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RETHINKING SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS
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AND CREATIVE SECTORS
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AND FABRIZIO PANOZZO®

°University of Trento, Italy
®Ca’ Foscari University of Venice, ltaly

ABSTRACT

This introductory chapter positions the edited volume at the
forefront of current scholarly debates on sustainable business
models (SBMs) in tourism, cultural, and creative industries. It
critically examines the conceptual fragmentation and sector-
specific challenges that have limited the effectiveness of existing
SBM frameworks in these fields. In response, the chapter introduces
the volume’s multidimensional, context-sensitive, and participatory
approach, which challenges conventional models that prioritize
economic outcomes at the expense of social and environmental
value. Building on recent advances in sustainability, innovation,
and cultural entrepreneurship research, the chapter presents four
interrelated thematic pillars — circular economy and inclusivity, art-
based interventions and authenticity, participatory value creation,
and regenerative place-making — that collectively inform a more
nuanced, empirically grounded, and actionable understanding of
SBMs. Ultimately, the chapter establishes the volume as a timely
resource for scholars, practitioners, and policymakers seeking to
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foster innovation, resilience, and inclusive development within

tourism, cultural, and creative ecosystems.

Keywords: Sustainable business models; tourism; cultural and
creative industries; circular and inclusive models; art-based models;
participatory models; regenerative models

INTRODUCTION

Tourism, cultural, and creative industries (CCIs) face increasing pressures to
reconcile economic viability with social inclusion, environmental steward-
ship, and cultural integrity. Global crises — including the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, climate change, and socio-political instability — have exposed the systemic
vulnerabilities of these sectors, underscoring the urgency for new business
models that transcend narrow, profit-driven logics (Rocca & Zielinski, 2022).
As industries deeply rooted in place, identity, and social capital, tourism and
CClIs offer fertile ground for reimagining SBMs that embed social, cultural,
and ecological value at their core.

This chapter situates the volume within evolving scholarship on SBMs
for tourism, cultural, and creative sectors, critically engaging with persistent
conceptual fragmentation and myths that undermine progress. Drawing on
advances in SBM theory and practice, the chapter responds to growing calls
for context-sensitive, interdisciplinary, and participatory approaches to sus-
tainability research (Bocken et al., 2014; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; Sandberg
& Alvesson, 2011). It exposes the limitations of prevailing frameworks in
capturing the dynamic, value-driven realities of cultural and tourism enter-
prises (Schiuma & Lerro, 2017) and demonstrates the need for models
grounded in inclusivity, adaptability, and resilience (Budeanu et al., 2016;
Coles et al., 2021).

The chapter introduces the book’s four thematic pillars — circular econ-
omy and inclusivity, art-based interventions and authenticity, participatory
value creation, and regenerative place-making — and explains how contri-
butions within each pillar collectively foster a richer, empirically informed,
and theoretically robust understanding of SBMs in these fields. By blending
theoretical advancement with practical insights, the volume offers a timely
resource for scholars, practitioners, and policymakers committed to foster-
ing sustainable transformation in tourism, cultural, and creative ecosys-
tems (Bastian & Caputo, 2024; Della Lucia & Pashkevich, 2023; Peredo &
Chrisman, 2006).
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GAPS AND CHALLENGES IN SBMs

Despite increasing attention, SBM research remains fragmented, particularly
within tourism, cultural, and creative domains. Many existing models, such
as the Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010) and arche-
types for sustainable innovation (Bocken et al., 2014), often overlook the
complex, relational, and place-based dynamics that characterize these sectors
(Bellandi & Santini, 2019; Boons & Liudeke-Freund, 2013; Kirchherr, 2022).
This misalignment fosters conceptual ambiguity and limits the relevance of
SBM frameworks for practitioners operating in socially embedded, cultur-
ally diverse, and ecologically sensitive environments (Rosato et al., 2021), as
tourism, CClIs.

