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ABSTRACT

Sustainability is an impactful driver of recent business operations and is gaining 
increasing visibility in practice and academic discussions. The increasing interest 
in sustainability among organizations is driven by the growing expectations of 
stakeholders for environmentally and socially responsible business practices. 
Regulatory changes often necessitate adjustments to existing business models and 
value chains, leading to new compliance requirements and reporting obligations. 
Additionally, integrating sustainability has the potential to open new opportunities for 
innovation and the development of new products and customer segments, providing 
new economic opportunities to create value. However, the research on the influence 
of sustainability on value creation systems is fragmented and lacks an integrative 
approach to the impact on value systems. To address this gap, this study conducts a 
systematic literature review. The goal is to synthesize the current state and identify 
established and emerging research areas. The analysis incorporates a total of 44 peer-
reviewed articles published between 2009 and 2024 in the Scopus database through a 
keyword search. The thematic synthesis shows that companies that strategically embed 
sustainability into their value creation systems can realize long-term benefits for the 
environment, society, and the economy. This systematic literature review contributes 
two main pieces of knowledge to the academic discourse on sustainability in value 
creation systems. Firstly, it highlights existing knowledge and key discussion lines 
that shape the discourse. Secondly, it develops an integrative framework that presents 
complex relationships between the triple bottom line (TBL), dynamic capabilities, and 
sustainability implementation in value creation systems.
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INTRODUCTION
In a world shaped by ecological challenges, the concept of sustainability is 
gaining increasing significance for all economic activity. Particularly within 
value creation systems (Fearne et al., 2012; Ledro et al., 2025), which form the 
backbone of corporate operations, the integration of sustainable practices is 
becoming a decisive factor for long-term success and competitiveness. This is 
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because value creation systems include various areas of the company, such as 
networks, dynamic processes, strategic cooperation, resource management, 
and stakeholder orientation. 

The relevance of the topic arises from several factors. First, sustainability has 
evolved into a central strategic element of corporate management (Fearne et al., 
2012; Seuring & Müller, 2008; Markard et al., 2012). Today, companies face 
mounting expectations from consumers (Gualandris & Kalchschmidt, 2014), 
investors (Tun et al., 2024), and regulators (Aiguobarueghian et al., 2024) 
to make their business practices more environmentally friendly and socially 
responsible. Second, integrating sustainability into value creation systems 
opens new ways for innovation (Hinderer & Kuckertz, 2022), efficiency gains, 
and risk mitigation. Companies recognize that sustainability initiatives can lead 
to innovations, cost savings, and new market opportunities (Fransen, 2019). 
At the same time, they face new challenges arising from global trends such as 
climate change, digitization, and stricter regulation. Governments worldwide 
have introduced more stringent rules and reporting obligations related to 
sustainability, compelling firms to integrate these aspects into their core business 
strategies (Aiguobarueghian et al., 2024). Furthermore, successful sustainability 
initiatives increasingly involve partnerships with other organizations, including 
competitors, non-governmental organizations, and government agencies (Avery, 
2015). Therefore, sustainability drives innovation in products, services, and 
business processes and is becoming an important differentiator in competitive 
markets (Sevak & George, 2024). In our study, we define sustainability as the 
holistic development of societies and businesses that aims to meet the needs of 
the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs, by equally integrating the environmental, social, 
and economic dimensions. This requires resource conservation, efficiency, 
and the promotion of a circular economy as central goals, while reconciling 
economic progress with social justice and environmental protection under 
clear, binding frameworks based on our planet’s ecological carrying capacity 
(Piel, 1992; Elkington, 1997; McDonough & Braungart, 2009). This definition 
integrates the core elements of sustainability: long-term development and 
intergenerational justice, the multidimensional nature of sustainability, as well 
as resource conservation, while also emphasizing a systematic approach.

In summary, these approaches and perspectives show that there are many 
different areas of action for sustainability in organizations, their value chains 
and entire value creation systems. However, despite advances, an overview of 
the status quo, important discussion lines as well as the connection between 
key topics spanning organizational value creation processes is still missing. 
In addition, there is currently a lack of an integrative framework that links 
sustainability concepts with value creation systems and thus illustrates 
the interrelationships between them. Therefore, we conduct a systematic 
literature review to summarize this knowledge and identify established and 
new research fields of sustainability in value creation systems. 

REVIEW APPROACH AND DATA SELECTION
The analysis and synthesis of sustainability in value creation systems is 
performed through a systematic literature review (Fisch & Block, 2018; 
Tranfield et al., 2003). The systematic literature review is an essential 
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approach in expanding knowledge in a particular subject area. Its goal is 
not only to collect existing studies, but also to view, evaluate, and synthesize 
them in a comprehensive context. 

