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Abstract

Purpose: This paper explores the challenges sustainable business model (SBM) studies may face related to the in-
formation gathered during the data collection process, and elaborates on how transdisciplinary research can help to
avercome these challenges. Our contribution is based on the theoretical lens of information asymmetry.

Design/Methodology/Approach: This paper uses a qualitative methodology based on a transdisciplinary program
that aims to support disadvantaged communities in Bolivia. The program started 3 years ago, with as objective to
help vulnerable communities through transdisciplinary intervention in 6 projects, viz. 1. Social vulnerability, 2. Inte-
grated water management, 3. Food security, 4. Indigenous rights, 5. Productive development and 6. Transversal. In
addition to our experience in the program, we have conducted 57 interviews and 10 focus group discussions with
vulnerable entrepreneurs and relevant stakehaolders, alongside numerous on-site observations.

Findings: The findings of our study illustrate that SBM research can face information asymmetry issues such as
lack of access to, lack of understanding of and lack of trust in the information provided. We also show how trans-
disciplinary research helps to bridge such issues of trust, understanding and information availability. Based on our
research, we propose 5 suggestions to scholars who wish to adopt transdisciplinary research in their study of SBMs:
(i) understand the context, (i) adapt to the context, (iii) develop relationships of trust, (iv) be flexible with your re-
search focus and (v) systematically present to other disciplines and non-academic actors.

Originality/Value: Our contribution is based on the theoretical lens of information asymmetry and argues that a
transdisciplinary approach is necessary to accumulate fundamental knowledge on SBMs. Such an approach consti-
tutes a rather sophisticated research methodology that can help us embrace the complexity of sustainable business
models and find practical solutions for their scalability.
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Introduction

Scholars in the field of sustainable business models
(SBMs) have generated a solid body of knowledge dur-
ing the past years, as demonstrated by numerous spe-
cial issues, academic conferences as well as the vast
interest shown by business and policymakers (Ludeke-
Freund and Dembek, 2017). Such a broad interest in
SBM scholarship is a logical consequence of the serious
social and environmental challenges that our planet
faces (Brundtland et al., 1987), and of the expectation
that managers can find solutions to them (Bansal,
2003). Ludeke-Freund (2010) argues that SBMs cre-
ate competitive advantage while contributing to the
sustainable development of our planet. In fact, SBM
scholars are often preoccupied with the practical side
of sustainable business models, studying how organi-
zations can improve their positive impact. The atten-
tion to practical relevance in this field is indicated by
the various SBM ontologies (Breuer, 2013; Joyce and
Paquin, 2016; Upward and Jones, 2016) and archetypes
developed (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008; Bocken et al.,
2074; Yip and Bocken, 2018). Despite the growing body
of research with a practical orientation in SBMs, much
work still needs to be done to develop stronger and
cumulative theoretical knowledge in this scholarly field
(Dentchev et al., 2018).

This need for cumulative development of theoreti-
cal knowledge is a result of the complexity of SBMs
(Hogevold et al., 2014), which is associated with the
overall activity and strategic management of organiza-
tions (Kolk and Mauser, 2002). Integrating sustainabil-
ity in the business models arguably requires specific
knowledge of social and environmental issues, addi-
tional processes and procedures, and an ambition to
realize continuous improvement. The complexity of
SBMs themselves is based on their triple bottom line
approach, embracing economic, environmental and
social dimensions (Bocken et al., 2014). The economic
dimension refers to value generation from a profit
perspective (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2011), the envi-
ronmental one to the preservation of environmental
resources, while the social dimension appertains to
the consideration of various stakeholders in business
activities (Joyce and Paguin, 2016). These three dimen-
sions need alignment (Bocken et al., 2014) and should
result in tangible outcomes of sustainable develop-
ment (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). To understand this
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complexity of SBMs, scholars need to be familiar with
the practice of SBMs, studying their slightest details
and their context. In this line of reasoning, we follow
the assertion of Ludeke-Freund & Dembek (2017, p.
1677) that our field “requires multi-, inter- and trans-
disciplinary efforts [... with the] importance to estab-
lish and maintain a strong link and communication not
only within but also between academia, industry, and
government.”

Transdisciplinary research involves academics from dif-
ferent disciplines studying a specific phenomenon in
collaboration with non-academic participants (Stock
and Burton, 2011). Non-academic participation provides
information about the real-world dynamics that com-
plement academic knowledge and improves the under-
standing of a specific phenomenon (Horlick-Jones and
Sime, 2004). Such transdisciplinary research is ade-
quate to study complex phenomena (Wickson, Carew
and Russell, 2006; Pohl and Hadorn, 2008; Stock and
Burton, 2011), such as SBMs and is considered a valu-
able research strategy to increase academic rigor in
the SBM field (Lang et al., 2012). Hence, our paper will
elaborate on transdisciplinary research as a means to
resolve challenges related to data collection and inter-
pretation in SBM studies, our paper’s purpose.

We use information asymmetry as a theoretical lens to
focus on the challenges of data collection and interpre-
tation (Akerlof, 1970; Malkiel and Fama, 1970; Stiglitz,
2000). This theoretical viewpoint is useful to help us
understand the challenges of studying complex phe-
nomena, such as SBMs since it points out issues such
as information availability, understanding and trust (cf.
infra) that appear in the process of studying complex
phenomena.

This paper offers insights gathered in a transdisciplinary
research program in support of disadvantaged com-
munities from the Universidad Catolica Boliviana (UCB)
in Bolivia. This program is funded by VLIR, the Flem-
ish Interuniversity Council in Belgium. Drawing on the
author’s experience in the program, we have further
developed our methodological recommendations based
on 57 interviews and 10 focus group discussions with
vulnerable entrepreneurs and relevant stakeholders.
Here vulnerability refers to an inability to earn sufficient
income to live a decent life, with exposure to a variety
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of sacial and environmental disadvantages such as mal-
nutrition, insufficient health-care, lack of education,
pollution and violence (Pearlman, 2012). The business
models of vulnerable entrepreneurs can resolve a variety
of social issues, and in this sense, they can be seen as a
subtype of SBMs (Dembek, York, & Singh, 2018).

