tools that support efforts to move society towards
sustainability. According to the interviewees , with every process of implementing Lean in a startup,
its circumstances and team, there are many different supplementary tools being used, that not one
particular tool could capture sustainability for all of them. Most of the interviewees expressed the need
to integrate a sustainability approach, depending on the overall practicability and applicability in the
process.
The Lean Startup includes the Customer Development method as a tool to gather customer feedback.
For social impact startups this method is elaborated including other stakeholders as well. The prime
element herein is that startups focus on doing what the money wants them to do. Either they aim to be
paid by customers or other potential funders for something that is considered valuable to them. For
economic short-term reasons this is very useful, and the tool can as such be adjusted to incorporate a
larger field for feedback. The short-term focus might cause problems along the way, as there is no
clear feedback loop established to supply information from the social system fabric or the
environmental world. If the tool were adjusted to gather feedback from these larger systems than it
could be utilized more holistically.
Another important tool is the Five Whys exercise to investigate problems, get to their root cause and
take proportionate action on each level. It is stated that this method functions as a natural speed
regulator, because the more problems you run into, the more time you need to spend fixing them
before you can move on. The aim herewith is that progress is linked to learning about the uncertainty
in the environment. As indicated in the systems level this exercise should be done with a system
perspective. However, the boundaries of the system are usually placed to narrowly along the contours
of the company and its direct stakeholders. It would be wise to include a larger view of the
interconnectivity of the company with the social system and its dependency on natural resources to
prevent problems to accumulate outside the scope of the startup’s view.
Also, this technique may be utilized to trigger thought around the purpose or vision of an organization,
by looking at the underlying reasons rather that root problems. Why are we here? Why are we together
and willing to put our collective time and energy to use?
The Business Model Canvas is a tool used by millions of entrepreneurs and startups, and constitutes
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one of the pillars of the LS methodology. Many startups will adjust a canvas to their specific needs or
add boxes to include building blocks addressing their context. Also, the variety of trigger questions
used holds a great variety. Many advisors will have their own set of trigger questions to guide a startup
to rethink their business model through that lens. Advisors working with Lean Startups and trying to
incorporate more sustainable practice, informed us that this method is particularly effective because it
allows startups to come up with the answers themselves through a facilitated process - rather than to
be instructed precisely what to do. However, as one interviewee emphasized: “Adding too many
Sustainability Principles might hinder the Canvas from being agile!” (Interviewee 4).

