Annekatrin Meilnenr, Suleika Bort,
Erinch Sahan (eds.)

BUSINESS DESIGN

Case Studies and Critical Reflections

[transcript] New Economies

https://doi.org/10. .14361/9783839476529 https: //www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - O


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Annekatrin Meifdner, Suleika Bort, Erinch Sahan (eds.)
Doughnut Economics for Regenerative Business Design

New Economies | s

https://doi.org/10. inlibr - Open Access - TS|



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Editorial

Our current economic systems are not geared towards the satisfaction of needs
and the care for our environment and our fellow human beings, but solely towards
growth and profit. The consequences of this are a constant reproduction of social
inequalities along the axes of class, race and gender as well as the isolation of indi-
viduals and the destruction of nature.

The New Economy book series provides explanations for these multiple crises of
our time and opens up possibilities for a sustainable, solidarity-based economy. It
provides an editorial space for heterodox empirical research, paving the way for plu-
ralistic, interdisciplinary and self-reflexive economics.

Annekatrin Meif3ner works as a postdoctoral researcher and managing director of
the Institute of Applied Ethics in Business and Education at the University of Pas-
sau, Germany. There, she also graduated in intercultural and business studies with
a focus on the Ibero-Romance cultural region and completed a PhD in social phi-
losophy and business ethics. In her teaching and research, she concentrates on the
ethical foundations of sustainable transformation within business and the econ-
omy, and on broader questions of business ethics and global responsibility.
Suleika Bort holds the Chair of International Management and Social En-
trepreneurship at the University of Passau, Germany. She graduated in business
administration and holds a PhD from Mannheim University. Her research is
placed at the intersection of international management, sustainability and social
entrepreneurship.

Erinch Sahan is the associate director for Investment at the Joseph Rowntree Foun-
dation. Until 2025 he was the business and enterprise lead at Doughnut Economics
Action Lab. Previously, Erinch served as the CEO of the World Fair Trade Organi-
zation, taught sustainability at various universities, and was in leadership roles at
Oxfam, the Australian Government and Procter & Gamble. He has served on several
boards, including the Social Enterprise World Forum and Finance Innovation Lab.
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Doughnut Economics for Regenerative and Distributive
Business Design

Annekatrin MeiBner, Suleika Bort, Erinch Sahan

In this chapter, we introduce the concept of Doughnut Economics and explain its
relevance, its forward-looking nature, and why we consider this concept to be at the
core of a regenerative and distributive business design. We explore the question of
corporate responsibility in reshaping economic structures, drawing on Iris Marion
Young's (2006) understanding of global responsibility. The underlying assumption of
this book is that changing unjust economic structures requires both an outer organ-
isational transformation, i.e. changes beyond the borders of an organisation and an
inner organisational transformation, i.e., changes in the design within the organi-
sation, which are interconnected and cannot be viewed in isolation. We then discuss
how organisations' can transform with the help of a regenerative and distributive
business design. Finally, we present the underlying methodology for the selection
of the case studies and the structure of the book.

Introducing the Concept of Doughnut Economics

Climate change, biodiversity loss and growing societal inequalities are only some
of the pressing issues of the 21st century that defy simple answers. In 2025, Earth
Overshoot Day fell on July 24™, indicating that, on a global scale, humanity is con-
suming nature 1.8x faster than our planet’s ecosystems can regenerate (Global Foot-
print Network 2025). One way of explaining the overshoot is due to the fact that hu-
manity consumes resources faster than the speed at which these resources can be
replenished. Such excessive use undermines the security of essential resources. The
effects of ecological overexploitation are visible in phenomena such as deforesta-
tion, soil degradation, biodiversity loss, and the accumulation of carbon dioxide in
the atmosphere, which contribute to more frequent extreme weather events and a

1 Our main focus in the book lies on for-profit companies but we also address not-for-profit
organisations. Thus, we will use the term organisations to include them both.
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decline in food production. Some of these effects are already in place and cannot be
reversed.

Lewis Akenji, member of the Club of Rome and of the board of the Global Foot-
print Network, states:

“Overshoot will end. The question is how: by design or by disaster. A
planned transition gives us better security than ceding to the whims of a
planet thrown off balance by overshoot” (Club of Rome 2025).

The concept of planetary boundaries, developed by Johan Rockstrém and colleagues
in 2015 and revised in 2019 and 2023, highlights that as of 2023, six out of nine plan-
etary boundaries have already been crossed (Climate Change, Biosphere Integrity,
Biogeochemical Flows, Land-System Change, Freshwater Change, Novel Entities)
(Rockstrom et al. 2009, Richardson et al. 2023). The planetary boundaries frame-
work is based on Earth system science and identifies nine processes crucial for the
stability and resilience of the Earth system as a whole. The further these boundaries
are exceeded, the more uncertain the continued stable functioning of the Earth’s sys-
tems becomes. Organisations and the economic system in which they operate, in-
fluence the Earth’s system in major ways. Against this backdrop, a transformation
in how we conduct economic activities is imperative because it is a matter of human
survival.

Recently, various approaches, such as the circular economy, regenerative business,
the Economy for the Common Good approach, the wellbeing economy, post-growth,
degrowth, systems thinking and many others, have emerged as potential alterna-
tives to address the shortcomings of the current economic system. Inspired by and
in addition to many of these approaches, economist Kate Raworth introduced the
concept of the Doughnut Economy in 2012. The Doughnut Economy takes up the
idea of planetary boundaries (Rockstrém et al. 2009) as an environmental ceiling
and combines it with a social foundation comprising 12 social dimensions that are
derived from the social priorities specified in the United Nations Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs), such as gender equality, health and education (Raworth 2017:
295). On a global level, none of the 12 social priorities has so far been achieved.

The Doughnut consists of two concentric rings: a social foundation to ensure that
no one is left falling short of life’s essentials, and an ecological ceiling to ensure
that humanity does not collectively overshoot the planetary boundaries that protect
Earth’s life-supporting systems. Between these two sets of boundaries lies a dough-
nut-shaped space that is both ecologically safe and socially just: a space in which
humanity can thrive.

Currently, humanity’s economic activity is causing an overshoot on at least six of
the nine planetary boundaries, resulting in a shortfall on life’s essentials for many
millions of people around the world. The current Doughnut portrait of humanity
demonstrates the crises that our economies have generated (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Current global status of shortfall and overshoot in the Doughnut of social and plane-

tary boundaries
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Source: Fanning/Raworth 2025: 49.

To reverse the overshoot of planetary boundaries and the shortfall in life’s essen-
tials that our economies are generating, it has become clear that we need to rethink
the economy. To help support this, Doughnut Economics emerged based on seven
ways of thinking and doing economics that differ significantly from conventional
economics: (1) Change the Goals — from GDP to the Doughnut, (2) See the Big Picture
— from self-contained market to embedded economy, (3) Nurture Human Nature -
from rational economic man to social adaptable humans, (4) Get Savvy with Systems
- from mechanical equilibrium to dynamic complexity, (5) Design to Distribute —
from ‘growth will even it up again’ to distributive by design, (6) Create to Regenerate
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— from ‘growth will clean it up again’ to regenerative by design, (7) Be Agnostic about
Growth - from growth-addicted to growth-agnostic (Raworth 2017).

In the context of our book, we will elaborate in greater detail on the ‘design to
distribute’ and ‘create to regenerate’ areas of Doughnut Economics, focusing on ap-
plying this to the way businesses are designed. In particular, we want to clarify our
understanding of these two approaches — first in a macroeconomic context as re-
generative and distributive economic design, and then in an organisational context
as regenerative and distributive business design, always considering that both per-
spectives are interconnected and enable each other (Raworth 2017: 229).

Based on the dictionary of ecology (Schaefer 2012), the term regeneration con-
cerning ecosystems has two meanings: Firstly, it highlights the ability of ecosystems
to recover from a change in structure and function caused by extreme factors — to
function after the cessation of a disturbance and to restore the state that prevailed
before the negative influence/impact (regeneration capacity). An example would be
the regeneration of a lake after the discharge of wastewater has ceased. Secondly,
the term signifies the repair of an ecosystem through interventions that utilise its
regeneration capacity. For example, the regeneration areas in a drained raised bog
(Schaefer 2012: 242). However, the overshoot of our planetary boundaries and the
damage to our ecosystems is not caused by a single extreme factor, but rather by
the inherent design of our economy, which externalises costs onto ecosystems and
human beings.

As Raworth points out,

“Economics, it turns out, is not a matter of discovering laws: it is essentially
a question of design” (Raworth 2017: 211).

We follow Wahl's (2022) definition of design, which he understands in a very broad
sense as “human intentionality expressed through interactions and relationships”
(Wahl 2022:124). For example, our economic system is designed to perform a certain
function based on a set of intentions and this design in turn defines and shapes the
interactions and relationships between the users of that particular medium of ex-
change (Wahl 2022:124). So, “design expresses and creates culture” (Wahl 2022.:124).
This means that design is something that is socially created and it follows a world-
view, and a worldview follows design (Wahl 2022: 131). Consequently, to transform
our economies so that they become ecologically regenerative and socially distribu-
tive, redesigning is an essential way to change the worldview and understanding of
economics and business practice.

The concept of a regenerative economic design represents the opposite of the
degenerative linear economy design we all know, which follows the idea of taking
resources and making products or services that are then used often only for a very
short time. In other words, the take-make-use-lose model. Consider for example
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the fast fashion industry, which generates ever-growing amounts of waste, leading
to the pollution of oceans, water and air around the planet.

A ‘regenerative’ economic design refers to a design based on “a commitment to
the life processes inherent in ecological design” (Wahl 2022:12) and aligns with the
living world, which thrives by continually recycling life’s building blocks such as car-
bon, oxygen, water, nitrogen and phosphorus. It enables the natural cycles, which
were broken by industrial activity, to be revitalised and to flow again (Raworth 2017:
212). In other words, it works with and within the cycles of the living world.

Figure 2: The Butterfly Economy: Regenerative by Design

Source: Raworth 2017: 220.

Such a circular economy - or butterfly economy, as Raworth terms it — is regener-
ative by design based on cradle-to-cradle thinking (Braungart et al. 2007). The con-
cept of ‘Cradle-to-Cradle’ entails the use of renewable energy and eradicates waste
by design grounded on the principle “waste equals food”. The butterfly emerges on
the basis of two renewable materials which are differentiated, and which constitute
the two wings of the butterfly (Figure 2): On one wing, biological nutrients, such as
plants, animals or soil, become the source of production and are never ‘used up’ as
they regenerate and capture value at each stage of decomposition. “The key to using
them endlessly is to: ensure that they are harvested no faster than nature regener-
ates them” (Raworth 2017: 221). On the other wing of the butterfly, technical nutrients
— such as plastics, synthetics and metals, which do not naturally decompose — are
designed to be restored through repair, reuse, refurbishment and (as alast resort) re-
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cycling (Raworth 2017: 222). But it is also important to acknowledge that currently,
no industrial loop can recapture and reuse 100% of its materials. Nevertheless, in
a “regenerative economy, that material throughflow is transformed into round-flow”
(Raworth 2017: 223), minimising the loss of matter and heat.

The concept of distributive economic design refers to the idea of redesigning our
economy as a distributive network of flows that can alter the distribution of income,
wealth, time, opportunity and power in a way that helps to bring everyone above
the Doughnut’s social foundation and reduce inequalities. While the current divi-
sive design of finance, business and trade tends to concentrate value and oppor-
tunity in the hands of a few, distributive design shares opportunity and value with
all who co-create it (Sahan/van Winden 2022: 7). Itis no longer about waiting for
economic growth to reduce inequality but about designing diverse and distribu-
tive networks based on the principles of nature’s thriving networks. Nature’s de-
sign, based on a balanced system of efficiency and resilience, shows that networks
are excellent structures for reliably distributing resources throughout a whole sys-
tem (Raworth 2017: 175).

“Efficiency occurs when a system streamlines and simplifies its resource flow to
achieve its aims, say by channelling resources directly between the larger nodes.
Resilience, however, depends upon diversity and redundancy in the network,
which means that here are ample alternative connections and options in times
of shock of change. Too much efficiency makes a system vulnerable (as global
financial regulators realised too late in 2008) while too much resilience makes it
stagnant: vitality and robustness lie in balance between the two” (Raworth 2017:
175).

Doughnut economics points all actors towards efforts to redesign businesses em-
bedded in these ideas of regenerative and distributive economic design. In partic-
ular, it focuses on the transformations in business design that can enable and un-
lock ambitious social and ecological action. While the responsibility for driving this
transformation is broad and sometimes unspecified, it is particularly important for
stakeholders who possess the most agency to drive such changes in design.
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Corporate Responsibility for Changing Unjust Global Economic Structures

To discuss the question of how and why organisations bear responsibility for re-
structuring the frameworks of our economic system, we will refer to Iris Marion
Young’s social connection model of responsibility (Young 2006). In her work, Young
points out that the current understanding of causal responsibility and the liabil-
ity model are limited regarding questions of accountability in the context of global
economic structures. A central critique of the liability model is its inability to cap-
ture indirect interactions. This poses a significant challenge, particularly for issues
of global justice, as the increasing entanglement of economic processes, such as
those seen in global supply chains, makes the direct causal attribution of respon-
sibility more difficult. There are numerous situations in which no clear perpetrator
can be identified for the suffering or difficulties others face. This subsequently leads
to two tendencies: an increasing diffusion of responsibility, whereby responsibility
is shifted onto others, or an overwhelming sense of responsibility when everyone is
held accountable for everything (Young 2006).

Young addresses this deficiency with her concept of responsibility rooted in so-
cial connectedness and the accompanying understanding of global shared respon-
sibility. She aims to bridge the gaps in responsibility attribution for consequences
arising from structural injustices, such as exploitative working conditions in global
supply chains or environmental pollution. According to Young, structural injustice
exists

“when social processes put large categories of persons under a systematic threat
of domination or deprivation of the means to develop and exercise their capac-
ities, at the same time as these processes enable others to dominate or have a
wide range of opportunities for developing and exercising their capacities” (Young
2006:114).

Exploitative relations within global supply chains, according to Young, are expres-
sions of structural injustice, characterised by the fact that they result from the ac-
tions of numerous individuals and institutions pursuing their own goals and inter-
ests within existing institutional rules and accepted norms.

Young speaks of a shared prospective responsibility that addresses all stake-
holders, which does not imply that everyone bears equal responsibility. Rather, as
Young elucidates, this responsibility is determined by four criteria: power, privileged
position, interest, and collective ability. The criterion of power relates to varying de-
grees of potential and actual possibility, such as access to resources and the ability
toinfluence processes and their outcomes. Actors occupying a relatively privileged
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position within these structures bear greater moral responsibility for organised
corrective efforts “because they are able to adapt to changed circumstances
without suffering serious deprivation” (Young 2006: 128).

The underlying assumption of this book is that changing unjust economic structures
needs both an outer organisational transformation, i.e. changes beyond the borders
of an organisation and an inner organisational transformation, i.e. changes in the
design within the organisation, which are interconnected and cannot be viewed in
isolation. In the following, we outline how organisations can transform their busi-
ness design.

Regenerative and Distributive Business Design Based
on Doughnut Economics

What does this all mean for organisations?

Applied to organisations, a regenerative business is one whose core business
helps to reconnect nature’s cycles and that embraces biosphere stewardship and
gives back to living systems as much as it can. “Because only generous design can
bring us back below the Doughnut’s ecological ceiling” (Raworth 2017: 218). To
create generous designs, the approach of biomimicry can be taken as inspiration.
Biomimicry, initiated by Janine Benyus, takes nature as our model, measure and
mentor in a quest to learn and mimic life’s cyclical processes — for example, by
constructing buildings whose biomimetic living walls would sequester carbon
dioxide, release oxygen, and filter the surrounding air (Raworth 2017: 218f, 227).

A shift in mindset is needed which asks, “How many diverse benefits can we layer
into the design?” instead of “How much financial value can we extract from this?”
(Raworth 2017: 227). As Raworth points out, there might be some overlap between
the two ambitions, but if business is only interested in that overlap, regenerative
design will fall short of its potential (Raworth 2017: 228). In fact, in many cases — and
especially in challenging, competitive situations and under resource constraints —
we see that the R (Regenerative) always comes after the P (Profit).

While a regenerative business focuses on ecological aspects, a distributive busi-
ness is created to distribute financial wealth and other value sources, including
income, knowledge, time, and power, in an equitable way (Raworth 2017). For ex-
ample, here, Raworth highlights the importance of the open-source circular econ-
omy, which is based on the principles of modularity, open standards, open source
and open data (Raworth 2017: 230). One of the central questions of design is “Who
owns the labour?” For enterprises to be inherently distributive of the value they
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create, the two design principles of rooted membership and stakeholder finance
are key and can flip the dominant ownership model as Kelly points out (Kelly 2012:
18). “From not-for-profits to community interest companies, the bottom-up exper-
iment in redesign is giving rise to a network of enterprise alternatives” (Raworth
2017:191). This allows organisations to contribute to the transformation from a di-
visive design to a distributive one.