The remainder of the paperis organized in five sections.
First, we explain the importance of transdisciplinary
research for the field of sustainable business models.
Secondly, we propose the use of the theoretical lens of
information asymmetry in transdisciplinary research.
Thirdly, we clarify the methodological considerations
used in this paper. Fourthly, we present the findings of
this paper. The fifth and final section summarizes our
concluding remarks and recommendations.

TRANSDISCIPLINARITY IN SBMs
Transdisciplinary research is recommended for the
study of life-world problems (Pohl & Hadorn, 2008)
with a complex nature (Stock & Burton, 2011). Transdis-
ciplinary research approaches complex problems (e.g.
poverty) through the insights of various scientific dis-
ciplines and through the involvement of any relevant
group of actors in a study (Bracken, Bulkeley and Whit-
man, 2015). Sustainability problems are not limited to
the boundaries of a single discipline, therefore it is use-
ful to approach them from multiple scientific angles, as
transdisciplinary research prescribes (Wickson, Carew
and Russell, 2006). Such an approach is also effective
in creating linkages between theory and practice, yet
above all it is a very useful tool in solving societal prob-
lems (Horlick-Jones and Sime, 2004).

The strength of transdisciplinary research is related to its
ability to understand (1) the complexity of the phenom-
ena studied, (2) the possible logical explanations and
predictions, and (3) the different interpretations of real-
ity (Max-Neef, 2005). This is achieved in the first place
by the interactions of disparate disciplines, which provide
distinct lenses through which to study complex problems.
Mareover, the involvement of stakeholders affected by
the problem (e.g. poverty) provides an additional per-
spective on the phenomenon. Poor people, for example,
are then no longer the object of study, but have become
part of the transdisciplinary research team. These non-
academic participants are useful for researchers to
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make sense of the complex phenomena (Horlick-Jones
and Sime, 2004). As such, the research team receives a
more solid understanding about the context of the phe-
nomenon studied, based on knowledge exchange with
non-academic participants. As a result, the theoretical
knowledge is more accurate, and its implications are
more useful for the solution of complex societal prob-
lems. Additionally, the mix of scientific and non-scientific
perceptions of problems offers opportunities for practical
solutions (Wickson, Carew and Russell, 2006; Pohl and
Hadorn, 2008; Stock and Burton, 2011). Transdisciplinary
research emphasizes three interrelated components, i.e.
the context of the problem, the knowledge necessary
for its solution and the learning about possible solutions
(Mitchell, Cordell and Fam, 2015). It thus provides a com-
prehensive approach to complex problems and enables
the co-creation of solutions by the various members of
the transdisciplinary team (Polk, 2015).

It therefore should not come as a surprise that trans-
disciplinary research is recommended for studying
sustainability (cf. Brandt et al., 2013). Resolving the
sustainability challenges of our planet requires coor-
dinated research across multiple disciplines, and input
by practitioners, policy makers, and civic organizations
invalved in a specific challenge needs to be taken into
account (Hadorn et al., 2006). Actors outside academia
provide knowledge and expertise that are indispen-
sable to solving sustainability problems (Polk, 2015).
Such a transdisciplinary research team is expected to
result in collaborative problem solving of sustainability
challenges (Gibbons and Nowotny, 2001; Cundill, Roux
and Parker, 2015; Mitchell, Cordell and Fam, 2015) . In
this context, SBMs being rather complex and involv-
ing a wide range of stakeholders (Bocken et al., 2014;
Schaltegger, Hansen and Ludeke-freund, 2016) seem
prime candidates for such collaborative problem solv-
ing, i.e. the reduction of harm to society and the natural
environment, and the increase of social and environ-
mental benefits (Dembek, York and Singh, 2018).

In other words, the engagement of actors with various
backgrounds is deemed necessary to develop success-
ful SBMs. We follow the assertion of Max-Neef (2005,
p. 15) that “the epistemology of transdisciplinarity
may be relatively clear, its applicability as a method-
ology in the social sciences still suffers from deficien-
cies” Yet, we will argue that transdisciplinary research
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is essential to bridge the various information problems
related to SBMs, and we base our arguments on the
theory of information asymmetry.

INFORMATION ASYMMETRY

The theory of information refers to the various prob-
lems related to information imperfections (Schwartz
and Wilde, 1978). Stiglitz (2000) identifies three major
problems of information, i.e. incentives, scarcity, and
selection. The problem of incentives is better known
in literature as a moral hazard (Holmstrom, 1979). Mir-
rlees (1997) draws our attention to the problem of trust
as a consequence of moral hazard, i.e. the question
whether the information collected in SBM studies is
always trustworthy.

Scarcity of information is related to its availability: do
we have sufficient information? Fama (1970) argues
that markets work mare efficiently when more infor-
mation is available. He points at various types of infor-
mation that could be available, such as secondary
information, publicly available and insider information.
The availability of information (Sandmo, 1999) refers to
our access to information in the data collection process
of sustainable business models studies.

The problem of information selection is related to the
complexity of information (Akerlof, 1970), which goes
beyond the access to information and focuses on its
being understood and interpreted. Based on our back-
ground knowledge and interests, as Simon (1991) would
argue, scholars select and interpret information differ-
ently. Without prior knowledge of relevant aspects of
sustainable business models, it would be difficult to
find a meaningful solution for improving their effi-
ciency and effectiveness in doing this.

Successful SBM solutions can be developed with
access to information, the comprehension of it, and
the trust in the honest motives of all actors involved.
Information problems generate market imperfections
(Schwartz and Wilde, 1978), and thus suboptimal solu-
tions to the sustainability challenges of our planet, as
it reduces the ability of practitioners and academics
to develop new knowledge (Bergh, Ketchen, Orlandi,
& Heugens, Boyd, 2019). We will use the three dimen-
sions of information asymmetry - incentives, scarcity,
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and selection - to discuss the challenges and potential
solutions in adopting transdisciplinary research meth-
ods on SBMs, based on the insights from a transdisci-
plinary research program in Bolivia.