5.2 Discussion of Designing a Prototype phase
In this section we will discuss how we came to the proposed prototype of Strategic
Sustainable Trigger Questions, consequently answering our research question - how an SSD
might best be introduced in the Lean Startup. To do so, we will first discuss the choice of the
BMC as a leverage point, elaborate why we chose to do it differently from others before us,
and finally discuss the complementarity of the FSSD and additional concepts used for the
development of our solution.
If the LS methodology is exercised with a sustainability mindset, it can be a powerful and
valuable tool for sustainable development. According to Donella Meadows, changing
paradigms is done by continuously pointing at the anomalies and failures, whilst advocating
the new paradigm more and more clearly. Having people with a new paradigm in places of
power and visibility can be very useful, and wasting time with reactionaries should be
avoided - instead it’s wise to work with open-minded people and active change agents
(Meadows 1999). This led us to understanding that a paradigm shift is of the highest order in
its effectiveness to modify existing situations into more desirable ones. There needs to be an
intrinsic willingness for people and organizations to really embrace the sustainability
challenge to the core of their business to facilitate a sustainable shift. It is suggested that
leading global CEOs are starting to embrace sustainability as a core driver for future growth,
yet it seems that translating this perception into organizational design and organizational
outcomes requires “unusual leaders and leadership systems” (Metcalf and Benn 2013).
Addressing the need for a change in organizational paradigms and moving business towards
sustainability, a common leadership practice among FSSD practitioners is the “Yes, and... ”
technique. This communication technique acknowledgements different points of view and
aims to broaden and open up the conversation. It includes (part of) what someone else
advocates or what is already here, and builds upon this notion to expand perspectives and
foster a subtle comprehension of aspects needed to understand the complexity of the problem
at hand. This way people with seemingly confrontational worldview can have effective
conversations and while securing the other feels listen to in a dialog (Robèrt 2008). The
“Yes, and... ” technique is especially effective due to it’s non-dismissive attitude towards
those that are not yet sufficiently aware of the current situation. The “Yes” acknowledges the
value of their individual worldview and perspective or reality, whilst the “and…” adds upon
existing knowledge aiming to expand and ground a new and deeper understanding in line
with what is needed for humanity and the Earth - at this moment. Further, using “Yes, and…”
consistently aids a person to move beyond a perspective of duality, and embark on a journey
towards novel and seemingly paradoxical or impossible opportunities.
As such, we feel it is important to honor what is working well for the Lean Startup as well as
the BMC, and enhance these to trigger more sustainable business models.
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5.2.1 Leveraging the Business Model Canvas
Previous research indicated the compatibility of the FSSD and the BMC (França 2013)
makes this a promising leverage point to focus on. For us, putting “Yes and..” into practice
meant we would honor the traditional “Business Model Canvas” in the way that it was
developed by Osterwalder, and also include the more recently released “Value Proposition
Canvas.” Process wise, this canvas takes a closer look at the Customer Segment and Value
Proposition. As such, we feel it is wise to incorporate the Value Proposition Canvas (VPC) in
our prototype to enable us to introduce sustainable questions as early as possible. The earlier
in the LS process a sustainable mindset can be achieved, the more sustainable its outcomes
will be. Also, this is important to avoid costly investments later on. The trigger questions that
traditionally come with these canvasses are very valuable resources and should not be
disregarded when a startup aims to quickly map out the existing structure of its business
model. However, since these questions do not cover all the necessary and sufficient elements
of a sustainable business, we propose a series of “Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions” to
complement the existing trigger questions.
The BMC includes the four main areas of a business: customers, value offer, infrastructure,
and financial viability. The BMC is particularly useful to visually capture current business
models, their stories and related sustainability challenges - and to prototype new business
models (França 2013). The complex interdependencies between its different parts make up
the business model as a whole, and business model innovation relates to radical and
transformative systemic shifts - like restructuring the entire value chain, generating new types
of relationships with consumers, and altering the organizational culture (Johnson et al. 2008,
Johnson 2010). For sustainability we need to drastically rethink all the parts of our business
model, since the challenge we are facing is inherently complex and each part of the business
is interconnected and interdependent. As such, utilizing the strengths of the BMC seems to
offer a valuable window into the Lean Startup.
We also found that, despite the need for advice, startups do not like to be told what to do.
Generally, many startups feel they are innovating the future together and use their collective
intelligence to brainstorm new business ideas and model, assumptions and hypotheses. And,
the simplicity of the canvas greatly supports its agility, as it allows for ease of use and
applicability in a variety of contexts. As such, it seemed that creating an alternative canvas
with additional building blocks would be experienced as too complicated, not as easy in use
and in that sense “not lean enough.”
5.2.2 Strategic Questioning
Long-time IDEO designer Diego Rodriguez states that “a prototype is a question embodied.”
When questioned about questioning, Eric Ries, author of ‘The Lean Startup’ stated “I totally
agree with that”, everything a startup does, should have the emphasis on asking “What will
we learn?”. He continues by saying that it’s important to unlock creativity and enable people
to come up with the answers themselves. (Berger 2013) “This is at the essence of the Lean
Startup, to constantly experiment, test, and learn - to systematically refine what it means to be
successful amidst unpredictable change and move toward rapidly evolving knowledge (Ries
2016).
We feel that it is crucial that we learn to see past quick fixes and engage in conversations that
explore catalytic questions and innovative possibilities before reaching key decisions. The
need to address systemic issues and create a more sustainable future - asks for powerful
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questions that have the capacity to “travel well” throughout networks and challenge the
current operating system (Vogt et al. 2003).
Fran Peavey, author of the ‘Strategic Questioning Manual,’ explains that strategic
questioning is communication of the second kind, moving away from how reality is now, and
rather embraces a creative and dynamic voice to explore how things could be. It strengthens
us in our ability to have effective conversations, especially with others that have a different
worldview (Peavey 1995). A question might be the most powerful tool to allow people to
name what they don’t know (Rothstein and Santana 2012).
The attitude of asking for advice can be particularly helpful to trigger and ignite people’s
response. By being non-confrontational we can avoid misunderstandings, defensiveness,
overcome resistance and reveal underlying causes of resistance. Additionally, when engaging
with people we are more able to create allies with a shared sense of responsibility (Robèrt
2008). It seems to be very effective to acknowledge that “people don’t like being told what to
do,” and that it’s powerful to respect different paradigms without imposing possible
conflicting ideas too hard. In fact, people like to come up with their own answers and,
collectively we harness all the necessary intelligence to solve just about any problem.
Especially if our focus is not on “fixing the problem”, and rather on “enhancing possibilities
and opportunities.”
In order to be successful, we must seek information by asking the right questions before we
can begin strategizing. Additionally, strategic boundaries phrased as questions can stimulate
creative tension and spur innovation by getting people out of their comfort zones (Simons
2010). According to the authors of ‘The Art of Powerful Questions; Catalyzing Insight,
Innovation, and Action’, a powerful question leads us into the future, opens doors to change
and evokes more questions with the potential to enhance insights. Further, it stimulates and
invites creativity and new possibilities, and generates, channels and focuses intention,
attention, inquiry, and energy for moving forward. Strategic questioning can be used to
inspire change, overcome resistance; challenge the current operating system; and build
bridges between people with different worldviews in a non-confrontational manner (Vogt et
al. 2003). Also, Peter Drucker, a prominent business management strategist states:
“The most serious mistakes are not being made as a result of wrong answers. The truly
dangerous thing is asking the wrong questions.” (Simons 2010)
Appropriate framing of a question is crucial as learning becomes essential in the face of
current sustainability challenges. We need to engage in seeing the world through living
networks of conversation and collective meaning-making, and create formal and informal
paths and processes of questioning as we continuously and iteratively explore our operating
landscape (Vogt et al. 2003).
Warren Berger, author of ‘A More Beautiful Question: The Power of Inquiry to Spark
Breakthrough Ideas’ explains that the “How Might We” approach ensures that innovators ask
the right questions and use the most appropriate phrasing. Many advocate the effectiveness of
this three word preposition to stimulate creativity and collaboration (Simons 2012). The
“How” part provides creative confidence that there are solutions out there, “Might” indicates
that failure is OK, and “We” emphasizes that we’re in this together and will do it collectively
(Berger 2016). The creator of this technique describes its advantage as follows:
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“The real business value of the “How Might We” approach is the ability to identify and
resolve problems – and the opportunity to pursue the innovative possibilities that now exist as
a result of solving the problem.” (Min Basadur)
5.1.3 Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions
This section discusses the Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions prototype as well the
concepts and tools upon which they were based, in relation to the five levels of the FSSD and
the ABCD planning process.
The FSSD is based upon the idea of “Simplicity without Reduction”, implying that when the
first-order principles of a system are understood this makes it easier to handle its
complexities. If necessary, one may move towards level more detail hereafter. To illustrate
this the literature on the FSSD uses a metaphor of the “tree, its branches and leaves”, where
the leaves represent more detailed complexities, and the trunk is represented by the
sustainability principles of the FSSD. This approach aims to mitigate the lack of a whole
system perspective that many professionals cope with, by offering the “trunk” as a frame in
which their expert knowledge can be structured and given meaning, seeing its connection to
other fields more clearly (Broman and Robèrt 2000).
The figure on the left explains
how the connection between the
different tools and concepts can
be understood in relation to each
other, as well as the narrowing
walls of the funnel (vertically
represented in this case).
Questions grounded in business
case benefits might trigger
conversations that show the
short-term benefits of sustainable
practices. One step further Future
Fit outlines 21 Goals for
companies to become ready for
the future, moving closer towards
complying with the sustainability
principles for success. As such,
we would argue these two tools
could be considered as stepping
stones and seen as inspiring
flexible platforms from which a
Lean Startup could pivot to
further measures and sustainable practices. A startup will have to operate within the
boundaries of the SPs to be truly successful. As such the SPs are positioned in the cylinder
part of the funnel as visible in the image above, to indicate that any company or organization
that wishes to be sustainable and successful in the long-term, should operate within the
boundaries of the social and ecological systems.
Using the metaphor of the “trunk and branches” (...), the business case benefits and goals for
a future fit company can be understood as leaves on the tree of the FSSD, serving to meet
people where they are and wheel them onto the trunk via different branches. We would argue
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that this approach is appropriate to the Lean Startup, as its users are generally most concerned
with short-term economic and financial sustainability. The benefits and opportunities
embedded in the framing of the SSTQs based upon these tools could inspire conversations
around the more robust Sustainability Principles. Human Needs and Adaptive Capacity can
be used early on in the process to enhance the already existing knowledge on these concepts.
The Lean Startup is highly concerned with meeting customer needs, as it sees that it’s
necessary to secure demand for your value proposition. To some degree, it’s peculiar that the
LS do not emphasize fulfilling basic human needs for this same purpose. Products and
services addressing fundamental human needs offer ample opportunities, since there are so
many people on this planet who’s needs are not being met. Also, the variety in which we can
satisfy different needs displays an array of possibilities to create synergy between innovation
and sustainability. Maslow’s hierarchical model was chosen to frame SSTQs because it
remains to be the dominant way of seeing human needs in most business school and
environments.
In order to allow for a perspective of complexity and interrelatedness, Max-Neef’s matrix
was consulted to inspire SSTQs elaborating on a more diverse and probably more accurate
representation of human needs and the different ways of satisfying these. Max-Neef’s
elaboration of pseudo- and inhibiting satisfiers can additionally serve as a valuable segway
into conversations around the larger social and ecological system boundaries that enable us to
meet human needs.
SSTQs based on the essential elements of Adaptive Capacity were found highly relevant to
use in this approach because of the initial understanding that the Lean Startup has in this
respect. We would argue that by framing these questions in such a way that it aligns with a
startups vocabulary and habits, it might lead to conversations around the resilience of the
larger social and ecological systems, making way to introduce the Sustainability Principles as
boundary conditions for innovation.
How do the SSTQs relate to the FSSD?
In relation to the five levels of the FSSD the SSTQs can be considered a strategic tool to
enhance sustainable practices and move organizations strategically towards sustainability. As
elaborated upon above, asking questions can be a highly effective way to reach people and
change the mindset with which they are doing things. We need to move away from business
as usual and truly change the way we look at value. Thus, we consider it important to
emphasize that the different concepts used to frame SSTQs carry different values, and are
appropriate for different aims.
As shown in table 4-3 in the Results chapter the different concepts upon which the SSTQs
were based can be considered in relation to the: systems level (Adaptive Capacity and Human
Needs); success level (Sustainability Principles); and the tools level (Future Fit Goals and
Business Case Benefits).
The fact that Human Needs and Adaptive Capacity were utilized is interesting in comparison
to the FSSD to discuss the boundaries and necessities for the system level. As described in
the Theoretical Framework chapter, the FSSD recently underwent a change in the way it
defines social sustainability. The new definition of the 5 SSPS (health, influence,
competence, impartiality and meaning-making) is designed to indicate the boundaries of the
social system as a whole, thus showing the space between them for humans to fulfill their
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needs. At the same time, in order to address the sustainability challenges of our times, we
must act collectively and immediately. To do so, we must meet human needs in order for
individuals to be capable of contributing to this transition. As such, we would care to urge the
importance of utilizing both concepts simultaneously in a complementary manner, whilst
avoiding and mitigating possible negative affects either way.
In relation to the ABCD planning procedure of the FSSD, the SSTQs can be considered in
the: A-step to raise awareness around e.g. AC or HN; in the B-step to spark insights about the
current unsustainability of the business model; and in the C-step by inspiring novel
possibilities and solutions to seize opportunities.
The SSTQs were not developed to support prioritization in the D-step. However, as explained
earlier, the three strategic prioritization questions can be adjusted to fit the LS context.
Specifically, the question around ROI might be focused on achieving desired learning rather
than financial returns.
The way in which concepts have been used to craft different SSTQs to each of the BMC
blocks was based upon our own interpretation. This way, The sustainability principles were
most applicable to make clear in which way we are currently creating pains and how to
alleviate these, as well as very usable to look into key resources and activities that might
breach the constraints of the larger systems. We found that for example channels and
customer relationships and gains or gain creators were most like a complex network / system
and as such would benefit most from SSTQs grounded in the elements of Adaptive Capacity.
The future fit goals were mostly applicable all across the BMC and less so in the VPC, whilst
including customers through the relationships block. The advantages of sustainability for
pure business competitiveness were made visible predominantly through questions in the cost
structure and revenue stream.
Due to its inherent interconnectedness, to a certain degree AC, HN and the SPs apply to all
building blocks. We could use any of the questions and phrase it in such a way that it is
applicable to another block. Our choice was to design initial questions to those building
blocks found most relevant for each concept.
The positive phrasing, using “How Might We” was found to be important in order to inspire
a positive attitude towards changes for sustainability. We found that the culture in Lean
Startups is to a large degree concerned with figuring out what the future should look like, and
feels they are the ones innovating how that might be. Even though the Sustainability
Principles can well be used to enhance creative tension in innovation processes and should be
used as boundary condition for a startup’s vision, they are less practical when trying to
trigger possible steps when there is no time to elaborate on the full scope and depth of the
framework and the urgency of addressing the challenge.
When thinking about the way in which the list of trigger questions might be shared, we were
careful to “keep it lean” and used a simple method of embedding the SSTQs within
‘comment boxes’ pasted on top of the existing BMC and VPC in an edited pdf file. This
approach allowed us maximum flexibility to change the design of our canvas or adjust the
questions after receiving feedback. Also, this method ensured users would have open and free
access to the SSTQs - something that we personally value highly because we feel that
information should be freely shareable and transferable, especially when it might contribute
to a more swift transition of society towards sustainability
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5.3 Methodological Considerations
At this stage we would like to discuss the validity and reliability of the conducted research
design. The discussion is structured according to each phase of the research.
Due to the constraints in time frame as well as our desire to focus on what was currently
openly available to the field of study, our literature review was not exhaustive. The
foundation for the document review was books written by the founders and developers of the
Lean Startup, Customer Development and the Business Model Canvas. Each of these
concepts is grounded in years of experience working with and within startups. Additionally,
we found it important to check their statements by exploring a wider range of web content to
gain an understanding of how others appreciate the LS methodology in practice rather than
theory. We recognize that there might be a potential bias due to the nature in which most of
these resources are written to support people implementing and making sense of Lean. This
might have lead to the one-sided view on the topic, due to the lack of critical and less
favorable voices from other sides.
Since the Lean Startup method is also being applied in the social sector, we found it
important to include resources outlining the differences and similarities between these
different type startups. The same bias is true for the documents studied hereof. Each of us
went through a considerable amount of articles, some of which the same and some different.
We individually extracted from these articles, which to some degree might have lead to
single person subjectivity, although we constantly assured to be on the same page in terms of
selection and interpretation of the sources.
The latter was predominantly confirmed through our interviews with startup founders,
employees and advisors using the Lean approach. During the interviews we used open-ended
questions and continually allowed ‘the conversation to guide our questions instead of having
the questions rigidly determine the flow of the conversation.’ As such, we recognize that this
might have lead us to explore different directions and possibilities, which may have increased
the size of our “universe” on several occasions. We feel this might have limited the depth
with which we delved into specific parts of the Lean Startup. However, we felt it was
important to gain a clear overall picture of how the methodology was applied and
experienced, as well as how we might enhance it with an SSD approach.
The very nature of our topic might have lead interviewees into more favorable statements due
to their own experience, values and visions of what the future should be like. The
interviewees were chosen for their knowledge and experience in the topic, yet we
acknowledge that the research might gain strength from incorporating a larger audience in the
feedback group. As such, we had the intention to do so in the validation phase through a
questionnaire. Unfortunately the time frame of our thesis process did not allow us to fulfill
this phase, which might be considered a weakness in the overall results, as they are not
validated by practitioners yet.
Neither one of us held any pre-acquired knowledge of the LS methodology. This enabled us
to be free from personal theories, perceptions and beliefs, and at the same time this may have
limited the depth of our understanding of the topic. One of us had previously completed a
project with a business model canvas aiming to support sustainability. As such, this
experience may have influenced the course of this research, as it was attractive to favor this
possibility among possible alternatives. We made sure to check this potential bias by
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gathering feedback from our interviewees continuously, and checking our facts through
documents and literature.
One of us had previously completed a project with a business model canvas aiming to
support sustainability. As such, this experience may have influenced the course of this
research, as it was attractive to favor this possibility among possible alternatives. Still, we
assured that the chosen direction was the right way to go and supported by the whole
researchers team.
Although we developed a questionnaire to validate our assumptions and see whether the
SSTQs were perceived as a useful tool, due to the constructive feedback from our peers and
advising staff, as well as time constraints - we could unfortunately not test it with users and
advisors. Primarily the short time frame for this research did not allow us to investigate the
effects of the SSTQs directly. We also recognize that the SSTQs may not be easily
comprehensible for everyone, and that the relevance of concepts such as Adaptive Capacity
might need to be elaborated upfront, and questions might need to be rephrased for improved
effectiveness. However, initial feedback on the idea of developing SSTQs and adding them
as complementary questions to each of the building blocks was very positive. Our last three
interviewees each concluded that there would be value in using such questions to refine
business model design and allow startups to come up with hypotheses that might aid their
sustainability on all three levels.
Lastly, we would care to recognize the potential impact of aiming to change paradigms and
using strategic questioning. It is stated that systematically and critically assessing and
reflecting is an essential activity when involved with emergent strategic planning and
decision making (Vermeulen, 2015). It must be mentioned that there is yet one leverage point
even higher than changing a paradigm. Acknowledgement that no single paradigm is “true”
means to keep oneself unattached from paradigms and to remind ourselves that even that is a
worldview in itself - which can always only be a “tremendously limited understanding of an
immense and amazing universe that is far beyond human comprehension.” (Meadows 1999)
Peavey underlines the importance hereof by emphasizing on the ethical side of strategic
questioning. She suggests that a questioner keeps her or his own identity and opinions - “our
egos”- aside, and accept that through a process of questioning both questioner and questionee
are to absorb new information and change their point of view (Ede 2012).
By acknowledging potential shortcomings of our prototype as well as emphasizing the
strengths of our approach, we are hoping to be transparent and trustworthy, and as we feel
confident that this study may relied upon as honest and truthful.