Regenerative and distributive business design includes a wide range of innovative
practices. With our case studies, we focus on the deep design of business which en-
compasses its purpose, networks, governance, ownership and financing, and shapes
its strategic decisions and operational impacts, and ultimately determines whether
or not businesses can transform to become part of a regenerative and distributive
future (Sahan et al. 2022). The five design traits Purpose, Governance, Networks,
Ownership and Finance were identified by the author and theorist Marjorie Kelly
(Kelly 2012) and are central for shaping inner organisational transformation.

In applying this framework alongside Doughnut Economics, the question becomes:
how do we move away from a design of the world of business that has resulted in a
degenerative and divisive economy to one that is regenerative and distributive? And
to do so, the question at the heart of the design of business must move from “how
much value can we extract through this enterprise?” and instead become “how many
benefits can we generate through this enterprise?”. Figure 3 outlines the five design
traits that helps to transform the design of business.

Figure 3: The Five Design Traits to Transform the Deep Design of Business
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Source: Doughnut Economics Action Lab 2024: 40.
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Purpose

A company’s purpose describes why it exists and guides its activities. During the
20™ century and into the 21%, the purpose of businesses has centred on maximising
profits and satisfying shareholder interests. In regenerative and distributive busi-
nesses, however, purpose focuses on a higher goal that aligns with the ecological and
social needs of the planet. Rather than being confined to a formal statement, a com-
pany’s purpose is manifested through its actions, culture, products, and services.
For instance, a company pursuing the purpose of contributing to human health and
nutrition could provide products and engage in activities focused on nutritious and
affordable food. To maintain long-term strategic commitment to its purpose, an or-
ganisation must embed it into its other deep design traits.

Network

The Network design trait refers to the relations of the organisations to their inter-
nal and external stakeholders. These stakeholders include employees, communities,
competitors, supply chain partners, governments, customers and others. In conven-
tional organisations, these networks are typically operations-driven, focusing pri-
marily on efficiency, cost-effectiveness and the minimisation of risks. However, in
a regenerative and distributive business design, the organisation’s purpose funda-
mentally shapes these network relationships. For example, organisations with a re-
generative and distributive business design prioritise long-term partnerships with
suppliers over short-term transactions, incorporating fair and stable pricing agree-
ments and codes of conduct. Similarly, to transform degenerative and divisive in-
dustry standards, regenerative and distributive businesses often collaborate with
NGOs, competitors, and the government to amplify their impact.

Governance

Corporate governance is generally understood as the system of rules, processes, and
practices by which companies are directed and controlled (Cadbury 2000). It encom-
passes three key aspects: the composition of the board of directors, the distribution
of shareholders’ rights, and the methods of information disclosure. Today’s com-
pany boards are often dominated by shareholder interests, prioritising their inter-
ests in decision-making. In contrast, regenerative and distributive businesses adopt
a more inclusive approach to governance, balancing the interests of diverse stake-
holders, including shareholders, employees, customers, suppliers and the broader
community. Multi-stakeholder boards, which represent a broad range of interests,
and diversity in gender, nationality, and age, are key mechanisms for addressing
trade-offs between ecological, social, and financial goals. Additionally, granting vot-
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ing rights to NGOs or trusts and foundations that are purpose-focused can serve
as mission-lock mechanisms that protect the company’s purpose against external
pressures and narrow commercial interests.

Ownership

Business owners typically hold the authority to determine the organisation’s pur-
pose and strategic direction. They also hold the rights to the profits that are gen-
erated. Traditionally, ownership is concentrated among founders, senior executives
or external investors, whose individual motivations heavily influence the organisa-
tion’s strategy. While some owners may align their businesses with broader societal
or ecological goals, conventional ownership structures often prioritise short-term
financial returns. Moreover, these conventional ownership forms frequently con-
centrate decision-making power in the hands of those not directly involved in oper-
ating the business or those who may not prioritise the organisation’s social or eco-
logical purpose. In response, alternative ownership models have emerged to balance
power among various stakeholders and align governance with purpose. These alter-
native ownership models include businesses owned by foundations, trusts, mem-
bers (cooperatives), employees and communities — and a myriad of hybrid models
that have emerged. For instance, models such as steward-ownership, community
ownership, platform cooperatives and employee-ownership trusts are spreading.
Each model has distinct implications for how businesses operate and their capac-
ity to align with broader societal and ecological goals.

Finance

Abusiness’s financing structure, as well as the expectations associated with specific
financial mechanisms shapes its ability to become regenerative and distributive.
Traditional sources of finance such as debt (borrowing) and equity (issuing shares)
often hold firms back from effectively balancing profit with social and ecological im-
pact. The pursuit of high, rapid financial returns can conflict with commitments to
long-term investments in social and ecological goals. For example, developing a sus-
tainable supply chain may seem costly in the short term, making it undesirable un-
der conventional financing models, but it can provide significant long-term bene-
fits, embedding resilience into the business. Alternative forms of finance can be a
more suitable option for regenerative and distributive businesses, since they con-
siderlonger time horizons, implement new liquidity mechanisms, and shift investor
expectations. For instance, crowdfunding enables a broader base of individual in-
vestors to support ventures with regenerative and distributive goals that may not
receive backing from traditional financial sources. There is a host of alternative fi-
nancing models for start-ups and early-stage businesses that may be a better fit than
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pursuing venture capital financing, such as revenue-based finance, impact-linked
financing, and convertible grants, to name a few (Patton Power 2021). When organi-
sations pursue purpose-aligned finance, they can retain control over decision-mak-
ing while offering investors a fair return on investment.

Methodology and Structure of the Case Study Workbook

The case studies in this book were selected based on the following three criteria: (1)
ecologically regenerative and/or socially distributive purpose orientation, (2) par-
ticularly innovative practice in one of the design traits, (3) based or active in Ger-
man-speaking countries. The first criterion was the most important one, as it high-
lights the difference between regenerative and distributive organisations and those
that give precedence to profit maximisation above all else. With our case studies, we
aim to show that the prioritisation of a regenerative and distributive purpose can
be combined with profit generation — but not with a preference for profit maximi-
sation. The particularly innovative practice, as the second criterion, is of high im-
portance as the examples show how inner organisational structural change in the
design traits contributes to achieving the regenerative and distributive purpose of
the organisation. The third criterion is based on the research gap in German-speak-
ing countries on this specific topic.

With every organisation, between one and three expert interviews were con-
ducted by the author following the paradigm of qualitative empirical research
methodology. To enhance the validity of the findings, additional sources such as
company websites, podcasts, impact reports, and media articles were also analysed.
The interviews were carried out based on a standardised questionnaire, which was
individually adapted to the respective organisation and the corresponding design
trait. The interviews were then transcribed, coded and analysed using qualitative
data analysis methods.

All case studies follow the same structure: Under each case study, there is alist of
the organisation’s regenerative and distributive purpose, the design traits it show-
cases and the innovative practice that it follows within a design trait, followed by the
key facts about each organisation. Then there is an introductory section explaining
the regenerative and distributive purpose, business model and objectives, and im-
portant additional information about the organisatior’s founding and history. The
next section gives insights into the innovative practice of the specific design trait.
Afterwards follow two sections on how the innovative design enables regenerative
and distributive dynamics, and another section on the challenges arising from de-
signing the specific design trait around the innovative practice. Given the degree of
interactions and overlap between the design traits, the next section of the case stud-
ies explores these connections with other design traits. This section is followed by
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recommendations for organisations seeking to adapt their design traits based on
the presented case. To conclude each case study, the final section highlights how the
organisation with its innovative design trait contributes to inspiring economic re-
design beyond the business.

The first three case studies on the purpose design trait follow a slightly different
structure than those written on other design traits, as the focus is on clarifying how
aregenerative and distributive purpose is embedded across the overall design of the
organisation. This is also relevant for the other case studies as they were all selected
by the criterion of following a regenerative and/or distributive purpose.

We acknowledge that there is potentially a large number of other firms that are
also deploying regenerative and distributive business designs that we did not in-
clude. The innovation and interest in this topic are spreading fast, and developments
are encouraging. Nevertheless, we believe that all companies and organisations that
we cover have a unique and inspiring approach to designing a regenerative and/or
distributive business that could serve as an inspiration and provide insights for
other businesses.
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Case Study: WEtell

Nelly Rahimy

Purpose: Regenerative and Distributive Mobile Communications
Design Trait: Purpose

Key Facts

WEtell is Germany'’s first sustainable mobile communications provider, committed
not only to minimising CO, emissions but also to generating its own green energy
through photovoltaic systems. The company upholds the values of ecological sus-
tainability, social fairness and data protection.

Seat: Freiburg

Established: 2019

Founders: Nico Tucher, Alma Spribille, Andreas Schmucker, Benjamin Thaidigsman
Ownership: Verantwortungseigentum (Steward Ownership)

Legal Form: Limited Liability Company

Employees: 26

Webpage: https://www.WEtell.de/

Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: “Regenerative and Distributive
Mobile Communications”

In 2018, Alma Spribille, Nico Tucher, Andreas Schmucker and Benjamin Thaidigs-
man decided they could no longer wait for the sustainability transition to occur
without them. With sustainable infrastructure emerging in various sectors such as
energy, smartphones, food, clothing, and transport, they sought a yet-untouched
area where they could make a significant impact. They identified a glaring gap in
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sustainable mobile communications, with likes, phone calls, and photos contribut-
ing as much CO, emissions as domestic air travel.

Did you know that...
The mobile communications industry causes as much CO, emissions as
Germany’s domestic air travel? (WEtell 2025)

By 2019, WEtell was officially founded, with the aim of revolutionising mobile com-
munications in Germany. By launching its company with a crowdfunding campaign,
WEtell quickly sold 1,200 vouchers for mobile phone tariffs. Within three months,
WEtell had installed 1,000 solar panels, producing more than enough energy for its
17,000 Customers.

Insights into the Purpose of Regenerative
and Distributive Mobile Telecommunication

WEtell’s DNA is firmly anchored in sustainability. The company’s goal extends be-
yond reducing its environmental footprint— it aims to reshape the mobile commu-
nications landscape. This includes not only CO, emission reduction and compensa-
tion but also defending customer privacy and promoting transparency and fairness
in the market.

In essence, WEtell’s mission boils down to sustainability:

“We don’t do sustainability to sell mobile services. We offer mobile services
to promote sustainability.” — Nico Tucher, Co-Founder

The founders’ work reflects a regenerative philosophy that acknowledges the respon-
sibility businesses have towards the ecosystems they operate within, both environ-
mentally and socially. Nico Tucher describes his personal motivation in the following
way:

“If you're truly serious about purpose, it's not just about sustainability. At its core,
| believe it's about something deeper—like love and connection to this planet.
That's what people feel when they go out into nature — a sense of connection, like
they're part of the bigger picture. If | can feel and sense that, then | won't destroy
this planet. Instead, I'll do everything in my power to keep it functional, whatever
kind of organism itis.”

Specifically, the firm has identified four areas that define its purpose: climate action
and the interrelated areas of fairness, transparency and data protection.
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Figure 1: WEtell Purpose and Steward-Ownership

New Economy is calling!
Rethinking the mobile
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itself
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Ultimate credibility. The /

company can never be fully
or partially sold. Decisions are made solely
by employees. Investors
have no voting rights.

Source: Modified design based on WEtell 2025.

Climate Action

WEtell’s philosophy asserts that simply reducing its environmental footprint is not
enough: it must be regenerative, positively contributing to the rebuilding of nat-
ural ecosystems. This commitment is reflected in three key approaches: (1) avoid-
ing carbon emissions wherever possible, (2) offsetting all emissions generated by
the operation of the mobile network infrastructure—despite it not being owned by
WEtell—through biochar projects, and (3) investing in the expansion of renewable
energy sources. WEtell supports the transition to clean energy by producing its own
electricity through self-built photovoltaic systems, generating more energy than its
operations require and feeding the surplus back into the national grid.

“We install so much photovoltaics that more electricity is fed into the Ger-
man grid than all these mobile communications with all the masts and so
on need for anyone.” — Nico Tucher
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Fairness, Data Protection and Transparency

WEtell acknowledges that it is part of a larger system, and social fairness is integral
to its sustainability mission. The company is committed to data privacy and ensures
that customers’ data remains secure.

For example, after careful deliberation, WEtell realised it might face a compet-
itive disadvantage by not using common data tracking methods such as Google
Analytics or Facebook Pixel. The company decided to test these data analysis tools
for studying customer behaviour. To maintain transparency, it announced this trial
through multiple channels, including its blog and newsletter. As Mareike Kithnel,
Marketing Manager, recalls, after the trial period WEtell realised that “the value
gained didr't justify any potential risks to data privacy, so we reversed the decision”.

Fairness also extends to addressing “green luxury”, the idea that sustainable
products are often more expensive and therefore pose a luxury good. WEtell’'s
tariffs, which encapsulate all its values, are more costly than comparable options.
However, as Mareike Kithnel points out, “I believe that sustainable and, above all,
fairly produced services are not actually too expensive; rather, they have the price
they are truly worth, and everything else is too cheap.”

Recognising that some people cannot afford fair and sustainable mobile com-
munication, WEtell launched the “FAIRstirker” initiative. This allows regular cus-
tomers to opt to pay more, enabling financially disadvantaged customers to access
services at reduced rates.

WEtell’s value of fairness also extends to its relationships with customers. The
company promises fair and respectful service — no computers, no waiting line. This
is in line with its loving and respectful relationships throughout. As Nico Tucher
recalls,

“I was at a trade fair recently, and a woman came up to me—she must have been
in her early 50s. She wanted to know what we do, so | explained and mentioned
some technical details. Then | talked about our service, and | said, "When you call
us, within 10 to 15 seconds, a real person picks up the phone and takes your issue
seriously. The woman started tearing up. She said in today's digital world, every-
thing is optimised for processes, but no one really takes you seriously as a human
when you call a customer hotline.”

Impact Measurement

From the outset, WEtell has been deeply invested in measuring and communicating
its impact. The company has completed its second Economy of the Common Good

https://doi.org/10. inlibr - Open Access - TS|



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Nelly Rahimy: Case Study: WEtell

Balance Sheet, achieving an above-average score of 547 points’, which reflects its
commitment to transparency and social responsibility. This score serves as a tangi-
ble metric that highlights WEtell’s efforts to operate in line with the principles of the
Economy of the Common Good.

“Of course, we have a lot of KPIs, especially in marketing, where a lot is about
how many sales came in or how many people visited our homepage. So, there are
these classic things where you can simply check if what we're doing is resonating.
Personally, | also think, well, we’'ve now done the second Common Good Balance
Sheet, and | was involved in both, as | helped write the report. For me, that was a
really beautiful way to see what we have achieved.” — Mareike Kithnel

WEtell also closely monitors other key performance indicators, including its energy
production and consumption. The company tracks the amount of energy it produces
from renewable sources and ensures that its mobile telecommunication services are
powered by green energy. In addition, WEtell keeps detailed records of how many
FAIRstirkers they have been able to engage.

How the Purpose of Regenerative and Distributive Mobile
Telecommunication is Embedded across the Design of the Business

Ownership Design

Early on, WEtell questioned how to safeguard its purpose as the company grew and
faced potential profit-driven temptations. Its solution was the steward-ownership
model. It did not take long for WEtell to embrace this model, integrating it into its
business structure to ensure long-term purpose alignment.

As a steward-owned company, WEtell operates with three distinct types of
shares.

- A-shares (majority shares): Owned by those actively working at the company,
these shares ensure that only insiders who understand the business make criti-
cal decisions.

- B-Shares: Hold veto rights for decisions affecting the company’s fundamental
purpose such as selling the company. In WEtell’s case, 1% of the voting rights (B-
Shares) are held by the Purpose Foundation.

1 A maximum of 1,000 Common Good points can be achieved. Minus points are awarded for
practices that are detrimental to the Common Good, which can amount to a maximum of
minus 3,600 points. On average, companies have scored 300 pointsin 2017 (Felber/Hagelberg
2017).
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« C-Shares: Granted to founders to compensate for their initial risk and invest-
ment. These shares do not influence decision-making and eventually become
void after payout, returning to WEtell GmbH.

By anchoring its purpose through steward-ownership, WEtell ensures that it always
prioritises sustainable mobile phone networks. As profits are reinvested into the
company instead of given to shareholders, WEtell has the freedom to allocate its
finances toward its purpose. For example, 3.9% of its expenditure is dedicated to
building photovoltaic stations or carbon capture projects. Moreover, removing the
pressure to maximise profit enables WEtell to choose its partners based on sustain-
ability criteria rather than profit potential.