RESEARCH CONTEXT AND
METHODS

The goal of this paper is to argue why and how trans-
disciplinary research should be adopted in SBM scholar-
ship. The insights presented in this paper are based on
a transdisciplinary research program with UCB Bolivia,
aimed at “contribut[ing] to the development of the
Bolivian society by enhancing institutional capacity
building” (VLIRUQS, 2019). Bolivia is one of the poorest
countries in South America (World Bank Group, 2019b),
which is among the least industrialized regions (Nys-
sens, Wanderley and Gaiger, 2019). According to the
Inter-American Development Bank, 41% of the total
Bolivian population can be considered vulnerable, with
a low level of education, limited access to healthcare,
minimal social protection and inferior quality of jobs
(Beverinotti, 2018; Castellani & Zenteno, 2015).

The transdisciplinary research program with UCB
started in January 2017, with the objective to help disad-
vantaged communities in a transdisciplinary interven-
tion in 6 projects: 1. Social vulnerability, 2. Integrated
water management, 3. Food security, 4. Indigenous
rights, 5. Productive development and 6. Transver-
sal. Each of these projects contributes to the program
from a specific scientific discipline, viz. psychology,
water engineering, agriculture, law, entrepreneurship,
and research methods respectively. The involvement
of four different vulnerable communities in Bolivia is
deemed crucial. The focal points of this program are
the so-called transdisciplinary learning communities
(TLCs), composed of team members of each of the 6
projects mentioned above and stakeholders from the
selected communities (such as local NGOs, political
organizations, and the local population) as well as the
invalvement of scholars from different disciplines.

As a team of authors, we are involved in project 5, Pro-
ductive development, with as main objective to build
supportive ecosystems that can help vulnerable entre-
preneurs to improve their business models. Vulnerable
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entrepreneurs are defined as poor individuals who are
self-employed by necessity and unable to earn sufficient
income to ensure minimal life standards (Yurdakul, Arik,
& Dholakia, 2017). Disadvantaged communities suffer
typically from extreme poverty, and as a consequence
are exposed to a variety of social and environmental
problems. According to Dembek, York, & Singh (2018),
the business models of vulnerable entrepreneurs can
be seen as a subtype of SBMs. Casado-Caneque & Hart
(2015) further explain that vulnerable entrepreneurs
develop activities that are in harmony with the social
community and the natural environment, while gener-
ating sufficient income to survive. Therefore, we recog-
nize the business models of vulnerable entrepreneurs in
Bolivia as a good proxy of SBMs. Despite the high per-
centage of self-employed, many entrepreneurs operate
in informality (Beverinotti, 2018). Although Bolivia has
the seventh-highest rating of “Total entrepreneurial
activity” (Querejazu, Zavaleta and Mendizabal, 2014),
more than 60% of the enterprises in this country are
motivated by pure necessity and not because they have
identified a business opportunity (Fernandez et al.,
2010). The legal process to start a company in Bolivia is
quite demanding (Pardo Rada, 2019), ranking the coun-
try at one of the bottom places (175 out of 190) in the
world (World Bank Group, 2019a). Regarding the finan-
cial system, access to loans is limited and expensive,
since business angel investors and venture capitalists
are not legally approved (Pardo Rada, 2019).

The transdisciplinary research program has been devel-
oped across the four campuses of UCB, viz. in Cocha-
bamba, La Paz, Santa Cruz, and Tarija. Data collection
for this study is based on the triangulation of (i) par-
ticipatory technigues and observations, (ii) secondary
information, and (iii) primary information based on
interviews and focus group discussions in the period
between December 2017 and April 2019. Triangulation
comes naturally in transdisciplinary research as it con-
tributes to the internal validity by providing stronger
justifications of constructs (Eisenhardt, 1989). As to
the external validity, it is typically considered rather lim-
ited in qualitative research (Sharir and Lerner, 2006), as
generalization would only be relevant in contexts with
similar characteristics (Creswell, 2014). It is important
to mention, however, that the overall research pro-
cess - study design, data collection, data analysis, and
research conclusions - has coincided with continuous
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discussions with actors from the vulnerable communi-
ties and with researchers from other disciplines. In this
sense we can speak of a co-creation of research.

As members of the transdisciplinary program, we have
participated in 3 steering committees per year. Each
UCB campus has selected a specific disadvantaged
community, viz. UCB La Paz chose Batallas, UCB Cocha-
bamba picked Tirague, UCB Santa Cruz preferred San
Jose de Chiguitos, and UCB Tarija selected Subcentral
de Cirminuelas. In each of these communities, there is
constant interaction between the different scientific
disciplines and the different stakeholders from the
local population in order to guarantee mutual learn-
ing, which is essential for the transdisciplinarity of the
program (Lang et al., 2012). We have received minutes
and briefings of the TLC discussions (659 pages). We
have personally visited each community at least twice
and have organized events in three communities to
observe the needs related to the business models of
vulnerable entrepreneurs. In addition, we have studied
secondary data from governmental plans, the publicly
available data of the National Institute of Statistics
of Balivia, publicity material by the different support-
ing organizations, marketing material of the ventures
including their webpages and social media communi-
cations, newspaper articles, and books regarding the
researched communities.

Our primary data collection is based on 57 interviews
and 10 focus group discussions. Interviewees were cho-
sen following discussions with local researchers and
community members, and we followed a combination
of purposeful and snow-ball sampling. The interview
protocols guided a discussion with the participants
towards the challenges and opportunities related to
the business models of vulnerable entrepreneurs and
to the exploration of their supportive ecosystems.
Two interview protocols were used (cf. Appendix 1),
one for entrepreneurs and one for supportive organi-
zations such as NCQs, financial institutions, govern-
ment or others (e.g. Church institutions that support
entrepreneurship). Interviews lasted on average of 51
minutes, ranging between 19 and 156 minutes. The 10
focus group discussions included between 4 and 18
participants and took on average of 106 minutes, with
a range between 60 and 240 minutes. Interviews and
focus group discussions were recorded and transcribed
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to heightenreliability. Please note that one interviewee
refused to be recorded and during one focus group we
had technical problems with the recording. On these
two occasions, only notes were taken. The interviews
were conducted in Spanish, which is the mother tongue
of the first author and the language of preference of
the interviewees. All quotes from respondents are a
translation into English. We have adopted a thematic
analysis (Clarke, Braun and Hayfield, 2015) using the
three problems of information asymmetry, i.e. incen-
tives, scarcity and selection, while the analysis was
conducted in NVivo 12. After interviews and focus
groups, there have been follow-up discussions with
the communities and also with colleagues from other
disciplines. For an overview of the participants in the
interviews and focus group discussions, cf. Table 1.