5.4 Recommendations for Future Research
Over the course of this research several questions and ideas came up that were considered
outside the scope of this research. The following aspects are therefore proposed for future
research:
●
●

Since the timeframe of our research did not allow for testing with users and advisors,
we recommend actions be taken to gather feedback on the initial SSTQs.
According to the Lean startup environment, many different canvases might be used.
Due to this, the development of SSTQs for these types of canvases might be taken
into consideration (e.g. Lean Canvas, Mission Model Canvas)
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●

●

●
●

●
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It could be further researched, which tangible and intangible outcomes the introduced
and implemented SSTQs have on Lean startups. The researchers suggest that further
research be dedicated to the creation of Lean startup business case with integrated
SSTQs in the BMC that expresses the value added.
This paper investigated how LS methodology can be enhanced with concepts from
SSD. The authors estimate that SSD could also potentially learn from Lean startup
mentality and “running lean”.
Ultimately, to provide direct facilitation guidance for introduction and usage of
SSTQs in startups, a guidebook could be created and tested in practice.
Also, as the Future Fit Business Benchmark is developing a set of metrics to measure
organization’s success, we suggest future research may investigate how these metrics
could be used in collaboration with the Lean Startup methodology.
In that sense, Trigger Questions might be developed for an even larger variety of tools
and concepts than the ones used in this study. Examples thereof might be the
Ecological Footprinting, Factor 10, ISO14000 or ISO26000.