Furthermore, the steward-ownership model prevents power from being con-
centrated with external shareholders or investors. Instead, decision-making power
remains with active members of the company. WEtell supports decentralised deci-
sion-making, giving employees a direct role in shaping the company’s future. The
founding team, alongside employees, actively participates in governance, reinforc-
ing a culture of transparency and shared responsibility.

Governance Design

The governance of WEtell is structured to ensure active involvement in the company.
Decision-making power is distributed among WEtell's steward-owners, who hold
equal voting shares. Currently, these voting shares are divided among four individ-
uals: the founders Alma Spribille, Andreas Schmucker, and Nico Tucher, as well as
Ian Davidson, WEtell’s brand lead, who played a key role in building the company’s
identity. All four hold equal voting rights and share strategic responsibility.

The number of voting shares is not fixed. Additional members could be included
in the future, or the group could be reduced. Initially, the founders determined the
composition of this circle, as their strategic roles naturally aligned with governance
responsibilities. However, WEtell aims to develop a process that would allow other
employees to take part in governance decisions over time.

Operationally, WEtell functions with flat hierarchies and a trust-based culture,
where open communication is encouraged. Employees are actively involved in de-
cision-making processes and can voice their opinions freely without fear of reper-
cussion. For instance, WEtell implements the SCRUM method for regular strategy
and values alignment meetings, and employees even participate in financial plan-
ning discussions. This collective approach fosters a sense of shared ownership and
purpose.

The company’s ownership structure, free from external influences, allows the
founding team to delegate decision-making authority to the most relevant experts
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within WEtell. For example, the service team independently sets its own priorities
and strategies for smaller projects, consulting the founders primarily for support.
Decision-making at WEtell is deeply collaborative. While most decisions are
made within smaller working units, key decisions are often discussed with the
entire team. The goal is to find solutions that everyone can accept. For major deci-
sions, the team votes with veto rights, and if no consensus is reached, they apply
the principle of minimal resistance to find a solution that the majority agrees with.

“Our business practice is that we don't vote on the vast majority of things but aim
to find a solution that everyone can live with. [..] It's very rare for there to be any
kind of contentious votes.” — Nico Tucher

Network Design

Awareness of environmental issues like climate change and CO, emissions is cru-
cial for consumers to make informed decisions when choosing a mobile network
provider like WEtell. However, many people are unaware that their choice impacts
more than just price and data availability: it also affects privacy, CO, emissions, and
working conditions. To bridge this knowledge gap, WEtell places its network at the
core of its mission.

WEtell not only educates its customers and partners but also engages the broader
public. In 2022, the team participated in 14 podcast interviews, designed workshops
around sustainable phones, and took part in Fridays for Future protests. The com-
pany also created a network around the protests on Liizerath, where activists op-
posed the demolition of the village for coal mining expansion, to raise awareness for
climate action. Its presence in the sustainability space is extensive and few podcasts
on the topic have not featured WEtell. Beyond public engagement, they also focus on
educating policymakers, and actively lobby for climate protection measures.

“That's why WEtell is also active in this area. For example, through its work
on the board of the German Sustainable Economy Association or Alma Spri-
bille's involvement in the SME Advisory Board of the Ministry of Economic
Affairs and Climate Action. In this way, we push decisions towards sustain-
ability and contribute our ideas and expertise to the process.”— Nico Tucher

Trust
Akey aspect of embedding purpose into organisational design is establishing trust,

especially in a climate where public scepticism towards sustainability claims runs
high. Many startups with initially strong sustainability credentials have experienced
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backlash after scaling or exiting, leading to growing public doubt about whether
companies can remain true to their values over time.

Nico Tucher recalls a customer conversation that highlighted this issue: while he
was explaining WEtell’s mission and his commitment to never selling the company,
the customer responded with a sceptical laugh. ‘I believe you now. But what will it be
like in five years’ time? You can't say for sure yourself what it will be like then, then
you want to scale. And the scaling point is often the point at which you leave this
path, the values.”

To address this scepticism, WEtell combines measurable impact with a purpose-
focused legal form that is explicitly designed to protect its core mission. While the
company rigorously measures and communicates its impact through technical data,
it also acknowledges that most people neither have the time nor the expertise to
analyse these complexities. This is where WEtell's purpose becomes a powerful dif-
ferentiator: it builds an emotional connection that bridges the gap between hard
facts and human trust.

“But most people are not primarily technically minded and, above all, they are
not experts in the field. This means that what we actually need to achieve is to
precisely convey these emotions. Trust.” — Nico Tucher

Culture

WEtell’'s corporate culture is a key driver of its success. The purpose-driven mindset
and flat hierarchies foster a sense of empowerment and engagement among em-
ployees. Many team members joined WEtell after experiencing a disconnect between
their personal values and previous work environments. At WEtell, they discovered a
place where they could not only align their sense of purpose with their work but also
actively contribute to shaping the company’s culture. This alignment leads to high
levels of personal fulfilment, as one employee noted:

“I came from a company that wasn’t very value-driven. And | just really wanted
[..] to go somewhere where | could do meaningful work. And | never would have
thought of working for a mobile network provider.” — Mareike Kihnel

Transparency is central to WEtell’s culture. The entire team is regularly updated on
and involved in the company’s financial situation, strategic direction, and future
scenarios. This openness ensures that allemployees understand the state of the com-
pany, can voice concerns, and gain insights into the long-term vision, reinforcing
their trust and commitment to WEtell’s purpose.
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Challenges Arising from Designing Purpose around Regenerative
and Distributive Mobile Communications

Protecting WEtell's Values

Even with purpose embedded in its legal and financial structure, WEtell is not im-
mune to difficult decisions. As the company grows, it continually faces moments
where its commitment to its values must be carefully balanced against the pressures
and opportunities that come with scaling. Inevitably, trade-offs arise that require
WEtell to make deliberate choices about its priorities.

Example: Discount System for Customers

A typical example involves balancing trade-offs between growth and WEtell's com-
mitment to fairness for all customers. On one occasion, a major client requested 500
SIM cards and expected a significant discount in return. This demand sparked an in-
ternal debate: WEtell’s principles of fairness and transparency clashed with the cus-
tomer’s expectations. The issue was not merely about the financial decision; it was
about maintaining trustworthiness. Offering a discount to one large customer could
compromise the company’s promise of treating all customers equally, undermining
the trust it had worked so hard to build. To uphold its values, WEtell introduced a
transparent and fair discount system for customers who purchase large quantities
of SIM cards. While quietly providing a bespoke and negotiated discount would have
been easier and more commercially effective, the company chose transparency and
reinforced its values while also adapting to commercial realities.

Example: Introducing a Transparent Wage System

A powerful example of WEtell's collaborative culture is the recent introduction of a
transparent wage system in October 2023. The decision arose from the recognition
that the existing system no longer reflected market realities, particularly for spe-
cialised skills. The founders invited a team of employees to co-create a new, fairer
wage model. This group, which represented different parts of the company, worked
through various options and gathered feedback from the entire staff to ensure the
solution would be both competitive and transparent.

The process was not just technical but emotional. Discussing wages openly re-
vealed how deeply money and fairness are connected, even for those who primarily
view work through a values-driven lens. Mareike Kithnel reflected on this, noting
that “it was kind of an emotional moment to realise, oh, something actually did hap-
pen, and it’s totally crazy because you don't really want to tie emotions to money. You
want to focus on the idealistic existence.”
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Ultimately, the team proposed three models, and after collective discussion and
a company-wide vote in which every employee had the right to veto, a new system
was accepted unanimously. It is grounded in three guiding principles: recogniz-
ing the level of responsibility each role entails, ensuring salaries remain competi-
tive with the market, and maintaining a fair balance by capping the highest salary
at twice the lowest. In addition, the system includes the FAIRteiler, a flexible bud-
get that allows employees to temporarily or permanently top up their salary to ac-
commodate personal needs, such as caring for relatives or covering unexpected ex-
penses.

Measurement of Societal Impact

While quantitative metrics like energy usage, CO, compensation or the number of
FAIRstirkers are relatively easy to track, other areas of impact, especially those re-
lated to public influence, are more challenging to quantify.

A good example is the recent appointment of Alma Spribille to the executive
board of an influential mobile telecommunications association. Through this role,
Alma Spribille has the opportunity to actively promote sustainability in the mobile
telecommunications industry and shape policies that could lead to more sustainable
practices across the sector. However, the true impact of these activities is difficult to
measure concretely. Political influence and long-term advocacy efforts, while vital
for systemic change, often do not lend themselves to immediate or easily measur-
able outcomes.

Recommendations for Adopting a Regenerative
and Distributive Purpose Design

Ensure Financial Independence

When seeking external funding, avoid becoming dependent on investors by retain-
ing full decision-making power. Instead of granting voting rights to investors, opt
for alternative financing models such as crowdfunding or crowdinvesting, which
align better with long-term sustainability goals.

Embed Regenerative and Distributive Design from the Start

Integrating sustainability and the common good into your business model early
on makes implementation significantly easier. A proactive approach ensures that
regenerative and distributive considerations become a natural part of operations
rather than an afterthought. Using Economy of the Common Good accounting can
further support internal evaluation and highlight areas for development.
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Engage Your Team in the Process

Employees are more committed to sustainability when they are actively involved in
shaping initiatives rather than simply following imposed measures. Encouraging
team participation fosters accountability and innovation, as more people contribute
to identifying areas for improvement.

Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

WEtell sees itself as part of a broader movement toward a more sustainable and fair
economic system, which aligns with the principles of the Doughnut Economy. While
promoting fairness and transparency as its social responsibility, the company also
focuses on regeneration on the ecological level by producing its own green energy.
WEtell’'s approach is about inspiring others to adopt similar values, with the ultimate
goal of transforming the industry and contributing to a more equitable economy. As
Mareike Kithnel recalls WEtell's founders saying: “If we go bankrupt because every-
one else is working as sustainably and fairly as we do, then we've reached our goal.
And then we'll just find another branch and keep going.”
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Case Study: Wildplastic

Nelly Rahimy

Purpose: “Ridding the World of Wild Plastic Waste”
Design Trait: Purpose

Key Facts

Wildplastic is a limited liability company that is steward owned. Its goal is to reinte-
grate “wild plastic” (see info box) into the recycling system. The company cooperates
with local NGOs and communities to collect plastic from the environment, which
is then recycled into trash bags and, more recently, also packaging materials. Wild-
plastic operates under a steward-ownership model, which ensures that its mission
remains at the core of its operations.

Seat: Hamburg

Established: 2019

Founders: Katrin Oeding, Christian Sigmund, Dieter Gottschalk, Fridtjof Detzner,
Holger Ernst, Nadia Boegli, Jascha Mahler

Ownership: Verantwortungseigentum (Steward Ownership)

Legal form: Limited Liability Company

Employees: 17

Webpage: https://Wildplastic.com/

Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: “Ridding the World of Wild
Plastic Waste”

What happens when seven passionate people with different backgrounds travel the
world? They return to Germany united by a shared mission: combat plastic waste.
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In 2017, Fridtjof Detzner and Holger Ernst were traveling through Asia, while
Christian Sigmund and Katrin Oeding explored Africa and South America. During
their journeys, they encountered plastic waste everywhere—on beaches, in forests,
deserts, and oceans. These experiences awakened a sense of responsibility within
them. Upon their return, the founders had come to recognise plastic not only as an
environmental hazard but also as a valuable, untapped resource that sparked their
drive to act.

What s wild plastic?

“Wild plastic” refers to plastic waste that exists outside of formal recycling systems.
It can be found in landfills, natural environments, and on streets. Unlike “ocean
plastic,” which describes plastic that has already entered marine ecosystems, wild
plastic refers to waste at an earlier stage—before it reaches the water (Wildplastic,
2024).

Although the founders were initially scattered across Germany, they shared a singu-
lar problem: the global plastic crisis. What did it take to turn their idea into reality?
Mainly, a network and expertise.

Through mutual connections, they teamed up with Nadia Boegli, Jascha Mahler,
and Dieter Gottschalk. Each of them brought their unique background not only in
business butin plastic, design, recycling and sustainability. In 2018, the team started
with their initial idea: to produce a stylish trash bag and finance clean-ups with it.
Over time, this idea evolved to its current business model.

The founders started gathering more like-minded people around them such
as plastic—collecting organisations, investors and customers. Together, the seven
founders created an entirely new value chain to get wild plastic back into the cycle.
They source wild plastic from regions like Indonesia, Egypt, and South America.

In line with its motto, “trash to trash’, Wildplastic launched its first product line
with trash bags made from wild plastic. Now, the company aims to extend its reach
and make an even greater impact with additional products such as delivery bags or
toilet paper.

Insights into the Purpose of Eliminating Wild Plastic

From the start, Wildplastic’s founders were committed to creating a company that
prioritised purpose over profit maximisation. Their goal was to create a profitable
business on the one hand, and, more importantly, to make a lasting environmental
and social impact on the other hand.
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Understanding the Problem: A Plastic Crisis

Since the 1950s, plastic production and consumption have skyrocketed. Today, over
6.3 billion tons of plastic exist as waste globally, and an additional 400 million tons
are produced each year. Despite the high recyclability and lightweight properties
of plastic, only 10% of it is recycled, while 70% ends up in the environment. This
vast quantity of unmanaged waste has severe consequences for both ecosystems and
communities.

“In short, 70 to 80 percent of the plastics produced globally are in the environment.
This is a huge problem today. [...] the industry is producing more than ever, and we
aresaying thatifwe still produce plastics, then please use recycled and reused plas-
tics. That's not happening at all today and that's our mission, to close the loops.” —
Christian Sigmund, CEO and Co-Founder

Wildplastic’s aim is to transform the entire plastic system, from how society handles
plastic waste to the policies that govern it. To achieve this aim, it actively participates
in lobbying for plastic-positive legislation, advocating for policies that promote the
use of recycled materials and discourage single-use plastics. By forming partner-
ships across industries and sectors, it fosters collaboration to drive widespread
change.

To ensure its purpose remains at the heart of everything it does, Wildplastic has
adopted a steward-ownership model. This model locks in the company’s mission by
legally prioritising purpose over profit and prevents any form of exit strategy that
could compromise its long-term vision. In essence, Wildplastic has rendered itself a
company that will only continue to exist as long as its mission is relevant.

“Drastically speaking, when we've solved the problem and all the plastic has been
cleaned up and returned to the cycle, there’s no reason why we should continue
operating the company.” — Christian Sigmund

This mission highlights a departure from the traditional start-up focus on scaling
and exiting. Under the steward-ownership model, Wildplastic is designed to priori-
tise its purpose above all else, ensuring long-term commitment to its core purpose,
regardless of external pressures.

Dual Mission: Environmental and Social Impact
Wildplastic's mission goes beyond cleaning up plastic waste. The company aims to

fundamentally transform the lifecycle of plastic and the way society perceives it. By
turning environmental waste into useful products like trash bags and packaging,
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the company seeks to close the loop on plastic use and prevent it from re-entering
ecosystems.

This purpose is deeply embedded in Wildplastic’s operations, influencing deci-
sions at every level, from partnerships to product development.

While Wildplastic’s focus lies on recovering, recycling and reusing wild plastic,
its purpose also has vital social dimensions. Wildplastic works closely with informal
waste collectors, particularly in low-income countries where waste collection infras-
tructure is lacking.

“The social aspect is that we must not forget that two billion people currently live
without waste collection and at the same time there are informal collection organ-
isations in these often low-income countries, which represent an informal waste
collection system and which deserve all the support in the world. But they are
currently marginalised, extremely underpaid and often discriminated against.” —
Christian Sigmund

By partnering with these communities, Wildplastic is not only cleaning the environ-
ment but also providing fair wages, dignified work and social empowerment to the
people involved in collecting plastic waste.

How the Purpose of Eliminating Wild Plastic is Embedded across the
Design of the Business

Finance and Ownership Design

Wildplastic sought financing models that aligned with its values, finding support
through purpose-driven investors like Purpose Ventures e.G. Together, they devel-
oped a steward-ownership model that reflects its purpose. According to the golden
share model, the Purpose Foundation holds 1% of the voting shares. While this might
seem like a small percentage, it holds significant power: the golden share grants
veto rights over any decisions that could divert the company from its purpose. This
structure prevents profit-driven shifts and ensures the company remains mission-
aligned.

Rather than pursuing exponential growth, investors expect sustainable, steady
growth with fair returns over a 10-year horizon. The goal is to operate profitably,
grow sustainably, and honour the trust investors placed in them.