No. of No. of Focus
Sector Interviews Groups

Entrepreneurs 36 4 40
NGO 7 9
Financial 4 0 4
Institution

Government 6 2 8
Other 4 2 6
TOTAL 57 10 67

Table 1: Interviews and focus groups

Out of 36 interviews with entrepreneurs, 14 involved
vulnerable ones, while they made up all of the 4 focus
group discussions. We have deliberately approached
both vulnerable and conventional entrepreneurs to be
able to determine what are the general and what are the
specific challenges of their business models. The data
provided by conventional entrepreneurs allowed us to
better understand the distinctive challenges related to
the business models of vulnerable entrepreneurs.

RESULTS

Based on this research in Bolivia, we will now present
the results predicated on the three dimensions identi-
fied in information asymmetry. We discuss first how the
transdisciplinary research method can help to resoclve
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the information problem of incentives. Only then do we
examine the information problems of scarcity and selec-
tion. This orderin our discussion is guided by the insights
gained from our study.

The information problem of incentives

The problem of incentives refers to the trustworthi-
ness of information. In this context, one needs to build
a solid relationship with the respondents, which is a
basic principle in transdisciplinary research (Polk, 2015).
This is expressed clearly by one of the researchers who
is part of the VLIR Project in Cochabamba. He visited
Tirague at least two times per week in the last year.

I55: “We need to build good relationships, which
basically means that we come here to become
friends of the people. You do not come to inter-
view, because you are going to hear what you
want to hear or because they will not tell you any-
thing. (...) Entrepreneurs think that we are com-
ing to get information and return nothing. Not
even the results of the research. We are trying
to change things by also giving back something
valuable for them. Hence, we do workshops on
topics that they are interested in.”

This quote indicates that one needs to create a dynamic
around the research that peaks the interest of people
in the communities and stimulates them to join based
on the added value to themselves. It is not about going
and getting the information that the researcher needs,
but about creating value for all the participants. This is
essential to generate trust, which is the most impor-
tant element to avoid problems related to information
asymmetry. As Mitchell, Cordell and Fam (2015) explain,
all the aspects of the research need to be shared with
the participants and be as transparent as possible to
maintain trust. However, respondents will guestion
the researchers’ motives, as they occasionally suspect
opportunistic behavior. This was mentioned by a vul-
nerable entrepreneur who is producing leggings:

141: “Researchers come regularly to us, but we
do not think they are here to really help us. We
attend their theoretical courses, but when we ask
their support in practice, their support remains
absent. Their behavior is selfish. If we have taken
their training, why can they not support us?”
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In transdisciplinary research, engaging with respond-
ents is specifically helpful to overcome selfish and
short-sighted research behavior. A good tactic to over-
come the perception of opportunism is to work through
intermediaries that are closer to the entrepreneurs and
already have their trust. Nevertheless, and even with
the intermediaries helping in the process, research-
ers doing transdisciplinary research need to be ready
to devote substantial amounts of time to overcome
this suspicion of self-centered intentions (Stokols,
2006). This method allowed the VLIR researcher 154 to
approach the people in Tiraque faster.

I54: “There is a lot of mistrust (in the entrepre-
neurs). Also, they are very reluctant to receive and
even more, to give information. That is why | go
often with the NGO, so they can start trusting me
(...) but takes time.”

It is therefore important to select carefully the inter-
mediaries through whom a researcher can approach
vulnerable entrepreneurs, keeping in mind the goal
of the transdisciplinary research and the profile of
the entrepreneurs. With or without intermediaries,
good transdisciplinary practice presupposes that the
collaboration between researcher and entrepreneurs
becomes obvious (Wickson, Carew and Russell, 2006)
due to mutual trust.

The scarcity of information

Once entrepreneurs and researchers trust each other,
access to information becomes fairly easy. Throughout
the activities of the project, we have noted that vul-
nerable entrepreneurs are then eager to share informa-
tion about their business models. This mainly entailed
a detailed explanation of the business, an invitation to
visit their premises and homes, and in only a few cases
a business plan (prepared thanks to supportive organi-
zations). It is essential to have access to this detailed
information about the business models and the con-
text in which vulnerable entrepreneurs are working.
Without it is impossible to understand their business
ideas, opportunities, and challenges, nor their needs
and requirements. In other words, detailed informa-
tion is a precondition to help vulnerable entrepreneurs
improve their business model.

Moreover, a transdisciplinary approach improves not only
access toinformation for the researcher but also for the
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vulnerable entrepreneurs (Bracken, Bulkeley and Whit-
man, 2015). It is important to realize that a transdisci-
plinary intervention involves various stakeholders with
different backgrounds and potentially useful networks
to help vulnerable entrepreneurs to impraove their busi-
ness models. These stakeholders can thus provide access
tovaluable information for the entrepreneurs. This point
is well illustrated by interviewee 39 from Tarija, a vulner-
able entrepreneur producing llama sausages:

139: “This business plan was developed by me,
but it was impossible to have all the details and
ideas without the information and feedback pro-
vided by the people of the municipality, the busi-
ness incubator, and the university.”

In addition, transdisciplinary interventions can provide
access to more specific and technical information for
vulnerable entrepreneurs. In the words of interviewee
4, a member of a handcraft association from San Jose
de Chiquitos:

I4: “Recently we had a training by UCB regarding
the development of a strong brand. One week
before we had a training by an NGO about cloth-
ing and traditional painting. Until now we have
received a lot of trainings that are useful to fur-
ther develop and improve our business.”