6. Conclusion
This thesis aimed to provide an understanding if and how a Strategic Sustainable
Development approach might be introduced in the Lean Startup, in a sector-appropriate way.
We found that once the LS methodology is implemented with the right mindset, informed by
the SSD, it is an excellent tool to enhance organizational contributions towards a sustainable
society within planet Earth. Because of the inquisitive culture in the startup environment, we
conclude that asking Strategic Sustainable Trigger questions might be the best way to
introduce an SSD approach in the Lean Startup, as such utilizing the present collective
intelligence and sparking conversations about overlooked and yet crucial elements, impacts
and consequences of unsustainability all throughout a startup business model. To enhance the
robustness of the SSTQs we felt it was important to ground each question in a concept
relevant for sustainability, which has been achieved by including questions based on: the
elements of Adaptive Capacity to enhance systems thinking and understanding of networks in
complexity; Human Needs to enhance the idea of fulfilling customer needs whilst securing
long-term demand; the Sustainability Principles of the FSSD to constrain space within which
an organization may call itself socio-ecologically successful and sustainable; and the Future
Fit Goals and Sustainability Advantage Business Case Benefits to meet the Lean Startup
where it is and lure them from the “leaves onto the branches and the trunk”. We feel this
approach allows for the complexities of human dynamics in a startup to work well together
and collectively come up with answers to the unknown.
To figure out how the LS was currently contributing or hindering society’s transition towards
sustainability, we analyzed theoretical resources and engaged with advisors and users through
a series of semi-structured interview. In the second phase of our research, we identified the
Business Model Canvas (BMC) and business model design for sustainability as a strategic
leverage point and explored the intricacies of strategic questioning as we learned about the
need for trigger questions to be informed by the FSSD and a funnel perspective. Further, we
included the Value Proposition Canvas (VPC), enhancing the possibility to ask the right
questions from the beginning.
By complementing the Lean Startup methodology with an FSSD perspective, startups may
anticipate problems before they arise, hence limiting the need for changes and adjustments as
the effects of the sustainability are become more visible and sensible. Further, there is a need
to embrace sustainability as an inherent part of a startup’s strategy and decision-making
processes to ensure it is a core driver of - and for innovation.
As such, we conclude that a Strategic Sustainable Development approach might best be
introduced in the Lean Startup with a set of Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions to
support the collective intelligence in Lean Startups – to consciously consider the socioecological and long-term aspects and impacts of their business model design.
Lean Startup organizations could benefit from asking Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions
to design or refine sustainable business models. The SSTQs can serve to inspire vision,
inform steering and pivoting and enhance acceleration and possibilities for growth. Further,
there is a need to embrace sustainability as an inherent part of a startup’s strategy and
decision-making processes to ensure it is a core driver of - and for innovation. Also, the LS
methodology could support the implementation of SSD in other organizations as well,
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particularly by articulating a model for emerging planning and progress measuring – helpful
when learning how to move from one flexible platform to the next.
To advisors and users of the LS methodology aiming to (re-) design more sustainable
businesses and business models we recommend:
Understand the sustainability challenge – start with raising awareness on
sustainability issues and position the sustainability as a challenge full of opportunity.
This is essential to approach and enhance the target audience’s mindset.
● Develop a principle-framed vision – The backcasting approach should be enhanced
with a principle-framed vision of success, instead of maintaining a short-term goalsoriented focus solely. Possible also a startup’s purpose can be leveraged towards the
same end.
● Focus on fundamental basic Human Needs – a designing value-propositions aiming
to fulfill customer needs could increase long-term demand. Also, this can strengthen
the way in which a startup understands how their product or service satisfies a need or
want, and how to be wary of unintended consequences inhibiting others’ or other
needs to be fulfilled, now or in the future.
● Utilize a whole systems perspective when testing for feedback - inquiries to learn
about value propositions and other assumptions should entail a multi-stakeholder
perspective, among which the social and ecological system.
● Prioritize – utilizing the three prioritization question of the FSSD when making the
decision to pivot, as well as during smaller iterations, can be very valuable to secure a
startup maintains the right course towards becoming a sustainable company. The three
questions can be made appropriate to fit the startup’s language.
● Combine the ABCD and Lean Startup - the BML cycle can be valuable within
organizations of any size, to move between flexible platforms. A fully comprehensive
model combining the ABCD process and the Lean Startup methodology can be
consulted in Appendix F.
● Explore through Strategic Sustainable Trigger Questions – when trigger questions
are used during brainstorms or conversations, the SSTQs can be utilized through each
of the building blocks of the Value Propositions Canvas and Business Model Canvas
– to allow for more resilient and sustainable business models, harness sustainabilitydriven strategies and innovate robust value propositions.
In short, we feel that “asking the right questions - rather than giving answers up front” might
spark conversations and innovations in Lean Startups, beneficial for the sustainability of both
the individual startup the larger socio-ecological systems.
●

54

“Now on a close examination, the human mind, the human heart, and the environment are
inseparably linked together. In this sense, environmental education helps to generate both the
understanding and love we need to create the best opportunity there has ever been for peace
and lasting coexistence.” (Dalai Lama 1991)
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Appendix A – Future Fit Goals
The 21 goals of the Future Fit Business Benchmark (Kendall & Willard 2015)
Environment

Society

Physical Resources (3)
1. All energy is from renewable sources
2.
All water is used in an environmentally
responsible and socially equitable way
3.
All materials are from responsiblymanaged sources

Employees (5)
1.
Employee health is fostered
2. All employees are paid at least a living
wage
3. All employees receive equal pay for equal
work
4. All employees are subject to fair
Operational Waste (2)
employment terms
1.
Operations emit no potentially harmful 5. Employee concerns are actively solicited,
substances
impartially
judged
and
transparently
2. Operations emit no greenhouse gases
addressed
Physical Presence (1)
Communities (1)
1.
Physical presence has net zero impact 1. Community concerns are actively solicited,
on local ecosystems
impartially
judged
and
transparently
addressed
Product Use & Waste (4)
1.
Products emit no potentially harmful Customers (3)
substances when used as intended
1.
Products do not undermine people’s
2.
Products emit no greenhouse gases health when used as intended
when used as intended
2.
Customers are informed about any
3.
All products and packaging are aspect of products that may harm people or
designed to be repurposed at end of life
the environment
4.
Customers have access to end-of-life 3.
Customer concerns are actively
repurposing services for all products and solicited, impartially judged and transparently
packaging
addressed
Boards & Owners (2)
1.
The right tax is paid in the right place at
the right time
All lobbying is for outcomes that align with
future-fit principles
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Appendix B – Interview Questions
Interview Questions Phase 1
Section
1
Introductions

-

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Section 2 - Meeting
the Interviewee

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

How are you?
Who are we?
What is MSLS all about?
Why are we doing this thesis topic?
Rules of the game/parameters: [45m~1h];
o covering your experience, Lean Startup, sustainability
Possible citing/quoting
If necessary confidentiality agreement
Interview recording and memo available upon request
Final thesis can be shared in June
This is what we know about your work:... - why are we interviewing them?
What attracted you to ___ (eg: innovation) + sustainability work?)
What has led you to doing this work?
How long have you been doing this?
Can you describe your field of work related to Lean Startup (and
sustainability, if applicable)?

Section 3 - Opening

6.
What is the question we should be asking you?
7.
How would you answer it?
8.
Do you think others may have a different perspective? If yes, Whom
and why?
9.
In your Startup experience, did you use Lean in any way? Maybe the
principles were present without calling it that?
10.
Is there an essence in all this that makes the approach universal?
11.
How much is the LSm adopted by Startups - and Why?

Section 4 - Lean
Startup methodology

12.
In your own words, how do you define Lean Startup? (Is Lean Startup
a way of thinking, a method or a tool? Or both? Why / Elaborate.) (System)
13.
Why do startups use the Lean Startup? What do they benefit from it?
What does the Lean Startup do very well?
14.
What kind of value is it that (Lean) Startups are looking for? What
does value mean to them?
15.
Is there any data showing that implementing the LSm increases the
success rate of those startups? (performing above average)
16.
What’s the biggest challenge with using the Lean Startup
methodology? What could be done better?
17.
What is the best story you have heard of / are related to about the Lean
Startup in action? (strategy / action)
18.
What concepts of the Lean method are most popular?
19.
What were the factors for success or failure in this example? (strategy)
20.
What is the success for a startup?
21.
What factors is this success dependent on?
22.
Why do so many startups fail? Why/ For which reason?
23.
How do you create a vision for success and how do you measure
success? (success)
24.
How do you know when you reach success? (success)
25.
About pivoting, how do you know in which direction to pivot? How
do you secure that you keep moving towards your vision? (success / strategy)
26.
Do you have any questions or guidelines to decide how to pivot?
(strategy)
27.
How is backcasting used? (it seems mentioned, starting with the end
goal in mind..) (strategy)
28.
What strategic guidelines or strategic guiding questions are currently
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used? (to assess sustainability)
29.
Do you use any other tools/methods with the Lean Startup
methodology, and if so, which? (E.g. BMCanvas, HCD, Sandbox) (tool)
30.
During the development of new product or service features, do you
prepare the measurement of data? How do you determine metrics? (success)
31.
Is the validity of measurement secured? Is there a security, that
measurements are directly related to the impact of the tested feature?
32.
Are there popular metrics in terms of measuring sustainability already
in use?
33.
How could sound reporting on sustainability aid startups in choosing
the right metrics to validate next to value and growth?
34.
Can real value ever exceed socio-ecological boundaries?
Section 5 - Definition
of Sustainability and
Potential

35.
How does the Lean Startup include sustainability?
36.
Generally, what is the definition of sustainability?
37.
In which way are startups using tools for sustainability currently?What
works well? What could be improved?
38.
How are social and ecological challenges addressed in the LS? And
how is this used in Lean Startups? / in the methodology?
39.
Do you work with a specific definition of sustainability? If so, which?
40.
What’s the biggest challenge in working with that challenge?
41.
To which extent is a sustainability or a whole system perspective
present in Lean Thinking / mindset? / How is it generally present in startup awareness?
(system)
42.
As we think about using innovating towards a more sustainable
society, what are some of the opportunities and challenges this presents? (system)
43.
Are there any specific tools related to socio-ecological sustainability
that you (could) use with the Lean Startup? (tool)
44.
Is there generally more focus on social or ecological sustainability?
a.
In the workplace (startup system)
b.
In the supply chain (larger socio-ecological system)
45.
How are unintended consequences taken into consideration and
measured with the Lean Startup? (system / strategy)
46.
How do you think this could be approached more effectively?