The financial structure directly influences ownership and decision-making
within the company. The founders see themselves as stewards of Wildplastic, with
no planned or possible exit. Once they step down, decision-making power will pass
to other active employees, ensuring the company remains true to its mission.
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In terms of returns and equity distribution, Wildplastic's financing rounds
reflect different risk profiles, which are tied to varying multiples that determine
investors’ claims on returns. These multiples represent the potential return on
investment (ROI) based on the stage at which investors provided funding. Earlier
investors, who assumed more risk, are entitled to higher returns. In total, Wildplastic
completed three financing rounds:

- Initial funding round: 5.3X multiple
«  Firstinvestment round: 4.5X multiple
« Second investment round: 3X multiple

This means that if investors participated in the initial funding round with 10.000€,
they could expect up to 53.000€ in returns. Once the total value is distributed to
investors, Wildplastic can recall the shares and regain control of ownership.

“This ensures there will be no mission drift for profit-driven reasons—so we
don’t start producing new plasticjust because it’s cheaper. At the same time,
it guarantees that purpose and intent always remain at the core of our ac-
tions.” — Christian Sigmund

Network Design

When the idea of Wildplastic began to form, no infrastructure existed to collect and
process wild plastic at the scale the founders envisioned. Determined to make a dif-
ference, they set out to establish entirely new supply chains and networks, partner-
ing with local NGOs and communities around the world.

“The collection organisations need a partner to take the material off their hands
and pay money for it. But that only happens if it can be processed at high quality.
Thisis what's missing. No collection organisation has big brands knocking on their
door asking for their waste, because there are still ten difficult steps in between.
These collection organisations are the heart of our company. These are the people
who do the important work on the ground—collecting, sorting, and ensuring that
plastic finds its way back into the cycle”— Christian Sigmund

Wildplastic’s first partnership was with Plastic Bank, an international organisation
that empowers communities in countries in the global south to collect plastic waste
in exchange for financial rewards. Volunteers from this organisation helped gather
the first ton of plastic, enabling the creation of prototypes. This partnership allowed
Wildplastic to not only access raw materials but also provide economic benefits to
local communities.
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Overview of countries where Wildplastic sources (Wildplastic, 2025)
Egypt: 12 tons

Ghana:13.86 tons

Haiti: 137.69 tons

India: 199.88 tons

Indonesia: 42.62 tons

Liberia: 7.3 tons

Nigeria: 50.46 tons

Thailand: 127.25 tons

Today, Wildplastic collaborates with over 50 NGOs and community-based organisa-
tions to remove wild plastic from beaches, forests, and other ecosystems. Its opera-
tions span several regions, including Indonesia, Ghana, and Egypt. The partners are
local fishing families, collecting organisations and waste aggregators. These organ-
isations act as essential partners, ensuring that wild plastic is gathered sustainably
and reintegrated into recycling streams.

In addition to global efforts, Wildplastic also formed new collaborations in Ger-
many to meet its purpose. While trash bags were an important first step in com-
bating pollution, the company identified the B2B-sector as a crucial next step. With
thousands of packages being delivered every day around the world and the entire hy-
giene sector needing ecologic solutions, they can now proudly count companies like
Otto, Hermes, and Goldeimer as partners. For example, in 2021, they launched the
“Ottobag’, a delivery bag made from atleast 80% wild plastic. These partnerships sig-
nal a broader commitment to sustainability and set the foundation for scaling Wild-
plastic’s impact. By building global networks and collaborating with NGOs, waste
collectors, and industry partners, Wildplastic seeks to expand its reach and multiply
its impact.

“We don't claim that our solution will solve everything, but we want to set a great
example”— Christian Sigmund

Impact-Focused Governance

Yes, profitability and fair wages are essential at Wildplastic, but the company’s gover-
nance framework prioritises environmental and social impact as the ultimate mea-
sure of success.

“We measure success in impact instead of profits.” — Christian Sigmund

To formalise this approach, Wildplastic incorporated impact assessment tools within
its governance structure. Namely, Wildplastic conducted a Life Cycle Assessment
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(LCA) comparing the environmental footprint of new plastic, recycled plastic, and
wild plastic. The LCA revealed that Wildplastic bags emit between 32% and 55%
fewer greenhouse gases than virgin Low-Density Polyethylene bags. For instance,
the Wildplastic parcel bag alone reduces emissions by 55%, while WILDBAGSs show
reductions of 32% to 44%, depending on size. The assessment also demonstrated
significant reductions in fossil energy consumption, water usage, and resource
depletion.

In further alignment with its governance model, Wildplastic publishes an annual
impact report alongside its financial report. In this report, the business tracks key
metrics such as tons of plastic recovered, plastic provided to recyclers, and plastic
cleaned up from the environment. These impact-focused metrics are its primary
performance targets, shifting the company’s focus from profits to environmental
and social benefits.

Figure 1: Wildplastic’s Impact Quantified

Source: Wildplastic 2024.

To enhance stakeholder engagement and ensure transparency across the value
chain, Wildplastic launched the Wildtracker, a tool that allows customers to trace
their Wildplastic products back to their origin. This transparency strengthens the
connection between the product and its environmental benefits.

“No, we haven't defined any other KPls, because in the Wildplastic business model,
the KPIs are actually already a separate package. It's simple, we promise every
tonne of plastic saved cleans up x square metres of the environment, saves ozone,
02 and ensures Z working days, better working conditions and so on. And it was
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possible for us to define even more KPIs, but if WILDPLASTIC is successful, then
we are also successful in terms of impact.” — Christian Sigmund

Challenges Arising from Designing Purpose
around Eliminating Wild Plastic

Establishing Reliable Supply Chains

Especially during the first three years of Wildplastic’s journey, the supply chains
posed the greatest challenge. Not only building supply chains from scratch but
also dealing with country-specific challenges: For instance, sorting plastic is com-
plicated by high levels of plastic pollution, while in Egypt, regulations on exports
create additional hurdles. Most notably, Wildplastic's collaborations with Haitian
NGOs have been halted due to political instability.

Balancing Purpose with Practical Realities

Another ongoing challenge for Wildplastic has been balancing its mission with tech-
nical and operational limitations. Is it better to use 100% wild plastic or to compro-
mise on the percentage to meet technical requirements?

One guiding principle in these situations is the company’s desire to shift indus-
try mindsets and make an impact. Sometimes, this requires innovation; other times,
it requires adaptation and collaboration.

“For example, with toilet paper, we can’'t technically use 100% wild plastic because
itdoesn’t have the necessary mechanical properties. There’s a very narrow corridor
of requirementsin the industry regarding tear resistance and usability, and there’s
little willingness to engage in discussions around this.”- Christian Sigmund

Sales Strategy: Tackling the Cost of Sustainable Solutions

Another challenge for Wildplastic is creating enough sales. While it generates signif-
icant social and ecologic impact with its trash bags, sustainable solutions are often
more expensive than their conventional alternatives. Social enterprises, in partic-
ular, struggle with scaling up sales operations, making it harder to compete with
cheaper, less sustainable products. To address this, Wildplastic is exploring bonus
models to incentivise its sales teams. As Christian Sigmund emphasises: “we also
want to have a competitive ambition [...] we actually want even more impact, even
more impact actually means even more deals”. And rightly so, because what could
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be more important than getting Wildplastic products out there and thus spreading
its mission?

Aligning Mission with Stakeholder Expectations

With its mission set from the beginning, Wildplastic has been eager to set the appro-
priate structures from the beginning, too. This involved effectively communicating
its purpose and impact to avoid accusations of greenwashing. One of its initial steps
was to set measurable targets for assessing impact. As Christian Sigmund explains:

“In other words, at the beginning there was a life cycle assessment, a living wage
inspection and a very robust process, so to speak, in which we repeatedly looked
at the impact. But that was over-engineered in the sense that we didn't have any
deals at the time.”

Hence, spending resources on in-depth impact assessments from the beginning was
a risk they were willing to take. However, this might be unavoidable for purpose-
driven firms that want to counter any possible accusations of greenwashing.

Another example of managing stakeholder expectations was the organisational
structure. Wildplastic wanted to create flat hierarchies and a fair and efficient work-
ing environment for employees. However, they soon realised that this over-engi-
neering slowed decision-making processes, as not everyone needed to be involved
in every decision.

Fighting against Industry Standards

One of the supporting missions that come with combating plastic waste is also to
educate and support change in existing practices and policies. Wildplastic is active
and participates in politics and lobbying. However, what they face are old, powerful
and loud industry giants that are profiting from the status quo:

“You also have to imagine that the oil and gas lobby (...) I think in the last 50 years
they have somehow made a profit of 50 trillion euros, notjust a profit, but a profit
of 3 billion euros every day. And they can spend so much money on lobbying that
this opponent simply seems almost overpowering right now, and yet it's complete
madness, soberly considered, that this is still allowed at all.” — Christian Sigmund

In this context, Wildplastic’s mission to transform the industry becomes even more

critical. They aim to challenge these entrenched standards and advocate for sustain-
able practices, even when faced with formidable opposition.
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Recommendations for Adopting a Regenerative
and Distributive Purpose Design

Craft a bold, future-focused vision that aligns with your values and long-term as-
pirations. This vision does not need to be realised overnight, but should serve as a
compass, guiding your decisions and actions through this transformative era.

Build strategic partnerships for greater impact. Collaboration is key to driving
meaningful change. Partner with businesses, communities, and organisations that
share your mission to amplify your efforts and create systemic impact. By working
together, you can accelerate progress, share knowledge, and drive innovation.

Address the social and environmental dimensions of your challenge. Consider the
broader implications of the issue you are tackling. For us, this meant recognising
that plastic pollution disproportionately harms vulnerable communities and ecosys-
tems. By embracing regenerative solutions—such as investing in recycled materials,
circular systems, and innovative alternatives—we were able to generate a ripple ef-
fect that benefits both people and the planet.

Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

Wildplastic contributes to the transformation of the economic system by challenging
the traditional profit-driven model with a purpose-driven, sustainable approach.
By integrating environmental and social impact directly into its business design,
Wildplastic promotes a circular economy, where waste is not just minimised but
actively turned into valuable resources. Its steward-ownership structure, focus on
transparency through tools like the Wildtracker, and commitment to sustainable
growth over profit maximisation offer a blueprint for businesses to balance prof-
itability with ecological responsibility. This shift helps to redefine success, not in
terms of financial gain alone, but in creating positive, long-lasting environmental
and social change.
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Case Study: WoodenValley

Nelly Rahimy

Purpose: Regenerative Construction: “To shape our living space jointly and consis-
tently in a climate-positive way.”
Design Trait: Purpose

Key Facts

WoodenValley aims to transform the construction industry toward regeneration.
Through research, consulting, and education, the company promotes Cradle-to-
Cradle principles that can enable sustainable building practices.

Seat: Stuttgart

Established: 2021

Founders: Kamila Pasko, Robert Boker, Christian Ritz
Ownership: Verantwortungseigentum (Steward Ownership)
Legal form: Not-for-profit Limited Liability Company (gGmbH)
Employees: 13

Webpage: https://woodenvalley.de/

Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: Regenerative Construction: “To
shape our living space jointly and
consistently in a climate-positive way.”

WoodenValley was founded with a clear and ambitious goal: to make construction
regenerative. The founders were driven by the industry’s significant ecological chal-
lenges: high emissions, excessive energy consumption, and waste generation. In-
spired by the Cradle-to-Cradle concept, they set themselves the purpose of advanc-
ing regenerative construction.
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Figure 1: Environmental Impact of the Construction Industry in Germany > >3

Source: Own Representation.

Cradle-to-Cradle (C2C)

“The goal is not to minimize the cradle-to-grave flow of materials, but to gener-
ate cyclical, cradle-to-cradle “metabolisms” that enable materials to maintain their
status as resources and accumulate intelligence over time (upcycling). This inher-
ently generates a synergistic relationship between ecological and economic sys-
tems—a positive recoupling of the relationship between economy and ecology”
(Braungartetal. 2007).

The idea to bring the Cradle-to-Cradle concept into construction, or: WoodenVal-
ley, emerged during a high-school reunion between Robert Béker and Kamila Pasko.
However, their initial search for investors was met with disappointment, as most
were more interested in maximising their personal return on investment than
promoting sustainability. As Robert Boker recalls,

“We attended an impact investing event at the end of 2022, and there was a pro-
gramme focused on sustainability. It was quite interesting to observe how the in-
vestor network interpreted that concept. In reality, it turned out to be traditional
thought patterns—just painted green.”

1 Statistisches Bundesamt (2024).
2 Umweltbundesamt (2019).
3 Destatis (2021).
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Eventually, Christian Ritz joined Kamila Pasko and Robert Boker on their mission:
first as a business angel who shared their vision and later formally as a co-founder.
Together, they divided WoodenValley’s activities. While Kamila Pasko focuses on
raising awareness and promoting regenerative practices through education, Robert
Boker oversees digital tools and processes that enhance sustainability in construc-
tion and Christian Ritz consults clients in adopting regenerative approaches within
the construction industry. The business model generates revenue from research
and consulting services to fund educational initiatives.

“We have a business area for research and a business area for practical projects,
where we do things for companies in exchange for money. So, the goal is to gen-
erate enough from the non-commercial and commercial operations to keep re-
search and education running. What emerges from research and education is
then funnelled back into practical projects to test its viability. The learnings from
these projects are then fed back into research and education, creating a continu-
ous cycle’— Robert Boker

Insights into the Purpose of Regenerative Construction

For WoodenValley, regenerative construction goes beyond carbon neutrality. It in-
volves creating climate-positive solutions by not only minimising emissions but ac-
tively contributing to environmental regeneration. The company pursues this pur-
pose through three interconnected pillars.

Three Pillars of Purpose

As WoodenValley grew, the founders identified three interconnected areas crucial for
achieving their purpose: knowledge dissemination, research, and implementation
through projects. These areas were formalised into the three pillars of their purpose-
driven model: Consulting, Research, and Education. Together, these pillars under-
pin WoodenValley’s business while advancing its purpose of sustainability transfor-
mation in construction.

a) Research: WoodenValley collaborates with academic institutions, industry part-
ners, and students to research sustainable construction techniques. One of its
core innovations is life-cycle-optimised Building Information Modelling (BIM),
which evaluates buildings based on circular economy principles. In this research
project, WoodenValley demonstrated that the life cycles of different building op-
tions can be calculated at the earliest stages of the construction process. This
calculation allows for precise, data-driven statements about which option gen-

https://doi.org/10. inlibr - Open Access - TS|

49


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

50

Purpose Design

b)

9]

erates lower CO, emissions or consumes fewer resources, which enables more
informed decision-making.

“When you, as a building assembly, have access to these calculations, you have
a much better foundation for decision-making than if you just decide by rule of
thumb.” — Christian Ritz

Additionally, they leverage machine learning and artificial intelligence to de-
velop methods for documenting the CO, positivity of buildings. This research
supports the issuance of emissions certificates and provides a much-needed
tangible measure of environmental impact.

Consulting: WoodenValley helps companies with climate protection, circular con-
struction, economic viability analysis, and CO, calculations. By quantifying the
benefits of circular construction, they create a stronger financial argument for
sustainable methods. Still, WoodenValley remains committed to its purpose, even
if, in some cases, this means turning down clients who do not align:

“There are just a few no-gos. And those are the things we want to address now,
especially if someone deliberately positions themselves completely differently in
the market. | just mentioned this at [Company X], even though we have no direct
connection to them. But it’s one of those corporations that pretends to be some-
thing it’s not, while essentially continuing to cement business practices world-
wide, especially around water, in a way that is no longer acceptable. And with
someone like that, we don’t want to collaborate.” — Christian Ritz

Education: Education is the third cornerstone of WoodenValley’s purpose, with
the focus on two audiences:

« Young people: introducing sustainability concepts and fostering environ-
mental awareness. Specifically, WoodenValley works towards integrating the
Cradle-to-Cradle Concept into the school syllabus. As Kamila Pasko points
out,

“Essentially, the goal is to integrate the concept of Cradle to Cradle into the curricu-
lum [..] in the sense of education for sustainable development. And the integra-
tion of this specific topic [..] is meant to ensure that children ultimately develop
[...] future competencies like problem-solving ori-entation, critical thinking, cre-
ativity, and self-determination.”
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« Professionals: providing practical insights into circular construction and
material lifecycles. The increasing demand for educational programs under-
scores its foresight in addressing a critical gap in industry knowledge.

Education Flagship: Weod.ii

WoodenValley’s most recent contribution to its educational activities is its initiative,
weed.ii. The project, a mobile real-world lab in the form of a tiny house, is designed
to showcase and test circular construction principles. Built according to Cradle-to-
Cradle standards, wed.ii is a space for education, innovation, and collaboration and
aligns with WoodenValley’s broader purpose:

“To create an adaptable learning space where our future and life as part of the
biosphere are at the centre. To design education for regeneration and invite indi-
viduals to take action with self-efficacy.”