There is no doubt that the business models of vulner-
able entrepreneurs are strengthened by additional
information, training, and feedback. Nevertheless,
transdisciplinary interventions should keep flexibility
in their priorities and timing (Lang et al., 2012). With-
out such flexibility, the value of the intervention risks
becoming suboptimal. This argument is made clear by
an NGO member that works with the VLIR project in
Tiraque (I56) and a researcher of the VLIR project (154):

I56: “Even if they are interested in the training
that you are offering to them, be careful with
the timing. If you plan activities in the period of
planting or harvesting, they will not participate.”

I54. “There was a meeting during which the
entrepreneurs were talking about politics. At that
meeting, the researcher was giving a training
on marketing strategies, willing to help them to
improve their sales. The entrepreneurs did not say
anything to the researcher, but just wanted the
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researcher to be out of the room, so they could
continue with their discussion about politics.”

Referring to this last quote, making time to discuss
overarching issues contributes to further the dynamic
of the transdisciplinary research. It might feel like time
wasted for the researcher, but in fact, such a discus-
sion could be helpful to better understand the context,
the needs, and the thinking of the vulnerable entrepre-
neurs. After all, transdisciplinary research is meant to
help vulnerable entrepreneurs, and the flexibility of the
researcher can contribute to realize this objective.

The problem of information selection

The problem of information selection is related to
our understanding of the information available. At
the beginning of project 5, we were thinking that our
intervention is simply related to scaling up the busi-
ness models of vulnerable entrepreneurs. However, the
transdisciplinary methodology proved in various ways
beneficial to understanding the context and the needs
of vulnerable entrepreneurs. During one project meet-
ing, for example, we were talking about the scaling of
business models with the project leader of P1 (social
vulnerability). On that occasion, our colleague explained
that growing the business might increase domestic
violence, especially in cases of female entrepreneur-
ship. In paternalist communities, she explained, the
husband feels humiliated when his wife earns more
money and this carries the risk of an increase of vio-
lence as well as the husband wasting the financial
resources of the enterprise. After this discussion, we
understood that our task is not only simply focusing on
the business model, but we should take into account
the overall social context of the entrepreneur. Under-
standing the context of vulnerable entrepreneurs con-
stitutes a long process of constant interaction, in which
the researcher needs to understand the available infor-
mation, and interpret it correctly (Hadorn et al., 2006).
Jumping quickly to conclusions based on early-stage
preconceptions should therefore be avoided. In this
sense, according to VLIR researcher in Tirague, a trans-
disciplinary approach needs to adopt a careful and open
attitude:

I55: “The context of vulnerable communities con-
tains a completely different life philosophy and dif-
ferent logic regarding the role of woman and man
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in the family. It is not a good idea to go in those
communities only with your own perspective,
without a willingness to understand their reality.”

The above quote was confirmed in a discussion with a
vulnerable entrepreneur. During our visit to his textile
production activity, we asked what he would wish for
in case his business became successful. The answer “I
just wish to have a peaceful life” was rather surprising
to us. No reference to an ambition of owning a busi-
ness empire, becoming rich, living in a better house or
having a new car. For vulnerable entrepreneurs, wealth
is apparently not about having money but about satis-
fying their daily needs while acting responsibly toward
nature (Casado-Caneque & Hart, 2015). Our Western
view on life and business might hence diverge from the
philosophy of vulnerable communities (Chmielewski,
Dembek and Beckett, 2020). Therefore, an open mind-
set is required, in which it is important to reflect on the
views of the vulnerable entrepreneurs and of all other
stakeholders and scientists from various disciplines
(Wickson, Carew and Russell, 2006). The case of an
entrepreneur from Tarija who makes leggings makes it
very clear how contextual factors may impact the busi-
ness model of precarious ventures.

147. “I am a single mother and | reached a point
in which | wanted to quit my venture. But due
to the support of my daughter and my desire to
help other women in need through employment
made me continue with the business. (...) Why
did I want to quit? At a certain moment, | needed
a credit to finance the growth of my business.
But | am separated from my husband without a
divarce. Since my ex has a credit, and we are not
separated, | have no access to funding.”

The above quote illustrates the differences in the
financial and legal system of a country, and hence
the importance to keep an open mind and understand
the local context. The necessity for such an open atti-
tude is further asserted in the 2017 Annual Report
of the project: to integrate the different researchers
and work together, for example by jointly designing
surveys. This is in line with conventional views on
transdisciplinary research, stressing the importance
of dissolving disciplinary boundaries (Wickson, Carew
and Russell, 2006; Bracken, Bulkeley and Whitman,
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2015). However, such discipline transgressing is easier
said than done, even in a program with transdiscipli-
narity atits core. Three yearsinto the program, engag-
ing colleagues from other projects and disciplines
remains a continuous concern and needs constant
attention, due to the differences in their research rou-
tines and the divergence in their respective theoretical
approaches. Therefore, we have decided at program
level to organize regular presentations between pro-
jects. This methodological tactic ensures the possibil-
ity of feedback from different disciplines. Moreover,
through this dynamic, colleagues find opportunities
for joint research initiatives. It is important to stress
that transdisciplinary research is a learning process
that requires regular adaptation (Lang et al., 2012,
Mitchell, Cordell and Fam, 2015).

The problem of understanding the information avail-
able is also relevant to vulnerable entrepreneurs.
Please note that those vulnerable entrepreneurs
are not educated, let alone familiar with theories on
entrepreneurship, marketing, management, account-
ing, or finance, to mention only a few of the most rel-
evant disciplines to develop a solid business. When
supporting entrepreneurs, therefore, some colleagues
adopted game-based methodologies, where the
learning experience takes place during the play of the
game. On other occasions, we organized fairs, where
vulnerable entrepreneurs had the opportunity to sell
their products, and the coaching took place in a real-
life environment. Moreaver, an NGO which had been
working with vulnerable communities for 34 years
explains the need to use examples from the entrepre-
neur’'s reality, to improve their understanding of the
information provided:

I56: “Simply explaining a certain topic is not suf-
ficient. With the years, | start explaining by using
the examples of a community, where to context
is very close to theirs (...) In this way, vulnerable
entrepreneurs see themselves in similar situa-
tions and understand our advice.”