To develop the search string for the topic of sustainability in value creation 
systems, we summarized keywords and important concepts of the subject 
areas sustainability, value creation, and value creation systems. To enable 
a precise search, the terms within each category were linked with OR so 
that different synonyms and formulations could be captured. Furthermore, 
the categories were linked with AND to ensure that the articles found deal 
with sustainability, value creation, and value creation systems at the same 
time. As a result, we received the following search string: (sustainability OR 
sustainable development OR sustainable business OR circular economy 
OR resource efficiency) AND (value creation OR value chain OR economic 
value OR market value OR business model innovation) AND (value network 
OR supply chain OR production system OR business ecosystem OR 
collaboration).

In the next step, the Scopus database was used in January 2025 to query 
this search string. The initial search without filters yielded a total of 2,690 
paper hits with a publication period of 26 years (1999–2025). Our systematic 
literature review focuses on papers published in academic, peer-reviewed 
journals in English. To meet these quality requirements, the original search 
in Scopus was further narrowed down using the filters Language: English, 
Source Type: Journal, and Publication Type: Article. This reduced the number 
of publications to 1,514. Subsequently, the subject area was used as inclusion 
criterion, and only papers from Scopus area: Business, Management and 
Accounting were used in the further sample. This left us with 546 articles in 
the sample. In the next step, we applied a quality cut-off (Kaiser & Berger, 
2021) with the scientific journal ranking (SCImagojr) as filter (exclusion 
of all articles in the sample with SJR ≤ 0.337). This filtering reduced the 
number of relevant articles from 546 to 463, meaning that 83 articles were 
excluded by the quality cut-off. After that, the abstracts of the 463 articles 
were analyzed in more detail, and we focused on the 40 most cited articles in 
that sample. Furthermore, only those articles that contributed to answering 
our research topic were included in the final selection. This selection process 
ultimately resulted in 40 articles from 2009 up to 2023. However, a review 
of the identified articles reveals that no publications from the years 2024 or 
2025 are included. This lack of current literature is due to the influence cut-
off regarding the number of citations. Since newer articles have naturally not 
yet reached the number of citations required to be included in the selection, 
they were excluded by this selection criterion. 

To expand the sample with current and relevant literature, the previously 
identified articles were examined for relevant recurring themes. Based on these 
thematic priorities, a supplementary search was then conducted, specifically 
looking for current publications from 2024 and 2025. This ensured that more 
recent scientific articles that may not yet have been cited sufficiently but are 
nevertheless relevant in terms of content were also included in the analysis. 
The analysis of recurring themes revealed that most of the articles identified 
deal with key concepts such as circular economy, sustainable business 
model innovation, sustainable value creation network, and collaboration. 
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In addition, supply chain sustainability was frequently discussed. However, 
in the further search for current articles, this topic area was combined with 
sustainable value creation networks, as both concepts are closely linked and 
address similar research questions. Although dynamic capabilities are not 
among the most frequently discussed topics, they were nevertheless included 
in the further search. The additional search yielded a total of 11 articles that 
matched the defined filter criteria. To ensure that only relevant articles were 
included in the analysis, the abstracts of these articles were analyzed in the 
same way as in the previous selection. Four relevant articles from 2024 were 
identified, three of which were published in the Journal Business Strategy and 
the Environment and one in the Journal of Cleaner Production.  By adding 
these four relevant articles, the total number of publications analyzed in this 
work increased to 44 articles from 16 journals (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Search process.
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RESULTS OF THE SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW: 
CENTRAL THEMES AND TRENDS IN THE FIELD
Building on the methodology in the previous sections, this chapter aims to 
systematically identify content patterns and central concepts within the field 
of sustainability in value creation systems. The analysis of the identified 
literature constitutes a central component of this work and serves to develop 
a comprehensive understanding of the research landscape.

Systematic Evaluation of Relevant Publications

For the systematic documentation and tracking of the conducted literature 
evaluation, a research journal was created in Microsoft Excel. This contained 
all relevant metadata of the identified publications, including author(s), year, 
title, and journal, as well as the applied method. Additionally, regional and 
industry-specific assignments were made, and definitions of sustainability 
from the respective sources were documented. A particular focus was on the 
analysis of the TBL dimensions (economic, ecological, social) as well as the 
challenges and success factors of sustainable value creation. Furthermore, best 
practices and the role of dynamic capabilities were recorded. This structured 
recording ensured the consistency and reproducibility of the analysis and 
allowed for the targeted identification of potential research gaps. The 
analysis of the 44 considered articles shows that qualitative and conceptual 
methods were used most frequently, both individually and in combination. 
Quantitative methods, on the other hand, are the least represented, indicating 
that the research field is more focused on exploratory and theory-building 
approaches. Another central aspect is the geographical scope of the studies. 
More than half of the articles examine more than one region, with the 
majority of them analyzing at least three regions.