Additionally, the literature often treats the economic, social, and environ-
mental dimensions of sustainability as isolated goals rather than adopting
an integrated, systemic perspective (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018). Much exist-
ing research is firm-centric, overlooking broader ecosystem dynamics, stake-
holder co-creation processes, and the influence of informal economies, social
capital, and cultural values. These limitations are especially problematic in
tourism and CCls, where sectoral heterogeneity, from micro-enterprises to
public institutions, and the intangible, place-specific nature of value crea-
tion complicate standardized approaches (Rocca & Zielinski, 2022). This
heterogeneity is mirrored in a scholarly landscape characterized by siloed
perspectives. Scholars increasingly question whether conventional tools,
including the Business Model Canvas, can adequately capture the fluid,
hybrid, and adaptive characteristics of creative and cultural enterprises, par-
ticularly those operating in heritage and tourism contexts (Herman et al.,
2023; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Schiuma & Lerro, 2017; Zott & Amit,
2010). These debates reflect a field in transition, moving toward more criti-
cal, context-sensitive, and collaborative approaches to SBM research, better
suited to the complexity, fluidity, and place-specificity of sustainable value
creation in tourism and CCls ecosystems.

Furthermore, traditional business model frameworks often assume stable
hierarchies, linear growth, and clearly defined organizational boundaries,
neglecting the hybrid nature and the adaptive and improvisational strategies
that characterize many cultural and creative enterprises which frequently
prioritize artistic integrity and social mission over growth or scalability
(Cacciatore & Panozzo, 2021; Foss & Saebi, 2018; Teece, 2010). Recent
research highlights the role of “bricolage” — the creative recombination of
limited resources — as a strategic response to uncertainty, resource constraints,
and systemic instability (Baker & Nelson, 2005; Glasbeek, 2025). Rather
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than viewing bricolage as an organizational weakness, scholars increasingly
frame it as an essential capability for cultural entrepreneurs, particularly in
knowledge-intensive, uncertain environments such as heritage cities or fragile
tourism economies (Lumpkin et al., 2018). This perspective challenges domi-
nant assumptions about stability, scalability, and formal organizational struc-
tures, calling instead for SBM frameworks that reflect the fluid, project-based,
and relational nature of cultural production.

Addressing these conceptual and practical gaps requires more interdiscipli-
nary, reflexive, and inclusive approaches to SBM research. These approaches
can engage with complexity, embrace place-based innovation, and recon-
ceptualize value creation beyond conventional, profit-driven paradigms
(Bellandi & Santini, 2019; Buratti et al., 2022; Cajaiba-Santana, 2014).
Methodological pluralism, participatory research, and context sensitivity are
critical for generating insights that reflect the intertwined social, cultural, and
environmental goals of tourism and CCls enterprises (Courage et al., 2021;
Lazic & Della Lucia, 2024).

A further critical barrier lies in the persistence of binary thinking, which
constrains both academic inquiry and practical innovation by reinforc-
ing simplistic oppositions. Tourism and cultural enterprises are frequently
framed through dichotomies such as mass tourism versus sustainability, eco-
nomic growth versus community well-being, or market-driven models versus
mission-led practices (Bastian & Zucchella, 2023; Budeanu, 2007). While
these binaries may help clarify competing priorities, they risk oversimpli-
fying the complex, negotiated realities faced by organizations operating at
the intersection of tourism, culture, economy, and place (Schiuma & Lerro,
2017). In practice, many tourism and cultural organizations operate within
hybrid spaces of integration, rather than opposition. As Schiuma and Lerro
(2017) demonstrate, cultural organizations frequently embed social and cul-
tural missions into their core operations, redefining value creation beyond
purely economic metrics. This embeddedness enables them to act as platforms
for community engagement, cultural expression, and inclusive development,
while also maintaining economic viability.

Moving beyond binary thinking necessitates analytical frameworks
that embrace plurality, contextual nuance, and relational interdependence
(Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Courage et al., 2021). It also requires rethinking
sustainability not as a trade-off between competing goals but as a multidi-
mensional, co-created process embedded in local realities. This paradigm
shift reflects a transition from merely minimizing negative impacts to actively
restoring and enhancing social-ecological systems. Regenerative approaches
unfold through various culture-based and biodiversity-stewarding activities,
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such as agriculture, handicrafts, hospitality, and education, by emphasizing
co-evolutionary relationships among social, cultural, environmental, and eco-
nomic forms of capital within bioregional development models grounded in
mutual care (Bellato et al., 2022, 2023).