Section 6 - Closing
and goodbyes

47.
Where in the Lean Startup methodology could sustainability most
effectively be implemented?
48.
Are there any other things you would like to add about the Lean
Startup, in general or sustainability related?
49.
What else do you think is needed for the Lean Startup to play a major
role in moving society towards sustainability?
50.
Do you believe a possible model/framework/recommendations for
enhancing the Lean Startup with a framework for sustainability moving towards
sustainability would be valuable? (practitioners x experts) (sustainability guides)
51.
What could be done even better? / What could be improved?
52.
In which stage of the Lean Cycle could sustainability play an
important role? (Idea,Build,Measure)
53.
Would you be interested in providing feedback on it?
• Express gratitude
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Additional Qs for expert in Lean Startups for Social Impact (Michel Gelobter):
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

The book seems to be mostly about using Lean principles to save Social Entrepreneurs the scarce resource
of money and energy, and as you put it social and political capital. What about the ecological aspect, how
is that included in the methodology?
How are social and ecological challenges addressed in the LS?
How could sound reporting on sustainability aid startups in choosing the right metrics to validate next to
value and growth?
In your view, – Can real value ever exceed socio-ecological boundaries?
How important is this in the social sector, and what are those metrics generally?
Referring to the chapter in the book about differences and similarities - Next to being sustainable with
economic/financial funds, Why should the social sector be interested in using the Lean Startup method?
Measuring impact - how? Which metrics?

Questions with emphasis on Business Model Canvas
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

Which questions do you ask before starting / before you have an idea for a solution?
How to avoid the entrepreneurial “ego-risk”?
Do you have any experience using the FSSD and the BMC together?
How does a process combining the FSSD and the Lean Startup methodology go together?
How would the logical flow of such a process be?
What’s most important to keep in mind when facilitating a BMC specifically with a sustainability/ FSSD
lens/ aim?
How to trigger people to think outside the box?
What works / what doesn’t work?
What to keep into consideration when designing questions for each of those boxes?
What are the advantages / disadvantages of adding more boxes?
How does system’s thinking contribute to understanding of sustainability in startups? (Networking theory,
complexity etc)
Where do you see strengths and weaknesses in the Canvas?
How could FSSD in your opinion enhance the model?
Canvas is a tool, FSSD is a tool- where do you see they can benefit from each other? Are there some
supplementary tools you can think of, for enhancing a startup success?

Interview Questions Phase 2 (Feedback on developing SSTQs)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
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Could you describe the culture of a Lean Startup?
How does it embody / safeguard the qualities of a complex adaptive system?
How does a LS generally design their vision?
Do you have experience with crafting a vision of success for a LS - within the SPs?
What works well?
What challenges?
How to communicate sustainability to a Lean Startup? (green?) (Visually,Textual, Factual)
Canvas: Do startups use the Lean Canvas or Business Model Canvas? Which most? Which else? Why and
How?
Leverage point: Does it make sense to change the questions behind each box in the canvas to give them the
right start? (Working with trigger questions grounded in systems understanding, Human Needs, SPs,
Adaptive Capacity, Competitive Advantage and Business Case benefits.
Current Reality: Does it make sense for a startup to do a current reality analyses? LCA analyses? At which
point?

Interviewees description
Phase 1 - Understanding/ Need finding
Interviewee When Where How

Why

#1

29-03-2016
11.30 - 13.00
Karlskrona - BTH
In person

ideation expert
experience working with startups, in startups, and startup up stuff himself. also
teacher at BTH

# 2

29-03-2016
19.30 - 20.00
Karlskrona - BTH
Skype call

author Lean Startup for Social Impact
long experience in social enterprises
discovered LSm and saw great potential for the social sector to use same

# 3

06-04-2016
16.30 - 17.45
Karlskrona - BTH
Skype call

We-impact.com working in China systems change innovation process with startups
and existing organisations. vast experience in startups and advising

# 4

06-04-2016
18.00 - 18.15
Karlskrona - BTH
Skype call

Hub Madrid, eco-canvas

# 5

07-04-2016
15.00 - 16.00
Karlskrona - BTH
Skype call

MSLS alumni, working startup scene Copenhagen, developing bicycle app, proposed
our topic

# 6

07-04-2016
16.30 - 18.00
Karlskrona - BTH
Skype call

Originally from South Africa, started a total of 6 successful social enterprises. Now in
Canada working on advising startups, and startup up consulting business, flourishing
canvas. MBA thesis on Lean Startup

Phase 2 - Interpretation/Prototyping
Interviewee When Where How

Why

# 7

08-04-2016
15.00 - 15.45
Karlskrona - BTH
Skype call

MSLS alumni
HOLON designer Barcelona
talk about process of BMC and considerations

# 8

10-04-2016
15.30 - 16.30
Karlskrona - BTH
Skype call

Unleash Network
MSLS alumni - thesis on TEAL
talk about how to communicate questions

# 9

12-04-2016
10.00 - 11.00
Karlskrona - BTH
Skype call

Teal for Startups
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Appendix C – Final Prototype

A full prototype can be downloaded in pdf from the following URL:
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B7oMW8Dsf9--QUVfaEgzU0Mxejg/view?usp=sharing
And a fully comprehensive list of the traditional trigger questions and the Strategic Sustainable Trigger
Questions and the concepts in which they are grounded– can be found on the following 18 pages

72

Customer Segments / Jobs

Block

Original Trigger Questions

Proposed SSTQs

Grounded in:

- What is the one thing that your
customer couldn’t live without
accomplishing? What are the
stepping stones that could help
your customer achieve this key
job?

How might we satisfy people’s
fundamental needs of subsistence?

Maslow
Physiological

What are the different contexts
that your customers might be
in? How do their activities and
goals change depending on
these different contexts?

e.g. food, water, shelter and / or
clothing

How might we satisfy people’s need
for protection and safety?

Maslow
Safety

What does your customer need
to accomplish that involves
interaction with others?

How might we satisfy people’s needs
for affection and connection within
their communities?

Maslow
Belongingness
and Love

What tasks are your customers
trying to perform in their work
or
personal
life?
What
functional problems are your
customers trying to solve?

How might we satisfy people’s needs
of feeling respected, confidence and
social recognition?

Maslow
Esteem

How might we satisfy people’s needs
for realizing one’s full potential or
self-fulfillment?

Maslow - Selfactualization

How might we satisfy people’s needs
for participation and interaction?

Max-Neef
Participation

-

How might we satisfy people’s needs
for leisure time and fun?

Max-Neef
Leisure

-

How might we satisfy people’s needs
curiosity, critical reflection and
experimentation?

Max-Neef
Understanding

How might we satisfy people’s needs
for creativity and productivity?

Max-Neef
Creation

-

How might we satisfy people’s needs

Max-Neef

-

Are there problems that you
think customers have that they
may not even be aware of?
What emotional needs are your
customers trying to satisfy?
What jobs, if completed, would
give the user a sense of selfsatisfaction?
How does your customer want
to be perceived by others? What
can your customer do to help
themselves be perceived this
way?
How does your customer want
to feel? What does your
customer need to do to feel this
way?
Track
your
customer’s
interaction with a product or
service throughout its lifespan.
What supporting jobs surface
throughout this life cycle? Does
the user switch roles throughout
this process?

-

-
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for sense
integration?

Pains

Block

of

belonging

and

Identity

How might we satisfy people’s needs
for autonomy, equity and equality?

Max-Neef
Freedom

How might we satisfy people’s need
for transcending their current
paradigm?

Max-Neef
Transcendence

Original Trigger Questions

Proposed SSTQs

Grounded in:

How do your customers define
too costly? Takes a lot of time,
costs too much money, or
requires substantial efforts?

- How does environmental pollution
hinder people meeting their needs,
now and in the future?

SP1

E.g.
What makes your customers feel
bad? What are their frustrations,
annoyances, or things that give
them a headache?
How
are
current
value
propositions under performing
for your customers? Which
features are they missing? Are
there performance issues that
annoy them or malfunctions
they cite?
What are the main difficulties
and challenges your customers
encounter? Do they understand
how
things
work,
have
difficulties getting certain things
done, or resist particular jobs for
specific reasons?
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Air pollution
Water pollution
Soil pollution

- How does pollution caused by
society hinder people to meet their
needs, now and in the future?