Figure 2: WoodenValley’s Weed.ii: Future Mobile and Educational Space

weod.ii

Fungus mycelium

sh ] Wood —
Absorber plates Clay eep woo 00 -

Heating system Thermal insulation | Solid structural timber > Outer Cladding

Three-layer wooden
panel
Inner Cladding

__ Carbonated Facade
~ Outer Cladding

Source: WoodenValley 2024.
The project serves multiple audiences:

«  Architecture and planning professionals engage with circular technologies.
«  Young learners are introduced to sustainability through hands-on experiences.

https://doi.org/10. inlibr Open A @) e |

51


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Purpose Design

The structure itself exemplifies regenerative construction. Features include:

« Integrated solar panels, placed within walls to reduce resource usage.
« Aplant-based water treatment system that purifies water for reuse in the facil-
ity.

« Circular and bio-based materials showcased as part of the building’s design.

Founders’ Perspectives on WoodenValley’s Purpose

Notably, despite their shared vision, each founder articulates WoodenValley’s purpose
uniquely, which reflects the depth of their engagement with the company’s purpose.

“We have takenitupon ourselves toimplementand establish a circularecon-
omy in the construction industry, and we have intertwined that with promot-
ing education and research in this field.” — Robert Boker

“Our purpose is enabling people to shape their living spaces in a self-deter-
mined, climate-positive way.” — Kamila Pasko

“Our purpose is about showing others how the circular economy works.
That's one part of it. That's why this early phase in the education sector
is also about using weed.ii for this purpose. The second part is to radically
change existing business processes and workflows, in other words, to be
disruptive. Basically, WoodenValley aims to show how it is now possible
to achieve alignment between the requester of a building, i.e. the client,
through to the architect, engineers, suppliers, contractors and so on — and
in terms of ecology, the circular economy and sustainability.” — Christian
Ritz

How the Purpose of Regenerative Construction is Embedded
across the Design of the Business

Finance Design

While access to financing is a persistent problem, WoodenValley does have access
to some noteworthy funding opportunities. Its not-for-profit status and focus on
a purpose-driven model have opened doors that would have otherwise been inac-
cessible to profit-driven companies. One such opportunity lies in accessing public
funding, particularly for research projects:
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“Because we have the additional topics of education and research, it makes it
much easier for us to present ourselves as a non-university research institute for
funding projects, educational projects, grants, etc. This allows us to access entirely
different funding sources and in a different way than purely economically-driven
companies.” — Robert Boker

When initial investor searches proved unfruitful, WoodenValley’s independence and
commitment to its purpose led the founders to pursue creative solutions, such as
acquiring government funding and launching crowdfunding campaigns.

“This independence and flexibility to find other ways was fantastic. It made us
more creative rather than leaving us in despair because there wasn’t anyone sit-
ting there tapping their finger on the table and saying, 'You know, | want my 10%
inthree years.' Instead, it was stressful, butin a different way. It was stressful for us
because we wanted to achieve good value, but we didn't have someone breathing
down our necks to whom we owed money."— Kamila Pasko

Ownership Design

During its financing search, WoodenValley explored alternative financing and legal
models, and decided to adopt the steward-ownership model. With guidance from
the Purpose Foundation, they established WoodenValley as a not-for-profit company
(gGmbH). This legal form binds its activities to its mission of climate protection,
ensuring that profits will always be reinvested into its purpose.

“And then, out of sheer defiance, we added the non-profit status to it, and in doing
so, we deprived ourselves of the possibility of distributing profits in that form. So,
in the current setup we are in, it's virtually impossible to take money out of the
company that is not reinvested into the company’s purpose.” — Robert Boker

WoodenValley's steward-owned legal structure enhances its credibility when forming
partnerships. As it prioritises purpose over profit, its partners trust in WoodenValley’s
commitment to climate positivity and neutrality. This dedication is particularly evi-
dent in the company’s customer relationships. For instance, its very first municipal
client chose WoodenValley over for-profit consultants, recognising its mission-driven
approach. As Kamila Pasko explains:

“Yes, it’s really always the same question—this authenticity. Maybe they didn’t
take us seriously at first because we were a startup, but they believed us. They saw
our passion and purpose, that we were working for the cause and not for our own
Porsche. That made a huge difference in getting our foot in the door. We haven't
done an enormous number of projects in the past years, but | can count four or
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five where | believe this was the initial reason. They saw our non-profit angle and
thought, ‘That’s interesting; they’re coming at this from a completely different
perspective.”

This transparency and clear sense of purpose enable WoodenValley to build strong and
reliable relationships with various stakeholders who share its sustainability goals.

Network Design

WoodenValley’s not-for-profit status and steward-ownership assure partners that
the company is not motivated by economic gain but by a desire to advance the
sustainability agenda, which in turn encourages deeper collaboration. As Robert
Boker points out:

“Networks are vital for our survival. So, without SDG 17, it's very difficult”

Sustainable Development Goal 17, focused on partnerships for the goals, under-
scores the importance of collaborative networks in achieving sustainable develop-
ment. WoodenValley embodies this spirit, relying on strong partnerships in three
main areas to advance its objectives.

One example of the power of this network is its collaboration with GLS Bank,
a leading financial institution in sustainable banking. WoodenValley secured a loan
from GLS to fund its operations, and this partnership is rooted in shared values
around climate protection. Both parties are driven by enthusiasm for promoting
sustainability, with a mutual mindset that challenges can always be overcome
through collaborative effort.

Other key partners in WoodenValley’s network include the NGO Cradle-to-Cradle,
architects and sustainable material producers, with whom they frequently engage at
fairs and events. These connections not only enhance their industry knowledge but
also reinforce their network of supporters and collaborators. For example, the wed..ii
tiny learning space serves as both an educational tool and a platform to deepen ties
with these stakeholders, showcasing regenerative construction methods in action.

Another network-related part of WoodenValley’s success comes from its team,
consisting of like-minded, enthusiastic individuals who volunteer, network, and
work as employees. WoodenValley’s purpose is so inspiring that the company has no
trouble attracting talent. As Kamila Pasko recalls, “the very first employee joined us
primarily because of our purpose and our connection to Cradle-to-Cradle”. Accord-
ingly, their job postings always receive a surplus of applications. In addition, many
people in their broader community are eager to support WoodenValley’s purpose
through volunteering and networking.
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This collaborative approach allows WoodenValley to initiate projects that chal-
lenge industry norms. As Robert Boker explains:

“Because we don't have that economic orientation, we are, more or less, a neutral
Switzerland. And there are projects we've started or want to initiate that initially
caused some raised eyebrows because it's not common practice. For example, let's
say you have a great construction project in mind where you deliberately want to
involve two or three architecture firms—one that specialises in timber construc-
tionand anotherthatis a leaderin sustainable materials. That’s not typical. To put
it mildly.”

These unconventional collaborations pool expertise and resources, pushing the con-
struction industry toward more innovative, sustainable practices.

Their innovative approach has already been applied successfully, financing
projects like wed.ii, their mobile real-world lab for circular construction.

Challenges Arising from Designing Purpose
around Regenerative Construction

WoodenValley’s mission to revolutionise the construction industry with sustainable
practices comes with its share of significant challenges. These obstacles stem from
financial constraints, mindsets regarding sustainability, and the conservative na-
ture of the construction industry, which collectively slow progress toward regener-
ative construction.

Financing:

One of WoodenValley’s most persistent challenges is funding. As a purpose-driven or-
ganisation prioritising long-term impact over short-term profits, WoodenValley has
struggled to attract traditional investors. This challenge extends to customers, par-
ticularly companies, where financial concerns often outweigh environmental con-
siderations.

A recent project exemplifies this difficulty. WoodenValley conducted a lifecycle
analysis to evaluate two options for reworking an old building: renovation and
reconstruction with sustainable, recyclable materials. Despite their analysis clearly
pointing to one of these alternatives as the more sustainable, the client ultimately
chose the more cost-effective yet more environmentally harmful alternative. As
Kamila Pasko observed:
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“Butin the end, they chose the environmentally worse option due to cost reasons.
If this had been a public project governed by laws requiring lifecycle analyses, they
wouldn’t have been allowed to make such a decision.”

Mindset around Sustainability:

Another significant challenge WoodenValley faces is the subjective nature of sustain-
ability itself. Sustainability is abroad and often loosely defined concept, which varies
significantly across industries, companies, and individuals. This subjectivity makes
itdifficult to establish common ground or universal standards when promoting sus-
tainable practices in the construction sector.

“The problem, | believe, is that sustainability is quite subjective. Everyone defines
it a little differently for themselves. Unfortunately, there is no clear way to mea-
sureit. There’s no baseline—where exactly is the starting point? What does zero to
ten look like? What score should we give ourselves? Where do we actually stand?
Unfortunately, that just doesn’t work so well.” — Robert Boker

This lack of consistent measurement tools complicates their efforts to push for
more sustainable practices. The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) provide a framework for setting sustainability targets, offering companies
like WoodenValley a point of reference to map their contributions. Documenting how
they address each SDG and who their target audience is can help create a clearer
picture. However, even with these guidelines, it remains challenging to compare
sustainability metrics across projects.

As setting key performance indicators and other targets is key for any organisa-
tion, the difficulty of setting effective sustainability targets in this industry poses a
particular challenge for WoodenValley. While their competitors focus on commercial
and financial targets, being a purpose-driven organisation means that WoodenValley
must develop credible and effective sustainability targets to guide its work.

Industry Standards and Resistance to Change:

While other industries such as food and fashion have been comparatively quicker in
integrating sustainability principles, the construction sector remains particularly
conservative, posing a persistent challenge to WoodenValley’s mission of promoting
circular and sustainable building practices. This resistance to change is deeply
rooted, with many industry players hesitant to adopt new materials or methods,
even when they promise long-term environmental benefits.
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“The field of construction is relatively conservative, and many companies make
very good money with the existing system. Over the years, many processes have
been optimised for efficiency, and everything works very, very well. The challenge
we face is raising awareness and shifting toward a different approach to construc-
tion.” — Robert Boker

The tendering processes further compound the problem. Current tendering frame-
works are not designed to accommodate sustainable innovations:

“The problem is that the entire tendering system is not prepared for these new
topics. The whole process is designed to follow standard procedures and meth-
ods that have been in place for 100 years. These new approaches simply aren’t
included, and unfortunately, they can't really be represented within the current
framework.” — Robert Boker

For instance, regulations often require multiple offers for any material purchase,
which makes it challenging to use specialised sustainable materials such as fungal
insulation, as there may be only one producer on the market. This results in sustain-
ability-friendly innovations being disqualified from bids simply because they fail to
fit within the established procurement framework.

As collaboration across the industry is critical to achieving sustainability goals,
the resistance to change and lack of industry standards mean that WoodenValley of-
ten operates as an isolated pioneer within a broader industry where most main-
stream actors do not prioritise sustainability.

Recommendations for Adopting a Regenerative
and Distributive Purpose Design

Define a purpose that addresses a meaningful societal challenge while remaining
broad enough for all employees, founders, and stakeholders to identify with and
contribute to. As Christian Ritz explains:

“Whenever we were present and had meaningful conversations, the question
came up: 'l still don’t fully understand what they actually do—what is it really
about? This is partly because we have such a broad range of offerings. When
you have that, and especially when you have a core product—or something that
truly represents the heart of what you do, something that’s easy to grasp—then
| believe that’s already a strong advantage. My advice to everyone would be to
focus on developing that core with real emphasis before expanding into too many
additional facets.”
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Choose a legal structure that aligns with your purpose and protects it over time.
Consider adopting models like social enterprise or steward-ownership to formalise
the commitment to purpose-driven business operations.

Develop strategic partnerships with like-minded organisations, communities, and
financial institutions. This can help amplify impact, access new resources, and scale
up efforts.

Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

WoodenValley contributes to economic transformation by promoting regenerative,
circular construction practices that move away from the traditional linear economy.
Or as Christian Ritz puts it,

“Disruption. It's about completely redefining existing business fields. Not just
in terms of the materials we inevitably address in the construction industry, but
also in terms of processes. I believe it’s not our core purpose, but it is part of the
consideration: how much growth is truly important and right?”

Through its use of Cradle-to-Cradle design principles, the company ensures that all
materials are reused, creating no waste in the process. Its not-for-profit status re-
inforces its commitment to purpose over profit, channelling financial surpluses into
research and education. By demonstrating the financial viability of sustainable con-
struction through economic analyses, WoodenValley challenges conventional models
and inspires a shift toward long-term, purpose-driven business approaches in the
construction industry.
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Case Study: On Purpose Berlin

Jannes Kormann'

Purpose: On Purpose develops people to take on the greatest challenge of our time: to
transform our economy from profit to purpose

Design Trait: Network

Innovative Practice: Community-Centred Network Design

Key Facts

On Purpose is an international social enterprise that initiates change by training and
developing leaders who transform and lead new types of organisations. Building
a community of changemakers, they want to transform the economy from being
profit-driven to purpose-driven.

Established: 2009 (London), 2015 (Paris), 2016 (Berlin)

Location: London, Great Britain; Paris, France; Berlin, Germany

Founder: Tom Rippin

Ownership: Limited Liability Company (GmbH) in Germany (wholly owned by a UK
not-for-profit)

Legal Form: Limited Liability Company in Germany (GmbH)

Employees: 6 (2024)

Webpage: https://onpurpose.org/en/

1 Transparency note: The author was himself a participating Associate of the On Purpose lead-
ership programme and is therefore an active part of the On Purpose community.
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Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: “On Purpose develops people to
take on the greatest challenge of our
time: to transform our economy from
profit to purpose.”

“We believe in putting purpose before profit. We're a community that helps you
find your work in the world: work that matters and work you care about. We be-
lieve that only by doing this will we have a chance of solving society's most difficult
problems.” — Tom Rippin, On Purpose Founder and CEO

On Purpose is an international social enterprise founded in 2009 in London and ex-
panded to Paris in 2015 and Berlin in 2016.% Its mission is to transform the economy
from being profit-driven to purpose-driven. The organisation is based on the be-
lief that the current economy is human-made and can be redesigned to benefit both
people and the planet. To accomplish this goal, On Purpose initiates change by train-
ing and developing leaders who transform and lead existing organisations towards
an economy that puts the wellbeing of the people and society over profit.

The proposed transformation is primarily driven by its one-year Associate Pro-
gramme, which is designed for high-potential early- to mid-career professionals.
The programme combines leadership development with recruitment, connecting
individuals with socio-ecological organisations or those organisations aspiring to
become more sustainable. These organisations benefit from a large network and the
Associates’ skills, while the Associates gain experience working on new or ongoing
projects with socio-ecological goals in areas such as strategy and business develop-
ment. In short, On Purpose offers organisations and individuals an opportunity to
experiment with and debate new approaches to leadership and work.

“Using placement as a lever, to bring people into impact, to pass on knowledge, to
empower them to do good for the rest of their lives.” — Lukas Marzi, Co-Managing
Director

The full-time programme (figure 1) pays people to participate and starts each year
in April and October. It includes two six-month work placements, supported by
coaching on professional and personal development, mentoring, and weekly train-
ing sessions. Training covers impact measurement, regenerative management and
leadership, systemic thinking, and personal development. After completing the

2 In this article, On Purpose refers to the Berlin location and On Purpose International to all three
locations.
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programme, Associates become part of the On Purpose community (figure 2) as
Fellows, continuing to benefit from and contribute to the community.

Figure 1: On Purpose — Associate Programme

offer Associates a job with purpose

L cooperate selects
Organisations On Purpose

Associates

educates

L responsible for important project of the organisations

2 x 1 associate for 6 months

Source: Own Representation based on On Purpose 2024.

Insights into the Community-Centred Network Design

“We are building a community that is shaping the economy of tomorrow.
A community of people who want to do things differently, supporting one
another, and creating a more positive future” — Saskia Klug, Community
Manager

Hence, community building and support are central to On Purpose’s mission. On Pur-
pose strives to empower its community to prioritise purpose over profit, working
within planetary boundaries and promoting wellbeing in the understanding of en-
abling everyone to lead a dignified life. On Purpose’s vision, consequently, closely
aligns with the principles of the Doughnut Economy.

However, On Purpose is a small organisation. While its core team manages the
community and supports Associates and partner organisations, On Purpose strongly
depends on the perspectives, commitment, and initiatives of community members,
making strong relationships with them central. This community functions in a
decentralised way across a wide range of areas, from climate change mitigation
through reforestation to redesigning education systems to better serve children.
Community members include two main customer groups, which are partner or-
ganisations and Associates, as well as the broader community of Fellows, coaches,
mentors, and trainers (figure 2).
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Figure 2: On Purpose Community Member Groups

Core Team Associates

On Purpose
Community

Partner
organisations

Source: Own representation, based on On Purpose 2024.

Partner Organisations

The organisations referred to as partner organisations come from various sectors
and range in size, including both for-profit and not-for-profit entities, foundations,
and social enterprises. Despite their diversity, they all seek to enhance their socio-
ecological impact.