Emerging research on regenerative development highlights how places
themselves can become active stakeholders in sustainable transformation,
with communities and individuals serving as custodians of place-based
knowledge and cultural heritage (Lazic & Della Lucia, 2024). In this sense,
tourism, cultural, and creative enterprises can function as living laboratories
for experimenting with integrative, place-based, and resilient business models
that reflect the complexity of sustainable development and advance ecosystem
regeneration.

RETHINKING SBMs

The edited volume Sustainable Business Models: Managing Tourism, Cul-
tural and Creative Enterprises, Organizations, and Ecosystems seeks to
advance scholarly and practical conversations on SBMs by addressing per-
sistent fragmentation in research and challenging dominant frameworks that
often prioritize economic outcomes at the expense of social, cultural, and
environmental dimensions (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; Lazic & Della Lucia,
2024). By critically interrogating conventional models, the volume moves
beyond rigid binaries that frame tourism and cultural and creative enterprises
as being in tension with sustainability and advocating for context-sensitive,
place-based innovations that reflect the multidimensional nature of value
creation (Budeanu et al., 2016). Tourism and CClIs represent ideal domains
for rethinking how value is generated, distributed, and sustained. These sec-
tors are inherently embedded within complex socio-ecological systems where
economic imperatives intersect with cultural heritage, community well-being,
and environmental stewardship (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Rocca & Zielinski,
2022). Furthermore, they reflect both bioregional and digital ecosystems
characterized by high levels of fluidity, stakeholder diversity, and place-based
identity (Gretzel et al., 2015; Ritchie & Crouch, 2003).

The volume responds to current challenges by promoting innovative,
research-informed, and practice-oriented approaches to SBMs that can
address sector vulnerabilities, enhance resilience, and empower communities
(Lumpkin et al., 2018; Romolini et al., 2017). Specifically, the book intro-
duces four interrelated thematic pillars designed to push business models
beyond a narrow focus on profitability toward more inclusive, participatory,
and regenerative frameworks for sustainable development.
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PILLAR T: CIRCULAR ECONOMY AND INCLUSIVITY

The first pillar explores how SBMs can be reimagined through the integra-
tion of circular economy principles and inclusive practices to promote both
resource efficiency and social equity (Bocken et al., 2014; Kirchherr, 2022).
Circular economy approaches prioritize the minimization of waste, the opti-
mization of resource flows, and the design of services and products that
generate educational, experiential, and environmental value (Geissdoerfer
et al., 2018). Inclusive approaches — particularly addressing the needs of
vulnerable or marginalized groups — meaningfully engage a broad range of
stakeholders toward socially embedded innovation (de Assun¢cio Mendes
et al., 2024). By addressing the intersection of environmental responsibil-
ity, social equity, and participatory engagement, pillar demonstrates how
responsible service and experience design can be leveraged as a strategic tool
to create meaningful, low-impact encounters that are economically viable,
socially inclusive, and environmentally regenerative. Through this lens, the
book envisions business models that not only sustain but actively revitalize
resources, ecosystems, fostering opportunities for full participation in cul-
tural, social, and economic life.

PILLAR 2: ART-BASED BUSINESS MODELS AND PLACE
AUTHENTICITY

The second pillar focuses on the potential of art-based business models to
generate sustainable value by embedding the authenticity of place at the heart
of organizational design (Schiuma & Lerro, 2017). These models leverage
cultural heritage, craftsmanship, and artistic expression to create immersive,
meaningful experiences that reflect the distinct identity and socio-cultural
fabric of a place. Through active community participation and co-creation
processes, art-based models foster creative ecosystems where artistic inno-
vation is interwoven with inclusive, place-based development (De Luca
et al., 2023). They promote social inclusion, equitable value distribution,
and enhanced visitor-host relationships, particularly in areas beyond main-
stream tourist circuits. Their focus on small-scale, context-sensitive projects
also meets the growing demand for responsible, authentic travel. These mod-
els must navigate the delicate balance between cultural preservation and
market exposure to avoid risks of over-commercialization or reducing art-
ists to mere service providers (Herman et al., 2023). This pillar contributes
to the book’s overarching vision by demonstrating how context-sensitive
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and creativity-driven models can catalyze sustainable development that is
grounded in cultural authenticity, community empowerment, and long-term
environmental stewardship.