SP2

E.g.
Air pollution
Water pollution
Soil pollution

What
negative
social
consequences
do
your
customers encounter or fear?
Are they afraid of a loss of face,
power, trust, or status?

- How is environmental degradation
hindering people to meet their needs,
now and in the future?

SP3

What risks do your customers
fear? Are they afraid of
financial, social, or technical
risks, or are they asking

- How are customers exposed to
social conditions that systematically

SP4

-

themselves
wrong?

what

could

go

What’s keeping your customers
awake at night? What are their
big issues, concerns, and
worries?
What common mistakes do your
customers make? Are they using
a solution the wrong way?

- How are customers systematically
hindered from influencing and
participating in shaping the social
systems they are part of?

SP5

- How are customers systematically
hindered
from
learning
and
developing competence individually
and together?

SP6

- How are customers systematically
exposed to partial treatment or
discrimination?

SP7

- How are customers systematically
hindered from the opportunity to seek
meaning in their own way?

SP8

Block

Original Trigger Questions

Proposed SSTQs

Gains

What barriers are keeping your
customers from adopting a value
proposition? Are there upfront
investment costs, a steep
learning
curve,
or
other
obstacles preventing adoption?

undermine their possibilities to be
physically, mentally and emotionally
healthy?

Which savings would make
your customers happy?

- What social systems and networks
might our customer depend on?

Intersystems

- What ecological systems might our
customer depend on?

Intersystems

- How might customers be enabled to
include a diverse variety of views and
voices to address unpredictability and
uncertainty?

Diversity

- How might customers be
strengthened in their ability to self-

SelfOrganisation

Which savings in terms of time,
money, and effort would they
value?

Grounded in:

What quality levels do they
expect, and what would they
wish for more or less of?
How
do
current
value
propositions
delight
your
customers? Which specific
features do they enjoy? What
performance and quality do they
expect?
What
would
make
your
customers’ jobs or lives easier?
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Could there be a flatter learning
curve, more services, or lower
costs of ownership?

organize?

What
positive
consequences
do
customers desire?

- How might our customers learn,
obtain and absorb new information?

Learning

- How might our customers describe
purpose? What might our customers
shared sense of purpose be?

Common
Meaning

- How might customers establish,
maintain and experience a high level
of trust in their social systems?

Trust

social
your

What makes them look good?
What increases their power or
their status?
What are customers looking for
most? Are they searching for
good
design,
guarantees,
specific or more features?
What do customers dream
about? What do they aspire to
achieve, or what would be a big
relief to them?
How do your customers
measure success and failure?
How do they gauge performance
or cost?
What would increase your
customers’
likelihood
of
adopting a value proposition?
Do they desire lower cost, less
investment, lower risk, or better
quality?

Product& Services

Block

Original Trigger Questions

Proposed SSTQs

Grounded in:

What value do we deliver to the
customer?

How might we ensure our product /
service fulfills a real human need?

Needs - Cust.
Jobs

How might we ensure our product /
service adds real value to all systems
(personal, economical, societal and
environmental)

Nested system

How might we ensure our product /
service truly relieves Pains and
creates
Gains,
without
any

unintended
consequences

Which one of our customer’s
problems are we helping to
solve?
Which customer needs are we
satisfying?
What bundles of products and
services are we offering to each
Customer Segment?
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unintended consequences?

And, it is advised to use this
checklist to design or assess
great value propositions:

How might we ensure our product /
service has no negative social or
environmental impact?

SPs

How might we ensure our product /
service does not emit any substances
which could harm the environment or
society?

SP1,2

How might we ensure that product /
service does not cause disruption to
(local) ecosystems?

SP3

How might we ensure a high level of
trust towards our product / service?

Trust

Which other systems might our
product / service connect to or be part
of?

Intersystem

How might our product / service
support the resilience of social
systems and networks?

System
Resilience
(social)

How might our product / service
support the resilience of the
environmental systems?

System
Resilience
(ecological)

How might we ensure our product /
service contributes to the resilience of
our network of Channels?

System
Resilience

How might we ensure our product /
service diversifies our Revenue
Stream by adopting more responsible
social and environmental practices?

System
Resilience

Are embedded in great business
models
Focus on few pain relievers and
gain creators, but do those
extremely well

Focus on jobs, pains, or gains
that a large number of
customers have or for which a
small number is willing to pay a
lot of money

Align with how
measure success

customers

Focus on the most signi cant
jobs, most severe pains, and
most relevant gains

Differentiate from competition
in a meaningful way
Address functional, emotional
and social jobs all together
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Outperform
competition
substantially on at least one
dimension
Are difficult to copy

How might we make a cheaper
product / service by being less
dependent on materials and scarce
resources?

SPs

How might our product / service
contribute to an environment where
continuous learning is stimulated?

Learning

How might we ensure our product /
service has a purpose that our
customers are able to share and
identify with?

Common
Meaning

How might we ensure our product /
service contributes to the resilience of
our Customer Relationships network?

System
Resilience

How might our product / service
address
unpredictability
and
uncertainty by increasing diversity of
the system?

Diversity

How might our product / service
create or support opportunities for
self-organisation?

Selforganisation

Focus on unsatisfied jobs, pains,
and gains

How might we ensure our product /
service continues to have value at the
end of life?

Pains
Relievers

Block
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Original Trigger Questions

Could your
services...

products

and

... produce savings? In terms of

Proposed SSTQs

How
might
we
prevent
systematically polluting, and decrease
our dependency on resources
extracted from the Earth’s crust?

Grounded in:

SP1

time, money, or efforts.

... make your customers feel
better? By killing frustrations,
annoyances, and other things
that give customers a headache.
...
fix
under-performing
solutions? By introducing new
features, better performance, or
enhanced quality.
... put an end to difficulties and
challenges
your
customers
encounter? By making things
easier or eliminating obstacles.
... wipe out negative social
consequences your customers
encounter or fear? In terms of
loss of face or lost power, trust,
or status.
...
eliminate
risks
your
customers fear? In terms of
financial, social, technical risks,
or things that could potentially
go wrong.
... help your customers better
sleep at night? By addressing
significant issues, diminishing
concerns,
or
eliminating
worries.
... limit or eradicate common
mistakes customers make? By
helping them use a solution the
right way.
... eliminate barriers that are
keeping your customer from
adopting value propositions?
Introducing lower or no upfront
investment costs, a flatter
learning curve, or eliminating
other
obstacles
preventing
adoption.

How
might
we
prevent
systematically
polluting
the
environment
with
substances
produced by society?

SP2

- How might we prevent systematic
degradation of the environment by
physical means?

SP3

- How might we alleviate structural
obstacles to a customer’s physical,
mental or emotional health?

SP4

- How might we alleviate structural
obstacles to a customer’s possibility
to influence and participate in
shaping the social systems they are
part of?

SP5

- How might we avoid creating
structural obstacles for customers to
develop competence and learn
individually and together?

SP6

- How might we alleviate structural
obstacles for customers by securing
impartiality?

SP7

- How might we alleviate structural
obstacles to customer’s ability to seek
meaning in their own way?

SP8
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Gain Creators

Block

Original Trigger Questions

Grounded in:

- How might we support the
resilience of our social systems and
networks that our customers depend
on?

Intersystems

... produce outcomes your
customers expect or that exceed
their expectations? By offering
quality
levels,
more
of
something, or less of something.

- How might we support the
resilience of the ecological systems
that our customers depend on?

Intersystems

... outperform current value
propositions and delight your
customers? Regarding specific
features,
performance,
or
quality.

- How might we support the customer
network to address unpredictability
and uncertainty by including a
diverse variety of views and voices?

Diversity

- How might we create or support
opportunities to enhance selforganisation of communities?

Self-Org
anisation

- How might we contribute to an
environment
where
continuous
learning is stimulated?

Learning

- How might we ensure our larger
community is able to share and
identify with our organizational
purpose?

Common
Meaning

- How might we increase the level of
trust in the social systems our
customers are part of?

Trust

Could your
services...

products

and

... create savings that please
your customers? In terms of
time, money, and effort.

... make your customers’ work
or life easier? Via better
usability, accessibility, more
services, or lower cost of
ownership.
...
create
positive
social
consequences? By making them
look good or producing an
increase in power or status.
... do something specific that
customers are looking for? In
terms
of
good
design,
guarantees, or specific or more
features.
... fulfil a desire customers
dream about? By helping them
achieve their aspirations or
getting relief from a hardship?
... produce positive outcomes
matching
your
customers’
success and failure criteria? In
terms of better performance or
lower cost.
... help make adoption easier?
Through lower cost, fewer
investments, lower risk, better
quality, improved performance,
or better design.
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Proposed SSTQs

Block

Original Trigger Questions

Proposed SSTQs

Grounded in:

Channels

Through which Channels do our
Customer Segments want to be
reached?