“Customers? We see the participating organisations as partners and also call
them partner organisations. We don't see it as a classic service relationship,
even if money is paid. The money is paid for participating in the one year.
This can be repeated, but the organisation remains a partner forever” —
Lukas Marzi

On Purpose strives to meet diverse needs, even if the organisation is not actively in-
volved in the current programme. For some, the recruitment service is especially
valuable, and they appreciate the Associates’ new perspectives, motivation, and im-
pact, with satisfaction rates for the Associates in the 2022 cohorts being consistently
high (9.2 and 9.0 out of 10, Impact report 2023). These organisations are not actively
involved in the community, believing that the recruitment service is sufficient com-
pensation for the financial investment. Despite strong relationships, interactions
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between On Purpose and these organisations are not highly formalised, with only
two mandatory check-ins per year. Other organisations prefer to be more involved,
leveraging the network for outreach or staff referrals to fully benefit from the com-
munity. The core idea is that engagement, such as attending events, is required to
reap the greater rewards.

Associates

Associates form a second customer group. The programme is designed around their
needs and expectations, fostering a strong relationship between On Purpose and
them. Associates form close ties, supporting and challenging one another, learning,
and sharing experiences within their cohort. Bonding the cohort On Purpose opens
up the possibility to build deep relationships through a four-day induction at the
beginning of the year, followed by a joint retreat.

On Purpose collects regular feedback from Associates to assess their well-being
and ensure the programme meets their expectations and its purpose of driving
change. Feedback helps to adjust the training programme to fit each cohort’s needs.
The focus remains on the individual Associate, as Lukas Marzi said: “How are the
Associates doing? How do they feel empowered by the programme?”

Community

The community serves as a “home for the leaders: a community that develops, chal-
lenges and sustains itself and others, to help bring about (a shift in our) economy”
(Impact Report 2023). To achieve this and foster interaction, On Purpose regularly
organises events that bring together current participants, Fellows, coaches, men-
tors, trainers, and partner organisations. Gatherings foster connections within the
community and encourage sharing knowledge and expertise across industries. Reg-
ular events include summer and winter parties, content-related get-togethers, and
many self-organised meetings and retreats. To integrate newcomers, the current co-
hort organises two events: one for all members of the community and another joint
weekend with cohorts from Paris and London, strengthening bonds between inter-
national locations.

The wider community includes coaches, mentors, and trainers, many of whom
are Fellows. These groups are passionate about the programme’s purpose and main-
tain it by volunteering their time to support Associates. These groups benefit mostly
from experimenting with new methods in workshops and interactions with Asso-
ciates, as well as from the feedback they receive.

These relationships in the On Purpose community rest on at least two pillars:
shared values and mutual learning and support.
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Value-driven Relationships

Shared values guide both On Purpose and the entire community. Over time, common
and codified values have emerged, reflecting interactions between members.

“We have defined values as On Purpose, with the entire community, so that the
values are also supported by the community. And it works!” — Saskia Klug

These community values include choosing optimism, learning together, stepping
up, engaging our head and heart and acting with integrity. Besides these, Lukas
Marzi mentioned values like empathy, loyalty, and the belief that a better future can
be shaped. Cooperation is central as the community relies on individuals working
together. On Purpose invites all members to act authentically, showing their whole
selves rather than just their professional personas. The focus on human needs ex-
tends to working with organisations with different values, leading to more genuine,
supportive relationships. As Lukas Marzi states, “Because of the relationship we have
with our stakeholders (...) communication is on a completely different level than I
see anywhere else.”

Trust is a key feature in relationships, both with individuals and organisa-
tions. A leap in trust is extended to all members, with the assumption of positive
intent. For example, the Associate selection process looks beyond CVs to under-
stand individuals’ motivations and alignment with On Purpose’s values. This leap in
trust strengthens the network as the trust is repaid in numerous ways: Members
contribute through feedback, ideas, and recommendations, taking on sales and
business development tasks, and Fellows engage as trainers, coaches, or mentors.

In relationships with partner organisations, conflicts are resolved through di-
alogue rather than relying on signed contracts. Received feedback shows that On
Purpose acts with integrity and is solution-oriented in difficult negotiations, which
fosters long-term partnerships.

Learning Together and Mutual Support

Joint learning is a key element of the community. Friday workshops focus on topics
such as financing, measuring impact, and leading change at an individual, organi-
sational, and systemic level. The workshops inspire change and motivate individu-
als to pursue their purpose. Notably, 99% of Associates share the learning from these
workshops with others (Impact report 2022).

Additionally, 98% of Associates remain committed to the impact sector and
creating change after ending the programme (Impact report 2022), also due to the
strong mutual support within the community. The community thrives on the notion
of contributing to positive societal change, characterised by a cooperative attitude
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without expecting anything in return. Asking for help is encouraged, and members
are glad to offer support or connect others with someone who can assist. Every
interaction in the community strengthens collaboration. New members constantly
introduce fresh viewpoints, which drives innovation and inspiration within the
network. So, the cycle of giving and receiving trust enriches everyone.

“The idea in the network is that if everyone helps everyone, then everyone has
been helped.” — Lukas Marzi

How the Community-Centred Network Design Enables Regenerative
and Distributive Dynamics

Purpose as the Starting Point

The potential of the On Purpose community starts with its purpose to develop people
to take on the greatest challenge of our time: to transform our economy from profit
to purpose. As founder Tom Rippin explains, “we believe in putting purpose before
profit. We're a community that helps you find your work in the world: work that mat-
ters and work you care about.” Purpose drives decisions and actions. The individual
takes a step back and looks at what would be good for the community or society,
independently of On Purpose. When selecting partner organisations, On Purpose re-
mains flexible, sometimes adjusting fees to fulfil its purpose, making it possible to
join the programme for smaller organisations, too. Similarly, Associates are chosen
based on their potential to make an impact, even before enough partner organisa-
tions are secured. “We want to create the largest possible number of connections
between Associates and organisations to fulfil our purpose, not to get rich. So, pur-
pose before profit,” says Lukas Marzi. This commitment to purpose underpins the
whole organisation.

Continuous Improvement

On Purpose thrives, driven by a feedback culture and constant learning and improve-
ment, to fulfil the potential of the community. While developing how to accelerate
team and programme evolution, they learn what people need to be leaders and con-
tribute to change and prioritise cultivating a growth mindset, for example, with the
weekly check-ins, where individuals are asked about their highlights and challenges
of the week to give them space to express themselves. The focus on learning ensures
continued inspiration for the community and beyond. It keeps everyone accountable
and helps to address previous areas of development.
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Living and Vibrant Community

On Purpose is a dynamic organisation. One of its priorities is to evolve as a healthy
organisation, overcoming traditional beliefs as about what defines success or effort.
It draws inspiration both internally and from the wider sector. The connection to the
sector helps drive ongoing development within On Purpose, aiming to lead transfor-
mation by continuously integrating new ideas. As a ‘breathing systent, they then al-
low internal changes to influence both the community and wider society. Moreover,
with the programme offered and the community-centred network design, a contin-
uous flow of new Associates and a constant further development of the community
are created. Therefore, On Purpose also benefits from its expanding community in
the socio-ecological sector, and it distributes the transformative purpose further.

Challenges Arising from Designing Network around a Community
Dependence on the Community

The value of On Purpose lies in its relationships and the exchange within its com-
munity. However, this reliance also presents challenges, as the business model is
heavily dependent on voluntary engagement from its community. For major deci-
sions, On Purpose involves the community, a process which, while generally benefi-
cial, determines On Purpose’s actions. Lukas Marzi admits that the coaches, mentors
and trainers could be more closely integrated, as previous efforts to engage them
through regular meetups have seen limited attendance. While community building
takes time, On Purpose is currently working on new ways to foster co-creation. Newly
tried online and conference formats begin to make an impact.

Financial Pressure

On Purpose’s greatest challenge mirrors that of the wider sustainability field. Or-
ganisations prioritising impact over profit struggle in the current economic system,
which often disadvantages ‘impact-focused’ businesses that don't externalise costs.
On Purpose operates independently as a limited company, funded by partner organi-
sations. Thus, financial constraints in the sector inevitably affect it. The fundamental
problem of the entire sector is that not enough money is spent on a good cause.

On Purpose repeatedly hears that the service offered should be free of charge to
better fulfil its purpose, allowing it to match even more individuals. For On Purpose’s
business, in turn, it is crucial not to be dependent on subsidies and to charge organ-
isations for services. Part of the business is to show that companies like On Purpose
can do good with the help of economic means.
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Since the organisations are On Purpose’s only source of income, the financial bur-
den is felt across the community. Many contribute pro bono or work for lower pay
than in comparable roles. This results in financial pressure that can be seen in On
Purpose’s personnel structure and salaries, which are not comparable to those in clas-
sicindustries. Though the organisational culture and personal growth opportunities
make On Purpose an attractive employer, salary increases are constrained.

Lukas Marzi mentioned that a healthy community cannot rely solely on volun-
tary work, but paid resources from the team are necessary. Therefore, compromises
must be made. Lukas Marzi states: “Every day (...), we always have to weigh up what
to do now, how to prioritise and which (...) ideas are off the table?” Associates con-
tribute their time and receive a modest salary of €23,000 gross per year, but the non-
monetary benefits—relationships and network access—are significant. Still, these
added values can only offset the low pay to a certain extent and for a limited time.

Diversity of Programme Participants

The financial limitations also affect the diversity of participants, as less privileged
groups may be unable to afford it. On Purpose has acknowledged its own biases and
strives for greater diversity (Impact report 2023), and the paid programme seems
to be more inclusive than other programmes where you have to pay to participate.
However, diversity remains a challenge within the current financial framework.

Mental Challenges in Pursuit of Purpose

People in the general socio-ecological sector deal intensively with the crises of
present times and exhaust themselves for a good cause. The drive to fulfil their
purpose can also lead members of this community to overwork, with work and
personal life often blurring and getting lost in the end. This can result in mental
distress, a challenge On Purpose recognises and addresses through reflection and
support within its community.

Balancing Expectations and Conflicts

Managing a broad community with varied stakeholders inevitably creates conflicts.
On Purpose, as they must balance the varying needs and views not only of the As-
sociates, invests significant energy in balancing interests. The human-centred ap-
proach still generates pressure and may also conflict with economically necessary
interests. Tensions arise between Associates and organisations due to differences
in culture, communication, or mental health concerns. On Purpose acts as a neutral
mediator, focusing on understanding all sides and finding solutions. Yet, some con-
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flicts require compromises that do not please all sides. Thus, On Purpose aims to set
clear expectations for all parties early in the collaboration.

Preferences in the matching process can also lead to tensions, as both Associates
and organisations can favour the same partners. The matching algorithm considers
preferences but cannot always fulfil all requests, also relying on On Purpose’s experi-
ence. Over time, partnerships that were initially not preferred often prove success-
ful.

On Purpose invests significant energy into shaping the Associate Programme be-
cause it aligns with its own purpose. Still, some organisations view On Purpose pri-
marily as a recruitment agency, valuing the programme for its immediate benefits.
However, they may not benefit from the long-term impact of Associates, as many
move on after completing the programme. This results in a mismatch between what
On Purpose offers (to society) and what organisations pay for.

Differing opinions also arise when selecting partner organisations—some Fel-
lows believe only regenerative organisations should be included, while others are
open to organisations still beginning their transformation. Such debates can create
social pressure for On Purpose as the community closely watches and evaluates its
decisions.

Overall, managing the community’s expectations and diverse requirements is
a priority. On Purpose’s approach is to behave transparently and make decisions
aligned with its values, though balancing interests remains a time-consuming and
challenging task.

Interactions with Other Design Traits
Ownership Design

On Purpose International operates as a not-for-profit company limited by guarantee?
based in London, which wholly owns the Berlin entity and is one of two members
of the Paris organisation (along with a Paris On Purpose Fellow). The constitution of
On Purpose does not allow the distribution of profits to shareholders. On Purpose In-
ternational is governed by a board comprising a Chair, a Fellow Representative from
the Fellow Advisory Board, several more non-executive directors and the founder,
Tom Rippin. Each board member has equal voting rights. Tom Rippin also serves as
CEO, influencing the company since its inception.

3 A Company Limited by Guarantee (CLC) is a not-for-profit corporate structure in the UK,
primarily used for not-for-profit purposes. It has no shareholders or capital; instead, mem-
bers act as guarantors with a limited financial commitment, and while profits cannot be dis-
tributed to members, directors and employees can receive salaries.
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While Berlin is a subsidiary of London, each location operates independently yet
is increasingly growing closer together. As employees foster relationships, they are
seeking to apply the lessons they teach on the programme to themselves and focus
on becoming more than the sum of their parts. Lukas Marzi reflects this, stating, “we
are characterised by the founder Tom. However, I refer to him as a colleague and not
as the founder or boss, because it also feels very different when working together.”

The ownership structure underscores the organisation’s purpose. On Purpose is
generally open to new ownership models such as steward-ownership, promoting
trustful relationships from the outset.

Governance Design - Decision-Making Processes

The network trait is evident in On Purpose’s decision-making and new work ap-
proaches. Decisions are generally made equitably, but the process involves learning
how “a team of volunteers and full-time staff can work together (...) rather than get
in each other’s way” (Impact Report 2023).

London does not make decisions for Berlin. Two city leads manage key decisions
while consulting their teams. Decision-making is role-based, similar to the Asso-
ciate collaboration process.

Various stakeholder groups are engaged differently in decisions. At the strategic
level, Fellows participate through the Fellow Advisory Board, which comprises two
Fellows from each city who invigorate the fellowship and support self-organisation.
These six alumni agree thata member represents Fellows at the board, allowing them
to influence the organisation’s direction and voice community concerns.

Fellows and Associates are informed of decisions via Slack and participate in reg-
ular discussions about strategic matters such as organisational values and commu-
nication structures. However, some decisions, such as determining an individual’s
continuation in the programme, are made by On Purpose without community input.
“If we were to involve the Associates, we would have a very strongly influenced deci-
sion and (...) that is not necessarily the best decision considering all voices and opin-
ions” (Lukas Marzi).

Although the exchange with partner organisations is not as intensive as with
Associates and Fellows, their feedback also influences the programme. Beyond that,
they are informed about significant monetary changes, such as inflation-related
salary increases.

Governance Design - New Work Methods
On Purpose’s internal dynamics are shaped by its external environment and the

community, necessitating the adoption of new approaches to create change. Conse-
quently, On Purpose continuously refines its internal structures, testing new salary

https://doi.org/10. inlibr - Open Access - TS|

13


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

T4

Network Design

and reward systems (Impact report 2022), role-based decision-making, and self-
organisation. On Purpose experiments with new ideas, consciously implementing or
discarding them.

“We benefit greatly from the relationship with the outside world, with our com-
munity, we experience things there that we do ourselves and take things into the
team.” — Lukas Marzi

Recommendations for Adopting a Community-Centred Network Design

In addition to the aforesaid leap of trust that goes hand in hand with a positive image
of human beings, two other factors helped On Purpose to establish a community-
centred network design:

Use Systems Thinking in Shaping Your Business Strategy

A core element of the Associate Programme is recognising the world as a complex
system.

“Systems theory is a different way of understanding the world: instead of
analysing the world by separating things into ever-smaller parts, systems think-
ing recognises the importance of how parts are connected and attempts to
understand the whole” (Impact Report 2022).

This understanding allows one to recognise how our current economy is functioning
and how global risks are nested and reinforcing. This knowledge makes it easier to
question previous beliefs and values and change the status quo.

Invest in Inner Work and Development to Realise the Full Potential
of Your Employees

Another critical factor for On Purpose is inner work. The programme emphasises
the need for personal development as a foundation for societal and business trans-
formation. To lead, show empathy, and build trust, self-awareness and confidence
are essential. This process involves recognising one’s patterns, addressing personal
issues, and unlearning past beliefs, creating a more reflective and responsive ap-
proach to others.

Inner work is also essential for navigating trade-offs and compromises amidst
today’s crises:
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“Being healthy in an economy that has not yet transformed requires a constant
balancing act between ambitious idealism and practical realism. We want to chal-
lenge ourselves to live with that tension” (Impact Report 2022).

On Purpose invests time with Associates and leaves space for relationship building,
offering coaching, individual sessions, and collaborative approaches like check-
ins, and sharing weekly highlights and challenges. Informal dialogue in various
settings, including nature retreats, strengthens connections and fosters deeper
conversations.

Though personal work happens individually, On Purpose provides inspiration for
inner development, which is key to driving change in the community. This focus on
inner work is validated by 94% of Associates committing to continuous self-devel-
opment post-programme (Impact Report 2022).

Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

On Purpose influences the economic system at the organisational and individ-
ual levels, focusing primarily on the personal transformation of Associates. The
programme’s impact on individuals can be life-changing, with participants decen-
tralising their learning to create wider change.