PILLAR 3: PARTICIPATORY BUSINESS MODELS AND SHARED
VALUE CREATION

The third pillar highlights the critical role of participatory business models
that prioritize collaboration, inclusive decision-making, and active stakeholder
engagement to co-create shared value (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Defourny &
Nyssens, 2010). Such models recognize that sustainable development and
shared value creation are most effective when rooted in community agen-
cy, collective ownership, and distributed leadership (Bastian & Zucchella,
2023). Community-based enterprises and social innovation networks exem-
plify how participatory approaches foster trust, resilience, and social cohe-
sion, especially in vulnerable or transitional territories (Buratti et al., 2022;
Lumpkin et al., 2018). These models are shown to strengthen organizational
adaptability and local development by embedding social, environmental, and
cultural objectives at their core (Rocca & Zielinski, 2022; Romolini et al.,
2017). Special emphasis is placed on strategies that promote accessibility,
inclusivity, and long-term community engagement as key mechanisms for
building more equitable, collaborative, and resilient tourism and cultural
ecosystems. Through this lens, the book advances SBMs as tools for building
more just, resilient, and collaborative tourism ecosystems, where value is co-
created and shared.

PILLAR 4: REGENERATIVE BUSINESS MODELS

The final pillar of the book explores regenerative business models as tools to
revitalize places and spaces affected by marginalization, economic decline,
or cultural erosion (Della Lucia & Pashkevich, 2023). These places include
not only creative cities and urban environments, but also rural, peripheral,
and transitional areas. These models transcend restoration or conservation
by adopting a holistic approach to renewing the social, cultural, and eco-
logical vitality of communities, emphasizing the dynamic interplay between
institutional settings (Palthe, 2014), cultural regeneration processes (Della
Lucia & Trunfio, 2018), and enabling factors (Della Lucia & Pashkevich,
2023). Regeneration is understood not as a return to a fixed past but as a
dynamic, forward-looking process grounded in living cultural and natural
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heritage (Lazic & Della Lucia, 2024). Drawing on bioregional and participa-
tory approaches, these models promote inclusive and creative placemaking,
reconciling tradition with innovation. Through inclusive and adaptive govern-
ance, regenerative models support both cultural resilience and foster vibrant
cultural, tourist, and economic ecosystems (Bellato et al., 2022). Through this
lens, the book positions SBMs as catalysts for ecosystem restoration, social
empowerment, and the reimagining of places as vibrant, creative, and inclu-

sive spaces.

SBMs PRACTICE IN NORTHEAST ITALY

This volume rethinks SBMs by applying four thematic perspectives across
the tourism and CClIs, cultural, and creative sectors, offering nuanced con-
tributions that bridge multidisciplinary academic discourse with practical
application, with a particular focus on Northeast Italy. Multidisciplinary
brings together distinct disciplinary perspectives, while preserving their dis-
tinct epistemologies, methodologies, and conceptual boundaries. This broad-
ens the analytical lens on sustainability challenges and solutions, fostering
critical engagement with the complex socio-environmental dynamics these
sectors face. Methodologically, practice-oriented approaches are central to
the analysis, combining participatory action research with art-based inquiry
(Cacciatore & Panozzo, 2024). This hybrid approach responds to Boons and
Lideke-Freund’s (2013) call for methodological diversity in the study of sus-
tainable innovation, enabling both analytical rigor and contextual relevance.
While participatory action research is iterative, inclusive, and geared toward
real-world change, art-based research blends creative expression with qualita-
tive inquiry to explore lived experiences, cultural narratives, and place-based
identities. Together, these methods support the co-creation of knowledge,
deepen researcher-community engagement, and offer innovative tools to
understand and enhance the resilience, inclusivity, and competitiveness of
local cultural, creative, and tourism ecosystems.

Chapter 1, “The Relevance of Debunking Sustainable Myths for Theory
and Practice” by Bob Bastian, Andrea Caputo, and Maria Della Lucia, lays
the theoretical foundation for rethinking business models through the four
perspectives explored in this volume. It calls for a critical problematization
of SBMs by exposing persistent myths that continue to shape sustainability
research and practice. The authors advocate for myth-busting as an essen-
tial methodological approach to challenge taken-for-granted assumptions
within SBM discourse and to foster a more reflective, critical stance toward
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