How might we positively influence
the systems and infrastructure that we
depend on for long-term success?

FF inspired System
Resilience

How might we stimulate and
facilitate the exchange of information
between our channels and ourselves?

Learning

How might our choice of Channels
support the resilience and adaptive
capacity of our ecological systems?

System
Resilience

How might our choice of Channels
support the resilience and adaptive
capacity of our social systems and
network?

System
Resilience

How might we stimulate and
facilitate our channels to collaborate
between each other and ourselves?

SelfOrganisation

How might we utilize a diverse
variety forms and types of channels?

Diversity

How might we ensure all our
different channels are able to support
our organizational purpose?

Common
Meaning

How might we
trustworthiness of
channels?

Trust

How are we reaching them
now?
How
are
integrated?

our

Channels

Which ones work best?
Which ones are most costefficient?
How are we integrating them
with customer routines?

support the
our different

81

Customer Relationships

Block

82

Original Trigger Questions

Proposed SSTQs

Grounded in:

What type of relationship does
each of our Customer Segments
expect us to establish and
maintain with them?

- How might our Customer
Relationships support the resilience
and adaptive capacity of our social
systems and network?

System
Resilience

- How might our Customer
Relationships support the resilience
and adaptive capacity of our
ecological systems?

System
Resilience

How
might
we
harness
trustworthiness
between
our
customers and ourselves?

Trust

- How might we ensure our
customers are able to identify with
our organizational purpose?

Common
Meaning

- How might we ensure that we
continuously learn together with and
from our customers?

Learning

- How might we include a diverse
variety of views and voices from our
network of customers?

Diversity

- How might we ensure that
customer concerns are actively
solicited, impartially judged and
transparently addressed?

FF: Customers

- How might we ensure that
products do not undermine people's
health when used as intended?

FF: Customers

- How might we ensure our products
do not emit any potentially harmful

FF:

Which ones have we established?
How costly are they?
How are they integrated with the
rest of our business model?

Product

substances when used as intended?

Use & Waste

- How might we design all products
and packaging to be repurposed at
end of life?

FF:
Product
Use & Waste

- How might we enable customers to
self-organize around feedback and
sharing of experiences?

SelfOrganisation

- How can we ensure that customers
are informed about any aspect of
products that may harm people or
the environment?

FF: Customers

- How might we meet people’s
needs without any environmental
impact, during product use and at
end of life.

FF:
Product
Use & Waste

- How might we ensure our products
do not emit greenhouse gases when
used as intended?

FF:
Product
Use & Waste

- How might we secure that
customers have access to end-of-life
repurposing services for all products
and packaging?

FF:
Product
Use & Waste

- How might we motivate and
actively engage customers to ensure
they use and dispose of products
without causing any harm to people
or the planet?

FF:
Product
Use & Waste
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Revenue Stream

&)%
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For what value are
our customers really
willing to pay?

- How might we grow brand equity through
leadership on high-profile issues?

FF:
Grow
Revenue

- How might we benefit from demand for green
products and services?

BW BCB

- How might we prepare the company to thrive in
a
low-carbon,
circular,
water-constrained
economy?

FF:
Grow
Revenue

- How might we benefit from taking back our
product at the end of life?

BW BCB

- How might we benefit from increased sales to
people who value more responsible companies and
products?

FF:
Grow
Revenue

- How might we mitigate the risk to revenue from
poor reputation on: E.g. energy and carbon
management, water management, materials and
waste management, system of suppliers or
customers, and / or eco-system damages.

BW BCB

- How might we mitigate the risk to revenue from
less competitive prices?

FF:
Grow
Revenue

- How might we mitigate the risk to revenue from
sudden disruptions in the value chain?

FF:
Grow
Revenue

- How could we generate more energy than we
need and benefit from selling it back to the grid?

BW BCB

- How might we benefit from making an

BW BCB

For what do they
currently pay?
How
are
they
currently paying?
How would
prefer to pay?

they

How much does each
Revenue
Stream
contribute to overall
revenues?
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additional revenue stream from our waste?

Key Resources

&)%

- How might we increase access to capital that
values well-governed, future-focused companies?

FF Save cost &
Reduce Risk

- How might we improve decision-making through
more diverse perspectives?

FF Save cost &
Reduce Risk

- How might we benefit from a sustainable brand
reputation?

BW BCB

- How might we build our responsible image?

BW BCB

+#!#(&+#!!+.,-#)(,

+)*),,

+).(#(3

What Key Resources do our
Value Propositions require?

- How might we source all inputs in
ways that have no negative social or
environmental impact?

FF: Physical
Resources

- How might we ensure all energy is
from renewable sources?

FF: Physical
Resources

- How might we create a working
environment that people enjoy
putting their energy in and
stimulates their productivity?

FF:
Grow
revenue
&
Save Cost

- How might we ensure that all
water is used in an environmentally
responsible and socially equitable
way?

FF: Physical
Resources

- How might we ensure all
materials are from responsiblymanaged sources?

FF: Physical
Resources

Our Distribution Channels?
Customer Relationships?
Revenue Streams?
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Key Activities

&)%

- How might we improve employee
productivity and foster a culture of
learning?

FF:
Grow
revenue
&
Save Cost

+#!#(&+#!!+.,-#)(,

+)*),,

+).(#(3

What Key Activities do our
Value Propositions require?

- How might we prevent our
operations from emitting substances
which could harm the environment
or society?

FF:
Operational
Waste

- How might we ensure that the
physical presence of our business
does not cause disruption to (local)
ecosystems

FF: Physical
Presence

- How might we make use of the
value that a product has at the end
of life?

BW BCB

- How might we identify new areas
for innovation

FF:
Grow
revenue
&
Save Cost

- How might we substitute our
resources with less socio-ecological
harmful materials?

BW BCB

- How might we create less waste?

BW BCB

- How might we prevent our
operations
from
emitting
greenhouse gases?

FF:
Operational
Waste

Our Distribution Channels?
Customer Relationships?
Revenue streams?
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- How might we be less dependent
on (fresh) water for our activities?

Key Partners

&)%

+#!#(&+#!!+.,-#)(,

Who are our Key Partners?
Who are our key suppliers?
Which Key Resources
acquiring from partners?

are

BW BCB

+)*),,

+).(#(3

- How might we strengthen the
resilience of our network of
partners and stakeholders?

FF:
System
Resilience

- How might we optimally support
the collaboration and organization
between
our
partners
and
ourselves?

FF:
SelfOrganisation

- How might we ensure that we
continuously learn together with
and from our partners and
stakeholders?

FF: Learning

- How might we harness
trustworthiness
between
our
partners and ourselves?

FF: Trust

- How might we extend our
accountability to our suppliers of all
resources critical to our business?

FF: Suppliers

- How might we address
unpredictability and uncertainty by
including a diverse variety of views
and voices from our network of
partners and stakeholders?

FF: Diversity

- How might we ensure our partners
and stakeholders are able to identify
with our organizational purpose?

FF: Common
Meaning

- How might we ensure the right tax

FF: Boards &

we

Which Key Activities do partners
perform?
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Cost structure

&)%

Owners

- How might we ensure all lobbying
is for outcomes that enhance
alignment with principles for
sustainability?

FF: Boards &
Owners

- How might we secure license to
operate and foster goodwill
wherever the company operates?

FF:
grow
revenue, save
cost,
reduce
risks

+#!#(&+#!!+.,-#)(,

+)*),,

What are the most important costs
inherent in our business model?

- How might we protect critical
infrastructure and services upon
which the company depends?

FF: Reduce risks

+).(#(3

- How might we save money from
being less dependent on materials
and scarce resources?

BW BCB

- How might we benefit from
changing to energy from renewable
sources? E.g. Solar panels, Natural
Gas, Wind, Water, Earth heat

FF:BWBCB

- How might we benefit from
sourcing
used
materials
as
resources for our solution? E.g.
reused,
Up-cycled,Recycled,
Downcycled

FF: BWBCB

- How might we decrease our costs
for waste processing?

BW BCB

- How might we avoid reputational
and financial costs due to lawsuits

FF Save cost & Reduce

Which Key Resources are most
expensive?
Which Key Activities are most
expensive?
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is paid in the right place at the right
time?

and regulatory breaches?

Risk

- How might we save money by
saving valuable resources?

