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In order to maintain Earth’s ability to sustain the growing human population and decrease 

food import dependency, local food resources and side streams in food production should 

be better utilized (Zucchella and Previtali, 2019). Over the last decades, the share as well 

as the variation of food resources used for human consumption has decreased (Costanza 

et al., 2017). For example, in the Bothnian Bay, the northern most part of the Baltic sea, 

only a few fish species are caught for commercial human consumption. Catching 

overrepresented fish species has positive effects. First, it would significantly reduce 

overfertilization of the Baltic sea as the abundance of minerals and nutrients would be 

moved from sea to land. Otherwise, overfertilization can cause fish mortality and poor 

water transparency. Secondly, such fish species are a great source of local food supply. 

However, currently the overrepresented fish species such as bream are not common for 

human consumption. One reason is that the processing is more complex in terms of the 

bone-removal process and preparation for sale that is needed to get a tasteful product. 

Therefore, it is crucial that the commercialization of overrepresented fish species 

becomes economic feasible to create incentives for fishing industry to catch them. This 

will also lead to valuable effect on natural ecosystem service. Natural ecosystem services 

can be defined as the benefits that natural ecosystems provide humans and are critical to 

the function of life-support systems on earth (Costanza et al., 1997). They can be grouped 

into four broad categories provisioning (e.g. food or biomass production), regulating (e.g. 

climate, floods or water quality), cultural (e.g. recreational, spiritual and aesthetic) and 

supporting (e.g. photosynthesis, soil formation and nutrient cycling) (Assessment, 2005).  

To use fish species such as bream as a resource for human consumption would fit to all 

four categories of natural ecosystem services. Bream would be used for provisioning food 

with high nutrition, and the water quality would be regulated and improved. Also, the 

connection with the previous culture where bream was a common fish for human 
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consumption could be reestablished, and finally it would contribute to nutrient circulation 

from water to land. The usage of the existing supplies of food resources as well as 

improvement of the ecosystem in the Baltic sea is a promising sustainable value creation 

where natural ecosystem services are utilized and regenerated. However, the common 

challenge is a lack of knowledge about how to develop business models that create and 

capture social and environmental values in a way that incentivizes large scale commercial 

application. which would be needed to utilize that full potential of the initiative. 

Commonly, these initiatives are initiated through governmental funding bodies in project 

form that develop appropriate technologies but have challenges to be transformed into a 

sustainable business model that generates, economic, social and environmental value 

(Tongur and Engwall, 2014). There is especially a need to understand the market and 

customer acceptance and value perception to design sustainable and circular business 

models. 

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to understand how business model and capability 

development can support the commercialization of underutilized food resources. In this 

study we have chosen to define capabilities according to Teece, Pisano & Shuen (1997) as 

a firm's ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external resources to 

generate returns. The results are based on a single case study with an innovative fish 

processing company in northern Sweden established in 1992. It is a small and medium 

sized enterprise (SME) with 10 employees.  The case company has been investing in 

technology to industrialize the utilization of side streams and has broadened its product 

portfolio to reach out to a larger customer segment. The collected data for this 

exploratory case study is based on 15 interviews with representatives from the case 

company and respondents from organizations that belong or could belong to the business 

ecosystem of the case company. The data from the interviews was analyzed and coded 

through thematic analysis through with we identified challenges and capabilities related 

to business model development. The case company intensively works with its business 

model to be able to capture the value that comes simultaneously from the food 

production, the benefits for the Baltic sea ecosystem and the increased local food supply.  

As a result of the study several challenges were identified. One of the obstacles is to 

enhance society’s willingness to accept that local business could change the consumption 

habits and to pay a higher price for locally produced products. A lack of experience and 

tradition around new food resources as well as an insecurity about the perception of the 

new food and flavors as also seen as hinders. In addition, SMEs in sparsely populated areas 

like north of Sweden, have limited resources to invest in marketing and information 

campaigns to educate customers. This leads to a high dependency on supporting actors 

such as environmental organizations and innovation actors to spread their initiatives. 

Focus on relationship building and collaboration with larger even public organizations has 

a positive impact on the business as well as focus on process improvements. For example, 

municipalities could become customers to show their engagement in the establishment 

of sustainable and local food supply.  Overall, only long-term perspectives of a sustainable 
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business model will incentivize local actors that utilize natural ecosystem services to also 

regenerate them and create conditions for well-functioning ecosystems in the future. For 

sustainable business models that focus on environmental ecosystem, it is important to 

find a way to capture the social and environmental value that is created. This research 

contributes to the sustainable business model literature by conceptualizing the 

development of business models and capabilities for sustainable value creation from 

natural ecosystem services by not only utilizing but also regenerating. It also highlights 

the role of the stakeholder perspective and the need for customer awareness and 

acceptance.  
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