The analyzed studies are “multidimensional” and show a strong 
international perspective on sustainable value creation systems. Regarding 
the industry-specific foci, most articles focus on energy-intensive industries 
such as the manufacturing and agricultural & food industries (Kiss, 
2024; UNIDO, 2024). These industries are often at the center of the 
discussion on sustainable value creation because they have both high 
ecological and economic impacts. A significant result of the analysis is the  
multidimensionality of sustainability in the studied articles. The majority of the 
articles consider sustainability from the perspective of the Triple Bottom Line 
(TBL), with 80% of the articles including all three sustainability dimensions—
ecological, social, and economic. Nevertheless, it is evident that the social 
aspect is the least discussed, as 20% of the articles do not consider it. Regarding 
dynamic capabilities, it is clear that they are mostly treated indirectly rather 
than explicitly. Coordination and learning are the most frequently discussed 
abilities, while reconfiguration is less frequently examined.

This indicates that research has so far focused more on processes for 
identifying and implementing sustainable innovations, while the structural and 
strategic adaptation of companies is less in focus. The results of the articles 
clarify that sustainability is often understood as a strategic transformation 
that must be accompanied by comprehensive organizational adaptations. 
Particularly innovative business models play a central role in this context, 
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as they enable companies to link sustainability goals with economic success. 
Concepts of the circular economy and Sustainable Business Model Innovation 
are dominant approaches in this regard. Furthermore, it is evident that 
cooperation and stakeholder management are essential for the implementation 
of sustainable processes, as companies operate in highly networked value 
creation systems. Another central result is that regulatory frameworks have a 
significant influence on the implementation of sustainable strategies, as they 
force companies to adapt on the one hand but can also provide supportive 
measures on the other. Finally, it becomes clear that technological innovations, 
particularly in the areas of artificial intelligence and big data, enable new 
approaches to sustainable transformation. Nevertheless, companies face 
challenges here, for example regarding the integration of new technologies 
into existing processes or the use of data to optimize sustainable business 
models. Another pattern emerges in the recurring themes and trends of the 
considered articles.

The circular economy is gaining increasing importance as companies 
develop more resource-efficient production processes. At the same time, 
business model innovation is seen as an essential strategy for successfully 
implementing sustainability, which often requires a radical rethink in 
existing business models. Furthermore, it is evident that the involvement of 
stakeholders is a decisive success factor. Companies are increasingly working 
with partners such as NGOs, governments, and supply chain actors to 
implement sustainable processes. Finally, technology is considered an enabler 
for sustainability, facilitating the implementation of sustainable processes, for 
example through the use of artificial intelligence (Pallardy, 2024; Sargiotis, 
2024). Digitization and automation also facilitate this implementation but 
are associated with challenges, as is the use of artificial intelligence (Dubie, 
2025). Despite these commonalities, differences between the studies can 
also be observed. While all articles emphasize the need for coordination and 
stakeholder management, they show different perspectives on the role of 
regulation. Some studies see sustainability as an entrepreneurial opportunity, 
while others see it primarily as a regulatory necessity. Additionally, there 
are industry-specific differences. While sustainability in the energy sector is 
seen as a strategic component of corporate alignment, it is often used as a 
marketing tool in the fashion industry.

DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS AND DEVELOPMENT OF AN 
INTEGRATIVE FRAMEWORK
The results of our systematic literature review indicate that sustainable 
value creation systems require a holistic consideration of economic, social, 
and ecological dimensions. In particular, the role of dynamic capabilities is 
highlighted as central to the implementation of sustainable business models. 
Firms that can dynamically adapt their resources and capabilities to changing 
environmental conditions benefit from sustainable strategies in the long term. 
Interorganizational networks and collaborations prove to be key factors in 
the successful implementation of sustainable value creation approaches. 
Moreover, it is shown that technological developments (Sevak & George, 
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2024), particularly in the areas of digitization and the circular economy, are 
playing an increasingly significant role in sustainable value creation.