FF: BWBCB

- How might we reduce exposure
to volatility in fossil fuel markets?

FF Save cost & Reduce
Risk

- How might we prepare for more
stringent future regulations on
emissions?

FF: Reduce risk

- How might we mitigate the risk
of a price on carbon?

FF: Reduce risk

- How might we save money while
saving energy? E.g. from: lighting,
heating / cooling, pumps & motors

FF: BWBCB

- How might we mitigate the risk
of higher cost of energy?

FF: Reduce risk

- How might we support our
employees to save energy by
facilitating this behaviour? E.g.,
Light Switches, Reduce machine
idle time, Turn of engines while
waiting

FF: BWBCB

- How might we reduce the cost
and secure the supply of critical
resources?

FF Save cost & Reduce
Risk

- How might we benefit from
dematerializing our solutions?

BW BCB

- How could we save costs on

FF: BWBCB
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transportation?

- How might we benefit from
allowing people to work from
home?

FF: BWBCB

- How might we benefit from using
online platforms?

FF: BWBCB

- How might we mitigate risk of:

FF: Reduce risk

higher
employee
turnover?

voluntary

lower employee productivity?

- How might we save money by
retaining and attracting talented
people?
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FF: BWBCB

Appendix D – Questionnaire design

Customer Segments,
(Customer
Jobs,
Gains, Pains)

Do you think the ultimate goal of a startup organization is to contribute to fulfil and satisfying
human needs?

Concept

If you answered Yes to the question above, with which of the options below do you think the success of
startups to satisfy customer needs might be enhanced? – by asking strategic sustainable trigger questions
focusing on the aspects of (fundamental) Human Needs as described by Maslow (1943) and Max-Neef
(1991):
• Physiological / Subsistence (food, water, shelter, clothing for physical, mental and emotional
health)
• Safety (protection from harm, shelter, law and order, care, adaptability)
• Belongingness and Love (affection, connection, to love and be loved, community)
• Esteem (self-respect, confidence, competence, achievement, social recognition)
• Self-actualization (realizing one’s full potential or self-fulfillment)
• Participation (interaction, responsibilities, solidarity, co-operation)
• Leisure (curiosity, fun, privacy, intimacy, peace of mind)
• Understanding (curiosity, critical reflection access to information, experimentation)

Human
Needs

•
•
•
•
•

Likert
Scale

Creation (passion, determination, intuition, imagination, skills, feedback)
Identity (values, sense of belonging, integration, language, religion, habits, customs, sexuality)
Freedom (autonomy, equity, equality, open mindedness, develop awareness, commitment)
Transcendence (transcending the current paradigm)
Potentially harmful violators or destroyers, pseudo-satisfiers and inhibiting satisfiers

Do you think some of these questions would be more relevant than others? Do you have any additional
comments or suggestions?

‘Value Proposition’, ‘Key
Activities’
and
‘Key
Resources’

Adding value on all levels within the SPs

Concept

Do you think that a Value Proposition should aim to satisfy a real customer need and add value on
all (economic, social and ecological) levels, while respecting the crucial boundaries of our planetary
existence?

SPs

If you answered Yes to the previous question, with which of the options below do you think that the
proposed value can be enhanced in the ‘Value Proposition’, ‘Key Activities’ and ‘Key Resources’
boxes? – by asking strategic sustainable trigger questions focusing on:

•

Ensuring the Value Proposition does not systematically impact the economic, social or
environmental systems in a negative way

•
•

Eliminating the systematic dependency on potentially harmful / polluting substances
Eliminating all systematic contributions to causes of (physical) disruption of ecological
systems
Eliminating all systematic contributions to structural obstacles for people’s physical,
mental and emotional health

•
•
•
•
•

Likert
Scale

Eliminating all systematic contributions to structural obstacles for influencing and
participating in shaping the shared social systems
Eliminating all systematic contributions to structural obstacles for continuous learning
and competence development, individually and collectively
Eliminating all systematic contributions to structural obstacles of impartial and nondiscriminatory treatment
Eliminating all contributions to structural obstacles to individual and collective meaningmaking and purpose-seeking in life

Do you think some of these questions would be more relevant than others? Do you have any
additional comments or suggestions?
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‘Channels’,
‘Customer
Relationships’ and ‘Key
Partners’

The web of interconnectedness and interdependency

Concept

Do you think that the internal and external resilience of a startup, as well as the resilience of its
‘Channels’, ‘Customer Relationships’ and ‘Key Partners’ of its business model, depend on its
adaptive and responsive capacity to overcome complex, uncertain, fast-changing and
unpredictable challenges?

Complex
Adaptive
Systems

If you answered Yes to the previous question, with which of the options below do you think that
the resilience of these systems and networks can be enhanced? – by asking strategic sustainable
trigger questions focusing on:

•
•
•
•
•

The capacity to self-organize, collaborate and co-create
The inclusion of diversity and multiplicity of views, forms, types, ideas, etc.
The ability to continuously learn, sense change, develop and prototype
The possibility to share a sense of purpose and common meaning
The acknowledgement of trust and trustworthiness as the quality of relationships

Likert scale

Do you think some of these questions would be more relevant than others? Do you have any
additional comments or suggestions?

‘Revenue
Stream’,
‘Cost Structure’, ‘Key
Activities’ and ‘Key
Resources’

The Business Case Advantage

Concept

Do you think that integrating a sustainability approach within a startup business model /
strategy increases its competitive advantages and ability to grasp opportunities to enjoy
the increasing customer demand for sustainable solutions while decreasing costs and risks
associated with the use of scarce resources and pollution?

Sustainability
Advantage Business
Case Advantage

If you answered Yes to the previous question, with which of the options below do you
think that these advantages might be highlighted? – in the ‘Revenue Stream’, ‘Cost
Structure’, ‘Key Activities’ and ‘Key Resources’ boxes by asking strategic sustainable
trigger questions focusing on:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Increasing revenue and market share through sustainable branding and
leadership
Saving money by saving energy (all stages of life-cycle)
Saving money by saving resources (water, materials)
Cutting expenses by cutting waste (reduce, reuse, recycle, down / upcycle)
Increasing employee engagement, collaboration, productivity and innovation
Increasing the ability to attract and retain talent
The business risks associated with an unsustainable course

Do you think some of these questions would be more relevant than others? Do you have
any additional comments or suggestions?
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Likert scale

Appendix E – Human Needs

Maslow’s pyramid, explaining the hierarchy of
human needs (McLeod 2014)

The table below explains Max-Neef matrix of
Human Needs and satisfiers (1991: 30):
Needs according to existential categories
Being

Having

Doing

Interacting

(qualities)

(things)

(actions)

(settings)

Subsistence

Physical health,mental
health

Food, shelter, work

Feed, procreate,rest,work

Living
social
setting

Protection

Care, adaptability,
autonomy

Insurance systems,
savings

Co-operate, prevent,
plan, take care of

Living space, social
environment, dwelling

Affection

Self-esteem, solidarity,
respect, tolerance,
generosity

Friendships, family,
partnerships

Make love, caress,
express emotions

Privacy,
home

Understanding

Critical conscience,
receptiveness, curiosity

Literature, teachers,
method

Investigate, study,
experiment

Settings of formative
interaction, schools,
universities

Participation

Adaptability,
receptiveness, solidarity,
willingness, determination

Rights, responsibilities,
privileges, work

Become affiliated,
co-operate, propose,
share, dissent, obey

Settings
of
participative
interaction, parties,
associations

Leisure

Curiosity,
receptiveness,
imagination,
recklessness

Games, spectacles,
clubs, parties, peace of
mind

Day-dream, brood,
relax, have fun

Abilities, skills, method,
work

Work, invent, build,
design, compose,
interpret

Productive
and
feedback
settings, workshops,
cultural
groups,
audiences

Creation
Passion, determination,
intuition, imagination,
boldness, rationality

duties,

remember,

environment,

intimacy,

Privacy,
intimacy,
spaces
of closeness, free time,
surroundings

Identity

Sense of belonging,
consistency,
differentiation, self esteem

Symbols, language,
religions,
habits,customs,
sexuallity,
values, norms, historical
memory, work

Commit oneself,
integrate oneself,
confront, decide on, get
to know oneself

Social
rhythms,
everyday
settings,
settings
which
one belongs to

Freedom

Autonomy, self-esteem,
determination, passion,
assertiveness,
open
mindedness

Equal rights

Dissent, choose, be
different from, run risks,
develop awareness,
commit oneself, disobey

Temporal/spatial
plasticity
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Appendix F - Combining the Lean Startup and the FSSD

Master’s Programme in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability
Blekinge Institute of Technology, Campus Gräsvik
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