The overall goal of our research is to improve the
business models of vulnerable entrepreneurs, which
requires a thorough understanding of their context
and background, and a transdisciplinary intervention is
thereby an indispensable approach.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING
REMARKS

Inthis paper, we explain that SBM studies face challenges
related to the information gathered during the data col-
lection process and argue that transdisciplinary research
can help us overcome these challenges. We view our
arguments through the theoretical lens of information
asymmetry. Such a lens helps us to see the contribu-
tion of transdisciplinary research to the trustworthiness
of information, the availability of information, and the
access to information. Based on our research and on
insights from various disciplines (international manage-
ment, BoP, and transdisciplinary research methods), we
would like to advance 5 suggestions for adopting trans-
disciplinary research methods in SBM studies:

1. Understand the context.

This is in line with insights from international busi-
ness research (Verbeke, 2013) warning that copy-
pasting strategies from other contexts may prove
futile.

2. Adapt to the context.

The timing and content of transdisciplinary
research should be adapted towards the needs
of the relevant actors (Casado-Caneque & Hart,
2015). Understanding their living conditions, their
background, and their time availability will help
you make more accurate suggestions on to how to
improve SBMs.

3. Develop relationships of trust.

Improving trust (Rivera-Santos and Rufin, 2010)
can be done by: (a) creating trustful relationships,
(b) working together with all kind of intermediar-
ies, - or by (c) simply being transparent about
what your needs are and what you can contribute
to the community.

4. Be flexible.

Researchers may want to be flexible in adapting
their research focus to what the field finds rele-
vant. SBM quarrels may change substantially over
time (Chmielewski, Dembek and Beckett, 2020),
so relevant transdisciplinary research should take
such changes into account.
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5. Present your ideas to stakeholders.

Researchers typically work in a monodisciplinary
fashion. However, they should adopt an open atti-
tude towards other disciplines (Bracken et al., 2015).
We simply recommend systematically present-
ing individual research ideas at different stages
of the process to scholars from other disciplines
and to non-academic actors. This methodological
tactic not only provides continuous feedback but
also gives researchers from various disciplines the
opportunity to throw light from different angles on
your ideas and ensures that the solutions become
co-created by all stakeholders.

While the 5 above-mentioned suggestions of transdis-
ciplinary research in SBMs are advocated, it is impor-
tant to note the limitations of our study. In the first
place, our study is restricted by the exclusive focus on
vulnerable entrepreneurs. Although we openly admit
that vulnerable entrepreneurs are a very specific con-
text of SBMs, we are convinced that the challenges of
information asymmetry apply to a broad variety of sus-
tainable business models. Therefore, a future avenue
for transdisciplinary research could be to extend it to
a variety of SBM contexts, apart from the context of
vulnerable entrepreneurs. Secondly, our study is con-
strained by its geographical context, i.e. 4 cities in
Bolivia. Future transdisciplinary research should take
place in other geographical contexts as well (Lang et
al., 2012). A third limitation of our study is our use of
gualitative research. Please note that transdiscipli-
nary research may be perfectly well conducted in the
form of surveys, experiments and any other forms of
guantitative research. A fourth and a final limitation of
our study is the focus only on the theoretical lens of
information asymmetry, whereas a variety of theoreti-
cal lenses may further enhance the argumentation for
transdisciplinary research of SBMs.
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The creation of cumulative knowledge in SBMs based
on transdisciplinary research implies a serious reflec-
tion on the above-mentioned limitations and opportu-
nities for future research. In addition, we note that it is
not self-evident to conduct transdisciplinary research
as it presumes intense contact within academic and
nonacademic fields. Yet, the development of tools and
the gathering of resources that can help social entrepre-
neurs constitute powerful avenues for future research.
Despite all challenges of information asymmetry in
SBM research, this field of research remains an impor-
tant contributor to sustainable development. Overall,
we may conclude that transdisciplinary research can
help us embrace the complexity of sustainable busi-
ness models, find practical solutions for their scalability
and as such is a much-needed additional methodologi-
cal tool in the field.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We would like to thank the responsible guest edi-
tor Romana Rauter and the two anonymous review-
ers for the valuable comments that have considerably
strengthened the ideas present in this paper. Our grati-
tude goes to all colleagues of the VLIR UCB program
and especially to all project 5 members, since this
paper is based on our participation in that program.
We acknowledge the support of the VUB Chair of Sacial
Entrepreneurship founding partners (Euroclear, Close
the Gap and BNP Paribas Fortis) to strengthen our
research and practical relevance in the field. Our spe-
cial thanks go to our colleagues Philippe Eiselein, Abel
Diaz Gonzalez, Gover Barja Daza, Alain Verbeke and
Elvira Haezendonck, who have provided comments dur-
ing various stages of this paper.



Journal of Business Models (2021), Vol. 9, No. 2, pp. 72-86

REFERENCES

Akerlof, G. (1970) ‘'The market for “Lemons”: Quality
uncertainty and the market mechanism/, Quarterly Jour-
nal of Economics, 84(3), pp. 488-500.

Bansal, P. (2003) ‘From Issues to Actions: The Impor-
tance of Individual Concerns and Organizational Values
in Responding to Natural Environmental Issues’ Organ-
ization Science, 14(5), pp. 510-527.

Bergh, D. D. et al. (2019) ‘Information Asymmetry in
Management Research: Past Accomplishments and
Future Opportunities’, Journal of Management, 45(1),
pp.122-158.

Beverinotti, J. (2018) Development Challenges in
Bolivia, Inter-American Development Bank. Avail-
able at: https://publications.iadb.org/en/publication/
development-challenges-brazil.

Bocken, N. M. et al. (2014) ‘A literature and practice
review to develop sustainable business model arche-
types, Journal of Cleaner Production. Elsevier Ltd, 65,
pp. 42-56.

Bracken, L., Bulkeley, H. and Whitman, G. (2015) ‘Trans-
disciplinary research: understanding the stakeholder
perspective, Journal of environmental planning and
management, 58(7), pp. 1291-1308.

Brandt, P. et al. (2013) ‘A review of transdisciplinary
research in sustainability science’, Ecological Econom-
ics, 92, pp. 1-15.

Breuer, H. (2013) ‘Lean Venturing: Learning to create
new business through exploration, elaboration, evalu-
ation, experimentation, and evolution’, International
Journal of Innovation Management, 17(3), p. 1340013.