“Our programme aims to transform Associates so that they, in turn, can help lead
the wider transformation we need — in the organisations within which they work
and the economy as a whole” (Impact Report 2023).

The impact at the organisational level is more limited. Although On Purpose sets
high standards for the needed transformation, these levers have not been actively
addressed by the organisations. The programme’s goal is long-term participation,
not rapid organisational transformation. They prefer Associates to carry these
standards back to their organisations rather than addressing them directly, which
could strain relationships. In this regard, 99% of Associates bring their learning
back to their workplaces (Impact Report 2023).

Additionally, most organisations are in the sustainability field, a niche within
the economy, and further systemic change would require another programme or ex-
panded participation.

The value of the On Purpose community can be summarised by the following
quote:

“I truly believe that a network is more than the sum of its parts, then [..] the main
driver for our healthy community is the warm, open, and authentic interaction
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with each other. [...] And in the end, it's just a great pleasure for us to be able to
create this connection between people.” — Lukas Marzi
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Case Study: Commown

Sarah Keil

Purpose: Transforming the electronics sector into a sustainable and responsible
sector, by changing the structure from a sales model to a cooperative-based rental
model enabling a 2—3 times longer life of the devices.

Design Trait: Network

Innovative Practice: Cooperative Network Design

Key Facts

Commown is a cooperative for sustainable electronics offering fair and sustainable
modular smartphones, headphones, laptops and computers in the form of a rental
model for their members.

Established: 2018

Location: Strafiburg, France

Founder: Elie Assémat

Ownership: Not-for-profit Cooperative in France

Legal Form: Société coopérative d’intérét collectif (not-for-profit cooperative), So-
ciété anonyme (public limited company with variable capital)’

Employees: 15 full-time, 15 apprentices (2025)

Members: ~1000

Webpage: https://commown.coop/de/

1 This legal form is specific to the French legal system and does not have a direct equivalent
in other jurisdictions; therefore, the original French terms are maintained. Throughout the
interview with Commown, emphasis was consistently placed on the cooperative aspect, which
serves as the central point of reference for the entire case study.
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Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Commown has set itself the goal of
transforming the electronics sector into a
sustainable and responsible sector, by
changing the structure from a sales model
to a cooperative-based rental model,
enabling a 2—3 times longer life of the
devices.

Today’s electrical industry is characterised by poor working conditions in mines and
production facilities, a highly negative environmental impact and inadequate recy-
cling of old appliances. These challenges underline the need for changing how we
produce, consume, and recycle electronic devices. To tackle these problems and chal-
lenges, Commown was founded in France in 2018 to make the electronic industry
more sustainable. In addition to France, the main sales market is Germany, where a
branch was opened in Berlin in 2021. Commown is unique in the electronic industry
as the only co-operative dedicated to sustainable electronics.

Commown’s business model consists of renting out electronic devices such as
smartphones, laptops, and headphones instead of selling them, as conventional
companies do. To this end, sustainable products that are repairable and more
durable are selected, such as Fairphone or the computer brand Why. While the busi-
ness models of other electronic device manufacturers often aim to ensure a new
device is purchased as quickly as possible, Commown’s approach is entirely different.
It is built on a rental model that incentivises all parts of the network to maximise
the longevity of the devices. While other companies profit from replacing their
products as quickly as possible, Commown is focused on keeping the equipment in
operation for as long as possible. This leads to a shift in the focus within the business
model of Commown. Robin Angelé?, an employee at Commown, who was interviewed
for this case study, emphasises the following:

“And what we are trying to do with Commown is to show that with a different
business model, namely with rental, the interest is completely different. It's
the other way round, because we only rent out the appliances and then we
have an interest in ensuring that those who use the appliances remain in
operation for as long as possible.”

Commown offers a comprehensive service for hardware and software in order to en-
sure the longevity and durability of the devices, and to ensure their software remains
updated. With this approach, the company is challenging the electronic industry’s

2 At the time of the interview, Robin Angelé was employed at Commown; however, he is no
longer with the company.
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status quo and aims to prove that positive contributions to society and the environ-
ment can be aligned with commercial success, benefiting companies, customers,
and the planet alike.

Insights into the Cooperative Network Design

Instead of a traditional hierarchical corporate structure, that prevails in the tech-
nology and electronics industry, Commown relies on a cooperative network design
which brings together a wide array of participants, going beyond typical customer-
manufacturer relationships. It allows not only customers but also the manufactur-
ers of the products, marketing partners, and even public institutions, such as cities,
to become members, fostering a comprehensive and inclusive approach to sustain-
ability and shared goals.

Shift from Customers to Members

The cooperative network design is characterised by a shift from traditional cus-
tomers as end-users to customers as members and participants. This network
structure incentivises members as well as the company itself to work together to
maximise the lifespan of products.

Commown pursues an alternative business model compared to many other com-
panies that use their approach to marketing, software, and hardware to encourage
consumers to buy new products more quickly, which is known as planned obsoles-
cence.

In terms of software, at Commown this means working with alternative operat-
ing systems that allow older devices to continue to be used safely and efficiently. In
this way, new functions and security updates can be provided without replacing the
hardware. In terms of hardware, this means working exclusively with modular de-
vices that are characterised by durability and easy repairability. The modular design
allows Commown to repair or replace individual components of the devices instead of
selling products that become unusable after a short time and require the entire de-
vice to be replaced. This system makes a circular economy feasible. The appliances
can be repaired, and spare parts can also be used to repair other appliances, which
minimises resources and thus protects the environment. Commown also takes an in-
novative approach to pricing, which differs significantly from the strategy of other
companies. It uses an innovative pricing model that encourages customers/mem-
bers to keep the devices for as long as possible by decreasing prices with an ongoing
rental period. Instead of incentivising their customers/members to make frequent
new purchases, Commown’s customers are rewarded for long-term use of the prod-
ucts.
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Figure 1: Designed for Repair: Extending Product Lifespan Through Repairability
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Source: Commown 2024a.

Shift from Manufacturer to Members

Manufacturers are a key stakeholder group within Commown’s cooperative network.
Commown collaborates with manufacturers who share the vision of a more sustain-
able electronics industry. These partners, as members of their network, are carefully
selected for their commitment to sustainability, modularity, and high social stan-
dards within their operations. This cooperation emphasises choosing partners that
prioritise longevity, reparability, and resource conservation at the centre of their
product development. Robin Angelé explains:

“Our role is really to work with the manufacturers that already exist on the market
and that are sustainable and modular and that offer the best social conditions for
employees.”

Commown attaches great importance to developing long-term partnerships with its
manufacturers which result in collaborations that are characterised by trust and
transparency and are based on shared values and goals. By working closely with
companies thatare actively committed to fair and sustainable electronics, Commown
creates a stable network that promotes the durability and reparability of products.
The mutual exchange of expertise and values creates the basis for jointly advanc-
ing innovative solutions for a regenerative electronics industry. With reliable, like-
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minded manufacturers as network members, new ideas for the design of modular,
repairable and durable electronic products can be developed and implemented.

Collaboration with Other Organisations

Commown’s network extends beyond customers and manufacturers and includes a
large number of organisational partnerships with like-minded actors that share a
common purpose. The role within these networks depends on the organisation and
its objectives. In some organisations, Commown acts as a co-founder and actively
participates in the development of campaigns. In other organisations, the company
acts only as a member and concentrates on supporting specific relevant projects.

For example, Commown is currently collaborating with WEtell, a sustainable
telecommunications provider. Their joint campaign offers customers a discount on
their monthly tariff when they rent a smartphone from Commown after purchasing
a plan from WEtell. This partnership not only promotes the rental model but also
enhances awareness of sustainability within the telecommunications sector. Com-
mown also collaborates with SEND, the social entrepreneurship network in Germany
that engages in various programs aimed at fostering social impact. At the Impact
Fair in Frankfurt, they had a shared booth with SEND and other social enterprises
to raise awareness about their innovative rental model. Furthermore, organisations
like Cradle-to-Cradle host exhibitions in Berlin, where Commown participates by
having a showroom for discussions about sustainability and innovation.

By collaborating with different organisations and engaging in various events,
Commown contributes not only to the dissemination of their rental model approach
but also contributes to a growing movement toward sustainability that encompasses
the broader electronic sector.

How the Cooperative Network Design Enables Regenerative
and Distributive Dynamics

Commown’s cooperative network design generates multiple opportunities for achiev-
ing their ecologically regenerative and socially distributive purpose:

Mutually Beneficial Cooperative Network

The cooperative network and Commown’s clear rejection of planned obsolescence cre-
ate a model that is beneficial for both Commown and its customers. As revenue is not
based on frequent new purchases but on the long-term use of the devices, there is
a common goal: to keep the devices in working order for as long as possible. Cus-
tomers benefit from ongoing support, including a comprehensive service and re-
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pair package to ensure long-term, trouble-free operation. Customers can be sure
that their equipment will always remain operational. To achieve this goal, Commown
is committed to the regenerative use of resources: defective parts can simply be re-
placed and reused in other appliances, promoting an environmentally friendly cir-
cular economy. This approach reflects Raworth’s concept of a regenerative economy,
illustrated in Figure 1. This model, which is also known as the Butterfly Economy,
consists of two interrelated cycles: a biological cycle that ensures resources regen-
erate naturally and a technical cycle that focuses on restoring and reusing materials
rather than discarding them.

Figure 2: The Butterfly Economy: Regeneration by Design — the Example of Commown

Source: Own representation based on Raworth 2017: 220.

Community Based on Mutual Trust

The eye-to-eye relationship creates a strong sense of community and deep trust
among customers. A significant contribution to this is that Commown calls each of
its new customers personally to provide detailed information about the business
model and answer any questions. This direct contact not only promotes customer
confidence but reinforces that they are part of a community. As Robin Angelé points
out, this sense of community and trust is reflected in the behaviour of customers
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who, for example, “advertise for us on social networks, even though we sometimes
don't ask for it. That comes from the sense of community the network creates.”

Beyond personal relationships, Commown’s cooperative structure ensures that
trust is embedded in its decision-making processes. Customers, who are also mem-
bers of the cooperation, can actively participate in shaping the company’s direction.
At the General Assembly, members vote on important decisions and must approve
the budget, which also includes possible price increases. In cases where prices could
rise sharply, members therefore can use their vote and, if necessary, vote against
such adjustments.

The trust-based network extends beyond customers to include manufacturers,
who also influence the cooperative’s direction through their involvement in the su-
pervisory and executive board. Manufacturers can actively contribute their know-
how and expertise and thus directly influence strategic decisions such as product
range design and product development. This collaborative structure strengthens the
relationship with stakeholders, as their expertise and concerns can flow directly into
decision-making processes.

A prime example of this collaborative approach is Fairphone, a key member of the
cooperative. By being elected to the executive board by the General Assembly, Fair-
phone exemplifies how direct involvement in ownership and decision-making struc-
tures facilitates mutual trust-based cooperation through a simplified exchange of
information and direct feedback. Actions and activities can be better harmonised
from both the operational and strategic levels, which increases the efficiency and
effectiveness of the company in reaching its purpose. The cooperation also enables
the targeted and coordinated implementation of joint projects, for example in mar-
keting, which further strengthens brand perception and customer loyalty.

Moreover, by bringing all stakeholders together, Commown receives valuable, di-
rect feedback from its members through the General Assemblies. In an industry
dominated by large companies, the network structure of this cooperative model al-
lows Commown to adapt its strategy and product range based on members’ insights.
At the same time, it turns members into advocates and ambassadors, building trust
and support.

Dissemination of the Rental Model

A major advantage of the well-developed network structures is the extensive op-
portunity to actively integrate partner companies into the sustainable rental model
and thus make the electronics industry more sustainable. An illustrative example of
this is the cooperation with Fairphone. Originally, Fairphone sold its devices directly
to Commown, which then rented them out to customers. However, this model has
evolved over the years: Fairphone is now more involved in the system by renting de-
vices directly to Commown instead of selling them. As a result, Fairphone receives a
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commission for each month in which the devices are rented. This close collabora-
tion promotes a sustainable business model, as both Fairphone and Commown are
strongly committed to keeping the devices as durable and functional as possible.
Moreover, this partnership aligns with a regenerative purpose, as the sustainable
practices adopted by Commown and Fairphone can be passed on through their cooper-
ative network, potentially inspiring their partners to implement similar initiatives.
By actively involving partners, Commown becomes a role model for sustainability, in-
spiring other sectors beyond the electronics industry to adopt and implement com-
parable sustainable practices.

Visibility - Raising Awareness

Collaboration with like-minded organisations in the electronics industry is a key el-
ement of Commown’s strategic development. This approach helps to increase aware-
ness of the rental model, particularly in markets where Commown is not yet strongly
represented. Through its diverse partnerships, Commown gains access to alarger au-
dience and reaches numerous organisations to present the rental model and pro-
mote its dissemination. In this way, the cooperation helps to create a broader aware-
ness of sustainable consumption alternatives and to publicise the advantages of the
rental model in various electronic sectors. Furthermore, by bringing together the
resources and expertise of various parties, common goals can be achieved, enabling
the exchange of best practices and discussion of new industry developments. This
enables Commown to stay one step ahead of others and to adapt its business model
to the changing market requirements.

Challenges Arising from Designing Network around a Cooperative
Unfamiliarity of the Cooperative-based Rental Model

A major challenge for the company in achieving its purpose is that many people are
unfamiliar with the rental-based business model. They are also unfamiliar with the
way Commown has been designed to integrate various stakeholders into its enter-
prise design. According to Robin Angelé, “People are not so used to this model. So,
you have to explain it.”

People have questions about the rental conditions, the cooperative model and
the aspect of sustainability. Regarding the rental model, customers are often un-
sure as to whether they can buy the appliances afterwards or must return them. The
cooperative model also raises questions, partly because the rules and the handling
differ from cooperative to cooperative. Commown’s task is to explain what exactly is
so interesting about the model and how exactly it works with cooperative shares.
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It is often necessary to explain the relationship between the rental and cooperative
models. Many people do not realise that they can remain a member of the coopera-
tive without renting an electrical appliance. Moreover, the Commown team needs to
educate people about why this model is sustainable and what advantages it offers
over other models.

Limited Choice of Suitable Manufacturers

One of the challenges that Commown faces is finding manufacturers on the market
with whom they can work and who support the idea of the rental business model
and the circular principles. As Robin Angelé emphasises, “Of course, we are limited
in terms of the manufacturers that already exist.”

Commown only rents out electronic products that are manufactured sustainably
and fairly, such as Fairphone, Gerrard Street headphones or the Shiftphone. Although
sustainability is also playing an increasingly important role in the electronics indus-
try, the number of sustainable manufacturers is limited, partly due to the strong and
dominant competition that focuses on mass production and fast exchanges of its
products. This makes it difficult for Commown to expand and extend its range. The
limited number of manufacturers prevents the company from expanding its prod-
uct portfolio and thus attracting more customers.

Time and Value - Coherency Effort for Finding Suitable Partners

Further to the challenge of finding suitable partners, Commown attaches great im-
portance to long-term partnerships with its manufacturers that are based on trust
and reciprocal support. However, establishing and maintaining these partnerships
can take alot of time. Before the cooperation can even begin, Commown must already
dedicate a great amount of time to see whether the values and standards match and
whether a partnership is a good fit. Only if this is the case, can other aspects, such
as different parts of working together or contract negotiations, be concluded. While
these long-lasting partnerships are, of course, valuable, the lengthy process of es-
tablishing them slows Commown down in expanding its manufacturer network.

Interactions with Other Design Traits
Ownership Design
One of the greatest opportunities arising from the company’s network structures

lies in the cooperative’s ownership structure. A cooperative exists for its members
and anyone who wishes to become a member — whether as a customer, manufac-
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turer or in another role — has the opportunity to acquire shares in the cooperative.
This membership provides the right to participate in the general meeting of Com-
mown and to have a say in decisions. Critically, regardless of the number of shares
someone or an organisation owns, each member only has one vote. This means that
the usual principle that the person who invests more also has more influence is de-
liberately not applied. Robin Angelé summarises the Ownership Design as follows:

“What is different with us is that we are a cooperative. This means that cus-
tomers can also become members by simply buying a share in a cooperative.
They can even do this at the same time as renting a unit. And they have a say
inthe election atthe general meeting, where importantdecisions are made.”

Governance Design

Decision-making power is also carefully balanced in the general meeting. The vot-
ing rights are divided into four categories: 50% of the votes go to the executive board
and employees, 20% are allocated to customers and communications partners, 15%
to investors, and another 15% to manufacturers. Additionally, an advisory supervi-
sory board provides insights and suggestions, stepping in when there are differing
views on certain decisions. This cooperative model enables different stakeholders —
from customers and partners to manufacturers — as well as their expertise and their
opinions to be brought together to work together on the development of sustainable
and profitable electronics. The direct involvement of customers and manufacturers
in the ownership and decision-making structure improves the exchange of informa-
tion and feedback. As Robin Angelé points out:

“Our goalis actually to bring all these different stakeholders under the same table
and see how we can make these electronics more sustainable for everyone.”