Various definitions of value creation systems and sustainability show that 
dynamism and adaptability are central elements of these concepts. This is 
closely related to the dynamic capabilities approach according to Teece et al. 
(1997). This approach describes a company’s ability to continuously adapt to 
changing environmental conditions, renew internal competencies, and shape 
innovation processes to achieve long-term economic success. Some definitions 
explicitly address the dynamic nature of sustainability and value creation. 
This corresponds to the idea of dynamic capabilities, which emphasize that 
companies must regularly reconfigure their resources and competencies to 
operate successfully and sustainably in the long term. Schumpeter (2003), 
Osterwalder & Pigneur (2013), and Allee (2000) also emphasize the 
importance of innovation and the dynamic processes associated with it. 
Schumpeter’s concept (2003) illustrates that companies must question existing 
structures and business models and achieve competitive advantages through 
continuous renewal. Osterwalder & Pigneur (2013) highlight the role of 
business model innovations, while Allee (2000) emphasizes that value creation 
is not static, but rather the result of dynamic and interactive processes within 
networks. Another aspect emerges from the considerations of Figueiredo & 
Scaraboto (2016), who address the necessary adaptation of processes and 
infrastructure. This is directly related to the dynamic capabilities that enable 
companies to transform existing structures, build new competencies, and 
integrate innovative technologies. These dynamic capabilities thus form the 
basis for value creation and sustainable development and the transformation 
mechanism of the integrative framework (see Figure 2). In the context 
of dynamic capabilities, this means that companies not only respond to 
change, but also actively strengthen their competitiveness through three key 
processes: (1) Coordination and integration: the efficient coordination and 
linking of existing resources to secure competitive advantages. (2) Learning: 
the continuous development of knowledge and skills to recognize changes 
early on and respond to them. (3) Reconfiguration: the flexible realignment 
of internal processes and resources to exploit innovation potential and adapt 
to new market conditions (Teece et al., 1997).

The multidimensionality of sustainability is, alongside dynamic 
capabilities, the second central component of the framework. Sustainability 
is understood not only as an ecological concept, but as an integrative model 
that takes several aspects into account equally. This perspective is evident 
in several of the definitions considered, which indicate that sustainable 
development always exists in a dynamic tension between economic value 
creation, social responsibility, and ecological sustainability. These aspects 
were most prominently identified by Elkington (1997) in the context of 
the TBL as economic, ecological, and social dimensions. Considering these 
findings, the TBL is the second fundamental concept used in the framework. 
The use of the TBL in the framework makes it possible to systematically 
capture the multidimensionality of sustainability and to view the various 
factors influencing value creation systems from a holistic perspective. By 
integrating ecological, social, and economic aspects, it provides a structured 
basis for analyzing sustainable transformation processes.
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Although the analyzed studies provide valuable insights, some aspects have 
not been sufficiently investigated. Detailed analyses on the implementation 
of dynamic capabilities are largely missing. While many studies highlight the 
importance of dynamic capabilities, few explain how companies can actually 
transform their capabilities. Another research deficit is the low consideration 
of sustainability in service industries. Most studies focus on production and 
industry, while sustainability strategies in the service sector have been little 
studied. Moreover, there are contradictory findings and open questions, 
particularly regarding the economic significance of sustainability. While some 
studies show that sustainability can be a clear competitive factor, others argue 
that the associated costs are too high for companies to implement sustainable 
measures independently.

Figure 2: The integrative framework of sustainability in value creation systems.

To close these research gaps, future studies should improve the measurability 
of sustainability measures. Companies need better key performance indicators 
(KPIs) to systematically evaluate the impact of sustainable practices. Another 
important research area is the expansion of the focus on digitization. 
Technologies such as artificial intelligence and big data could open up new 
opportunities by enabling more efficient and data-driven sustainability 
strategies. In this context, however, it is also necessary to take a critical 
perspective on these technological advances and their implications for the 
ecological dimension of sustainability (e.g., the impact of energy requirements 
for AI solutions). Finally, there is potential for cross-industry comparisons. 
It would be relevant to investigate which industries implement sustainability 
most effectively and what best practices can be derived from this. The findings 
can be classified into the combined TBL and dynamic capabilities framework 
introduced in our research. While the TBL model serves as a framework for 
evaluating sustainable value creation systems, dynamic capabilities explain 
how companies can operationally implement sustainability. The abilities to 
coordinate and learn play a decisive role, as sustainable value creation systems 
are heavily dependent on internal processes and external partnerships. The 
reconfiguration, which deals with the structural adaptation and realignment 
of companies, is less strongly examined. This shows that research has so far 
focused primarily on the identification and implementation of sustainable 
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innovation processes, while questions about long-term structural adaptation 
and strategic transformation of companies should be further investigated.

CONCLUSION
The aim of the study was to identify the current state of research and to 
highlight any research gaps that require further scientific investigation. 
With its integrative framework, our study also provides a connection 
between sustainability, value creation systems, and dynamic capabilities. 
This framework not only elucidates the theoretical relationships between 
ecological, social, and economic dimensions of sustainability but also 
operationalizes these insights by emphasizing the role of dynamic capabilities 
as key mechanisms for systematically integrating sustainability into corporate 
value creation systems. Thus, it directly addresses the central research question 
by offering a structured approach to sustainable transformation that is both 
theoretically grounded and actionable for organizational practice. In our 
upcoming research, we will therefore build on the integrative framework 
and test it using empirical approaches with stakeholders in organizational 
contexts.
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