Brundtland, G. et al. (1987) ‘Our Common Future. New
York, 8.

Casado-Caneque, F. and Hart, S. (2015) Base of the pyr-
amid 3.0: sustainable development through innovation
and entrepreneurship. Sheffield: Greenleaf.

Castellani, F. and Zenteno, J. (2015) ‘Pobreza y movili-
dad sacial en Bolivia en la dltima década), Inter-Ameri-
can Development Bank.

82

Chmielewski, D. A., Dembek, K. and Beckett, ). R. (2020)
‘Business Unusual: Building BoP 3.0’ Journal of Busi-
ness Ethics, 161(1), pp. 211-229. Available at: http://
dx.doi.org/10.1007/510551-018-3938-7.

Clarke, V., Braun, V. and Hayfield, N. (2015) ‘Thematic
analysis’ in Qualitative psychology: A practical guide to
research methods, pp. 222-248.

Creswell, ). W. (2014) Research design: Qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed methods approaches. Sage
Publications.

Cundill, G., Roux, D. ). and Parker, J. N. (2015) ‘Nurturing
communities of practice for transdisciplinary research),
Ecology and Society, 20(2).

Dembek, K., York, J. and Singh, P.J. (2018) ‘Creating value
for multiple stakeholders: Sustainable business mod-
els at the Base of the Pyramid’, Journal of Cleaner Pro-
duction. Elsevier Ltd, 196, pp. 1600-1612. doi: 10.1016/j.
jclepro.2018.06.046.

Dentchev, N. et al. (2018) ‘Embracing the variety of sus-
tainable business models: A prolific field of research
and a future research agenda) Journal of Cleaner Pro-
duction, 194, pp. 695-703.

Eisenhardt, K. M. (1989) ‘Building Theories from Case
Study Research’, Academy of management review,
14(4), pp. 532-550.

Fernandez, M. A. et al. (2010) Global Entrepreneurship
Monitor - Reporte Nacional De Bolivia 2010. Birkhduser,
Basel: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor.

Gibbons, M. and Nowotny, H. (2001) ‘'The Potential of
Transdisciplinarity’ in In Transdisciplinarity: joint prob-
lem solving among science, technology, and society, pp.
67-68.

Hadorn, G. H. et al. (2006) ‘Implications of transdiscipli-
narity for sustainability research’, Ecological Economics,
60(1), pp. 119-128.

Hggevold, N. M. et al. (2014) ‘Sustainable business mod-
els, Baltic Journal of Management, 9(3), pp. 357-380.



Journal of Business Models (2021), Vol. 9, No. 2, pp. 72-86

Holmstrom, B. (1979) ‘Moral Hazard and Observ-
ability’,  The Bell Journal of Economics, 10(1),
pp. 74-91. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/
stable/30033207origin=crossref.

Horlick-jones, T. and Sime, J. (2004) ‘Living on the bor-
der: Knowledge, risk and transdisciplinarity’, Futures,
36(4), pp. 441-456.

Joyce, A. and Paquin, R. L. (2016) ‘The triple layered
business model canvas: A tool to design more sustain-
able business models’, Journal of Cleaner Production.
Elsevier Ltd, 135, pp. 1474-1486. Available at: http://
dx.doi.org/10.1016/}.jclepro.2016.06.067.

Kolk, A. and Mauser, A. (2002) ‘The evolution of
environmental management: From stage models to
performance evaluation’, Business Strategy and the
Environment, 11(1), pp. 14-31.

Lang, D. J. et al. (2012) ‘Transdisciplinary research in
sustainability science: Practice, principles, and chal-
lenges’, Sustainability Science, 7(1), pp. 25-43.

Lideke-Freund, F. (2010) ‘Towards a Conceptual
Framework of Business Models for Sustainability’, in
Knowledge Collaboration e Learning for Sustainable
Innovation. Delft.

Lideke-Freund, F. and Dembek, K. (2017) ‘Sustainable
business model research and practice: Emerging field
or passing fancy?’ Journal of Cleaner Production. Else-
vier Ltd, 168, pp. 1668-1678. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.08.093.

Malkiel, B. and Fama, E. (1970) ‘Efficient Capital Mar-
kets: A Review of the Theory', The Journal of Finance,
25(2), pp. 383-417.

Max-Neef, M. A. (2005) ‘Foundations of transdiscipli-
narity, 53, pp. 5-16.

Mirrlees, J. (1997) ‘Information and Incentives: the eco-
nomics of carrots and sticks’, The Economic Journal, 107,
pp. 1311-1329.

Mitchell, C., Cordell, D. and Fam, D. (2015) ‘Beginning at
the end: The outcome spaces framewaork to guide pur-
posive transdisciplinary research’, Futures. Elsevier Ltd,

83

65, pp. 86-96. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.
futures.2014.10.007.

Nyssens, M., Wanderley, F. and Gaiger, L. (2019) ‘Social
Enterprise in Latin America: Context and Concepts’ in
Social Enterprise in Latin America: Theory, models and
practice. Routledge, pp. 1-26.

Osterwalder, A. and Pigneur, Y. (2011) Business Model
Generation: A handbook for visionaries, game changers
and challengers. DEUSTO.

Pardo Rada, C. A. (2019) Startups en Bolivia. Available
at: https://www.rigobertoparedes.com/es/abogados-
expertos-bolivia/ (Accessed: 20 January 2021).

Pearlman, S. (2012) ‘Too Vulnerable for Microfinance?
Risk and Vulnerability as Determinants of Microfinance
Selection in Lima, Journal of Development Studies,
48(9), pp. 1342-1359.

Pohl, C. and Hadorn, G. H. (2008) ‘Methodological chal-
lenges of trans-disciplinary research, Natures Sciences
Sacietes, 16, pp. 111-121.

Polk, M. (2015) ‘Transdisciplinary co-production: Design-
ing and testing a transdisciplinary research framewaork
for societal problem solving’, Futures. Elsevier Ltd, 65,
pp. 110-122. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.
futures.2014.11.001.

Querejazu, V., Zavaleta, D. and Mendizabal, ). (2014)
Reporte Nacional Bolivia 2014, Global Entrepreneurship
Monitor.

Rivera-Santos, M. and Rufin, C. (2010) ‘Global village
vs. small town: Understanding networks at the Base of
the Pyramid’ International Business Review, 13(2), pp.
126-138.

Sandmo, A. (1999) ‘Asymmetric Information and Public
Economics: The Mirrlees-Vickrey Nobel Prize’, Journal of
Economic Perspectives, 13(1), pp. 165-180.

Schaltegger, S., Hansen, E. G. and Lideke-freund, F.
(2016) ‘Business Models for Sustainability : Origins |
Present Research , and Future Avenues.



Journal of Business Models (2021), Vol. 9, No. 2, pp. 72-86

Schwartz, A. and Wilde, L. L. (1978) ‘Intervening in Mar-
kets on the Basis of Imperfect Information: A Legal
and Economic Analysis, University of Pennsylvania Law
Review, 127, p. 630.

Sharir, M. and Lerner, M. (2006) ‘Gauging the success
of social ventures initiated by individual social entre-
preneurs’, Journal of World Business, 41(1), pp. 6-20.

Simon, H. A. (1991) ‘Bounded Rationality and Organiza-
tional Learning’, Organization Science, 2(1), pp. 125-134.
Available at: https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/
a225615.pdf.

Stiglitz, J. E. (2000) ‘The contributions of the econom-
ics of information to twentieth century economics,
Quarterly Journal of Economics, 115(4), pp. 1441-1478.

Stock, P. and Burton, R. J. F. (2011) ‘Defining terms for
integrated (multi-inter-trans-disciplinary) sustainabil-
ity research’, Sustainability, 3(8), pp. 1090-1113.

Stokols, D. (2006) ‘Toward a science of transdiscipli-
nary action research, American Journal of Community
Psychology, 38(1-2), pp. 63-77.

Stubbs, W. and Cocklin, C. (2008) ‘Conceptualizing a
“sustainability business model”, Organization and
Environment, 21(2), pp. 103-127.

Upward, A. and Jones, P. (2016) ‘An Ontology for
Strongly Sustainable Business Models: Defining an
Enterprise Framework Compatible With Natural and
Social Science’, Organization and Environment, 29(1),
pp. 97-123.

84

Verbeke, A. (2013) International business strategy.
Cambridge University Press.

VLIRUQS (2019) IUC 2017 Phase 1 UCB-B. Avail-
able at: https://www.liruos.be/en/projects/
project/22?pid=3607 (Accessed: 20 January 2021).

Wickson, F., Carew, A. L. and Russell, A. W. (2006)
‘Transdisciplinary research: characteristics, quandaries
and quality’, Futures, 38(9), pp. 1046-1059.

World Bank Group (2019a) Economy Profile of Bolivia.
Doing Business 2020. World Bank, Washington DC.
Available at: https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/
handle/10986/32998.

World Bank Group (2018b) GDP per capita (cur-
rent USS) - Latin America ¢ Caribbean. Available at:
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GCDP.PCAP.
CD?end=2019&locations=Z)J&most_recent_value_
desc=false&start=2019&view=map (Accessed: 20 Janu-
ary 2021).

Yip, A. W. and Bocken, N. M. (2018) ‘Sustainable busi-
ness model archetypes for the banking industry’, Jour-
nal of Cleaner Production, 174, pp. 150-169.

Yurdakul, D., Atik, D. and Dholakia, N. (2017) ‘Redefin-
ing the bottom of the pyramid from a marketing per-
spective, Marketing Theory, 17(3), pp. 289-303.



Journal of Business Models (2021), Vol. 9, No. 2, pp. 72-86

Appendix 1: Interview protocols

Questionnaire for Entrepreneurs 3.

1.

N oou s WwN

.

10.

1.

12.

13.

14.

Questionnaire for organizations 10.

1.

Tell me about yourself (studies, family situation
(kids, married, brothers, profession...)

Can you describe your day-to-day routine?

What product/service is being provided?

To whom?

How many customers have been served?

Where are you providing your products/services?

What are the major costs of your activity (materi-
als, labor,...)?

How is your activity funded?
Do you consider yourself as an entrepreneur?
Is there an entrepreneurial culture in San Jose? 6.

What are the main problems of your business
activity? 7.

What type of support do you need as an entrepre-
neur (financials, networking, legal, coaching,...)?

What are the organizations or people in Bolivia
(San Jose, Santa Cruz, etc.) who can support of
entrepreneurs like yourself?

Are you part of a network or a group? Can you
describe how's that working?

Can you describe the mission of your organization?
(Association, NGO, Government, Training, Financ-
ing, Education, Other)?

Describe your organization: legal status, years of .

operation, founders, capital, top management,
board of directors (if applicable) and other rel-

evant information about the management of the 12.

organization.
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Is there a culture for Entrepreneurship in San Jose
de Chiguitos? What is the most relevant activity
for entrepreneurs in San Jose de Chiquitos?

What is your relationship with Entrepreneurship/
Entrepreneurs in the city of San Jose de Chiquitos?

Policy environment for Social (vulnerable) entre-
preneurs: a. What is the role of the government
in supporting entrepreneurship: programs, needs
or constraints? b. What is your perception of the
policy environment: ease to create new businesses,
taxes, incentives, regulations, grants, other pro-
grams) c. Are there any other institutions or organ-
izations having an influence in the organization's
environment?

What are the principal obstacles in the local market
for your organization?

Do you consider there is sufficient and qualified
human capital to stimulate entrepreneurship/sup-
port entrepreneurs? If not, what types of profiles
are missing.

Infrastructure: what is your perception (Electric-
ity, Telecommunications - internet, water, gas and
transport)

Can you please describe the Business Environment
for your organization? Competitors, supply chain,
informal competition, and other relevant aspects.)

Support: a. What type of support is available to
Entrepreneurs in the city: (networking, training,
mentorship, coaching, legal, funding) b. Who pro-
vides this support?

What do you consider is further needed to stimu-
late entrepreneurship in the city of San Jose de
Chiguitos?

What are the relevant entrepreneurs/entrepre-
neurial organisations in San Jose de Chiquitos?
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