Finance Design

Financially, the cooperative structure enables independence for Commown, as own-
ership remains within the cooperative, limiting the influence of external investors
and shareholders compared to a traditional “one share, one vote” model. For in-
stance, the legal framework of cooperative law in France mandates that at least
57.5% of Commown’s profits be reinvested into the cooperative. Moreover, dividend
payouts are capped based at the average rate of obligations over the past three years
plus two percentage points. These structures ensure that most profits are rein-
vested, and that long-term strategies and sustainable growth are prioritised over
short-term profit maximisation. For start-ups that rely on traditional financing
models and external investors, the pressure to maximise profits can grow rapidly,
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which can often lead to price increases or inadequate pay for employees. Even if it is
more challenging for Commown to raise capital for the cooperative model, the com-
pany remains independent. The right to have a say within the cooperative means
that internal pressure remains low, and decisions can be made in the interests of all
members.

Recommendations for Adopting a Cooperative Network Design

Some success factors of Commown have already been mentioned throughout the case
study. However, several additional factors are essential for the success of Commown:

Build Mutual Trust and Support

Building cooperative relationships at Commown is based on a strong relationship
of trust within the network. By renting out electrical devices with the clear aim of
maximising their lifespan, Commown puts care and sustainability at the heart of its
business. This approach creates a foundation of trust that is essential for long-last-
ing partnerships. When challenges arise, Commown’s collaborative spirit supports all
stakeholders and fosters a culture of cooperation that goes beyond individual trans-
actions and contributes to the common goal of a sustainable, responsible society.

Develop Personal Relationship

At the beginning of every customer relationship, Commown attaches particular im-
portance to close and personal contact. This intensive contact is important to create
trust and a stable foundation for collaboration. Once the basis of the relationship
has been established, the frequency of contact can be reduced without jeopardising
the quality of the partnership. This approach creates a long-term connection based
on mutual understanding and trust, offering flexibility and reliability to both sides.

Ensuring Manufacturer Availability

To ensure Commown’s long-term success, it is important to ensure that there are
enough manufacturers and partners who share the company’s values and ideas.
Strengthening collaborations with like-minded producers is crucial, as a lack of
suitable partners could limit the availability of sustainable devices and hinder
the growth of the rental model. With a wider range of cooperation partners and a
stronger presence on the market, customers’ awareness and understanding grows —
and with it the cooperative basis on which Commown is built.
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Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

Commown is part of a bigger movement to transform the electronics industry to-
wards sustainability. Through its cooperative network-based rental model that fo-
cuses on renting rather than selling electronic devices, the company is making a
major contribution to transforming the economy and changing the way consumer
goods are used and perceived.

The rental approach and the repair of the devices not only extend the life of the
products but also reduce the consumption of resources as it takes away the necessity
to constantly produce and dispose of electronic devices. This leads to a lower nega-
tive environmental impact and promotes awareness of ‘non-consumption’ by show-
ing customers that the value of a product lies not in its ownership, but rather in its
use and functionality. This perspective motivates consumers to appreciate the ad-
vantages of long-term use of a device instead of constantly upgrading to the newest
model. The model also challenges the throwaway mentality. With the rental model,
consumers realise that it is possible to own electronic devices for a long period of
time. Consumers no longer need to buy a new device to keep up with the latest tech-
nology; regular updates and repairs keep devices state-of-the-art even after many
years. By changing consumer habits in this way, Commown is making a significant
contribution to more sustainable consumption.

Furthermore, Commown can be a role model for others in the industry. The com-
pany shows that even in a highly competitive industry, it is possible to pursue al-
ternative business models, in their case, the circular economy that considers both
regenerative and distributive aspects. This model not only promotes the fair distri-
bution of resources and the regeneration of ecological systems but also allows Com-
mown to operate in a financially profitable manner. Commown redefines how elec-
tronic devices are consumed and valued, encouraging a conscious use of technology.
Through reuse, repair and recycling, the company actively contributes to avoiding
waste and conserving natural resources. In this way, Commown inspires people and
companies to rethink their responsibility for a sustainable future. As Robin Angelé
summarises:

“Our aim is really to show that it is possible to offer a business model that is prof-
itable for companies, more sustainable and also interesting for customers.”
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Case Study: Sekem & Ebda

Sarah Keil

Purpose: “Sustainable development towards a future where every human being can

unfold his individual potential; where mankind lives together in social forms reflect-

ing human dignity; and where all economic activity is conducted in accordance with

ecological and ethical principles.”

Design Trait: Network

Innovative Practice: Economy of Love Based Network Design

Key Facts
SEKEM and EBDA
SEKEM s a holistic development organ- Egyptian Biodynamic Associa-
isation focused on sustainable agricul- tion (EBDA) supports Egyptian
ture, education, and social initiatives farmers in their transition to
based on biodynamic principles. biodynamic agriculture.
Established: 1977 1994
Location: Al Salam City, Egypt Al Salam City, Egypt
Founder: Dr. Ibrahim Abouleish Dr. Ibrahim Abouleish
Ownership: Holding Association
Legal Form: Egyptian Joint Stock Company Association
Employees/ 2.003 (2023) 103 (2024)
Members:
Homepage: https://sekem.com/en/index/ https://ebda.earth/
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SEKEM EUROPE

Supports SEKEM’s goal by processing SEKEMS’s products made from biodynamic
ingredients.

Established: 2006

Location: Goslar

Founder: Dr. Ibrahim Abouleish

Ownership: Limited Liability Company (GmbH)
Legal Form: Limited Liability Company (GmbH)

Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: “Sustainable development
towards a future where every human
being can unfold his individual potential;
where mankind lives together in social
forms reflecting human dignity; and
where all economic activity is conducted
in accordance with ecological and ethical
principles”

Founded in 1977 by Dr. Ibrahim Abouleish, the SEKEM Initiative arose from a vi-
sion to transform the desert into fertile land. In pursuit of this idea, Dr. Ibrahim
Abouleish dug the first wells on untouched desert soil near Cairo in 1977 to revitalise
the soil with biodynamic agriculture.

Biodynamic agriculture

“Biodynamic farming is a holistic, ecological and ethical approach to farming and
gardeningthatdates back to1924 and evolved eversince. Going beyond the organic
standard, through holistic management practices biodynamic farming focuses on
reinforcing the interaction between soil, plants, animals, and humans in an envi-
ronmentally friendly and regenerative way. In this way, the farm becomes a unique
living organism in which each part nurtures the other: humans, plants, animals,
and soil strive together” (Demeter 2025).

From this foundation grew a network of companies and educational institutions
such as Heliopolis University, a vocational training centre, and a school with all lev-
elsof education. The Egyptian Biodynamic Agriculture Association (EBDA), founded
by SEKEM in 1994, forms a central part of this network. The EBDA was established to
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support Egyptian farmers in transitioning from conventional to biodynamic agri-
culture, with the goal of promoting rural development and sustainability. This cen-
tral task continues SEKEM’s commitment to fostering organic and biodynamic agri-
culture.

Although the EBDA operates independently, it is based on SEKEM’s core values
and continues its vision in close collaboration with SEKEM. The EBDA plays a key
role in SEKEM’s network, as it serves as an agricultural foundation, providing
training, research, and advice to farmers across Egypt. It promotes sustainable
practices aligned with SEKEM’s vision, focusing on the ecological principles of both
organic and biodynamic agriculture. While organic farming emphasises ecological
processes and biodiversity, biodynamic agriculture takes a broader holistic ap-
proach, viewing soil fertility, plant growth, and livestock care as an interconnected
system. The collaboration lays the foundation for SEKEM’s closed value chain, en-
sures that the network’s agricultural, social and educational initiatives are aligned,
and puts the biodynamic principles that form the foundation of SEKEM’s holistic
development approach into practice.

This interconnection can further be seen in the fact that the farmers who are
under contract with SEKEM are accompanied and certified by the EBDA. Thus, the
EBDA acts as a bridge between the farmers and SEKEM, ensuring that the farmers
meet the high ecological standards that are essential for SEKEM’s mission and its
products. The scale of this network is reflected in the significant trade volumes it
facilitates, as SEKEM’s ecosystem connects numerous agricultural suppliers, pro-
cessing units, and distribution channels that move large quantities of biodynamic
products both locally and internationally, generating a net profit of EGP 40,266,243
in 2023. Moreover, SEKEM and the EBDA were jointly awarded a prize for sustain-
able business practices, recognising their commitment to regenerative agriculture
and environmental stewardship in Egypt, further underlining their close coopera-
tion.

SEKEM Europe, a subsidiary of SEKEM founded in 2005 and based in Germany,
also plays a central role in this network. It serves both as a conduit for sustainable
Egyptian products to Europe and as an ambassador for the values and initiatives
promoted by SEKEM and the EBDA. In addition to economic activities, SEKEM
has maintained close cultural ties with Germany for over 40 years. In collaboration
with the support association SEKEM Friends Germany e.V., SEKEM conducts social
and development-oriented projects to foster intercultural understanding between
Egypt and Germany.

This interconnectedness between SEKEM, the EBDA and SEKEM Europe clearly
shows that the work of the farmers and their sustainable farming methods are one of
the core purposes of this network. Without the EBDA and its support for the farmers,
the realisation of SEKEM’s vision would be less attainable. Likewise, SEKEM Europe
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implements this vision and ensures that ecological and social responsibility extends
beyond Egypt.

Insights into the Economy of Love Based Network Design

The special feature and uniqueness of the network structures lie above all in the di-
versity of the stakeholders with whom the EBDA is in contact, as well as in the special
nature of the relationship with the farmers. A key expression of these relationships is
the Economy of Love Reporting Standard which was initiated by the EBDA and based
on the values of SEKEM. The standard was adopted by SEKEM and all its members in
all areas and is now intended to be spread globally. Justus Harm, Co-Executive Di-
rector of EBDA, who was interviewed for this case study, emphasises: “The standard
is inspired by SEKEM, by the work that the SEKEM initiative has done.”

The Standard encompasses four dimensions, which are considered and imple-
mented in a holistic approach: Economic, ecological, social, and cultural. The eco-
nomic dimension is about fair and transparent value creation and distribution to all
stakeholders. For example, income from CO, credits is distributed equally among
all farmers regardless of who has sold how many. Additionally, farmers practising
biodynamic agriculture receive credits for innovative practices through the Econ-
omy of Love. The ecological dimension refers to the active regeneration of the world
through biodynamic farming methods. For instance, by using compost, organic fer-
tilisers and biodynamic preparations, as well as crop rotation, the soil is continu-
ously vitalised and enriched with nutrients. In this way, SEKEM has managed to
transform parts of the desert into fertile land. The social dimension focuses on fair
working conditions that promote the well-being of employees and create better jobs.
Employees are provided with health and social insurance, and various tools, such as
the Roundtable, are used to engage in dialogue with employees, ensuring that their
opinions and concerns are heard and integrated into decision-making processes.
The cultural dimension focuses on collective development, promoting education,
well-being, and creative collaboration within SEKEM and the wider community. This
is fostered through educational institutions like the SEKEM School and Heliopolis
University, alongside initiatives in music, theatre, arts, and research. Justus Harm
states:

“We believe that through a transparent economic system, responsible consumers
and producers can actively protect nature and ensure that every person across the
supply chain is fairly compensated and protected from exploitation.”
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Figure 1: The Four Dimensions of the Economy of Love

The wheel of balance and the four dimensions are the basis of our principles and the
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Source: Economy of Love, 2025.

Through the Economy of Love Standard, SEKEM and the EBDA enable farmers to
transition from conventional to biodynamic, regenerative farming. This shift not
only supports ecological sustainability but also drives community development, en-
suring that farmers are rewarded for their work and that they contribute to the well-
being of the broader society. To date, the initiative has supported over 10,000 farm-
ers and converted more than 40,000 acres of land. Mohamed Seddik, an Egyptian
farmer, aptly summarises the Economy of Love Standard with the following words:

“Economy of Love means that | understand your challenges and you under-
stand mine, so that we can support each other with love and respect.”

This holistic approach makes it possible to unite the values of SEKEM and EBDA in
one standard and to spread the vision nationally and internationally among farmers
and other companies. In this way, the values underpinning these relationships are
now visible through the Standard.

Another integral element of SEKEM’s holistic approach are the CO, credits,
known as “Whole System Credits”. Land use change, primarily due to conventional
agriculture, is a leading cause of biodiversity loss. However, biodiversity is one of
the nine planetary boundaries and therefore essential for ecosystems and human
life. To address this challenge, the EBDA actively supports farmers in transitioning
to biodynamic farming, helping them implement sustainable agricultural practices.
Through methods such as reforestation, composting, carbon storage in soil, and
renewable energy use, farmers can bind more CO, while enhancing soil fertility
and ecosystem health. Recognising the importance of this transition, the EBDA
continuously works to provide the best possible support to individual farmers and
farmers’ associations. This includes a wide range of services, all aimed at helping

https://doi.org/10. inlibr - Open A i@ o]

95


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

96  Network Design

the 16,368 farmers within the EBDA network meet the standards for organic and
biodynamic certification. Justus Harm highlights the significance of this work:

“We have been active for 30 years, supporting companies and farms that work bio-
dynamically in Egypt with training, consultancy, learning materials, access to mar-
ket, various farminputs, etc., in order to prepare them for the organicand Demeter
market, so to speak, and to support the marketing of the farmers' products.”

Through the Whole System Credits, the EBDA acknowledges and rewards farmers
for their dedication to biodynamic agriculture, ensuring that their efforts in regen-
erative farming and CO, reduction are both valued and financially supported. The
credits measure CO, savings from biodynamic farming, allowing farmers to earn
and sell credits on the CO, certificate market. According to SEKEM, this approach
offers a valuable contribution to society. These credits acknowledge farmers' en-
vironmental efforts while promoting a comprehensive strategy that encompasses
biodiversity, soil health, and sustainable land stewardship. Aligned with the core
values of the Economy of Love — transparency and accountability across the value
chain — this certification system helps ensure that every aspect of the process is
both measurable and meaningful.

To ensure equality and to avoid disparities caused by uneven sales of individual cer-
tificates, the Whole System Credits of all participating farmers are pooled into a col-
lective fund. The income from the sale of these certificates is then distributed fairly
among all farmers. Additionally, a “solidarity buffer” is implemented, reserving 20%
of each issued credit as a safeguard. This buffer mitigates risks for the entire farm-
ing community, covering losses if a farmer cannot continue cultivating sustainably
the following year. These mechanisms enhance fairness, reduce risks, and foster re-
silience, reinforcing the holistic nature of the Economy of Love.

How the Economy of Love Based Network Design Enables Regenerative

and Distributive Dynamics

Due to the Economy of Love Based Network Design the following potentials arise for
achieving the regenerative and distributive purpose:

Deep Understanding and Trust
Transparency, a central criterion of the Economy of Love, serves as a foundation for

fostering deep understanding and trust within the network. A key tool in achieving
this is the Impact Trace Tool, which allows buyers to trace the entire value chain of a
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product by simply scanning a QR code. Consumers can see exactly who produced the
products and what contributions the farmers make with their biodynamic cultiva-
tion. The tool further highlights externalised costs, such as environmental degrada-
tion or CO, emissions, making the real price of a product transparent and showing
the wider influence of consumer choices on both society and the planet. By using the
Impact Trace Tool, a link is also established between the various stakeholders within
the value chain of a particular product. Justus Harm summarises the tool as follows:

“The Impact Trace Tool connects the various stakeholders who are involved in the
value chain, so to speak, in the value creation of a particular product, and mainly
also familiarises end customers with what impact they actually have”

In addition, the purchase of Whole System Credits enhances this trust. Companies
that purchase the credits receive a code that shows exactly which farmer they have
purchased the certificate from. In this way, companies know exactly which farmers
they are supporting and what direct impact they are having on the environment and
local farming practices.

By enabling such transparency and connection, the Economy of Love promotes a
shared understanding and trust among consumers, producers, and all other stake-
holders, laying the groundwork for a more sustainable and responsible economy.

Holistic Sustainable Development

The Economy of Love network fosters a holistic approach that not only promotes
farmers’ transition to biodynamic agriculture, but also positively impacts their
local communities by reducing water consumption, lowering CO, emissions and
supporting sustainable land use. A central component of this holistic system is the
distributive design of the Whole System Credits, which provide farmers with an
additional source of income. This strengthens their economic stability and incen-
tivises them to continue pursuing sustainable agricultural practices. The EBDA has
now decided that, with this additional source of income, farmers are no longer
allowed to sell their products at premium prices, which was previously necessary
due to the higher production costs in organic farming. Instead, they must now offer
their products at more affordable prices, ensuring that more people have access to
healthy organic products. This creates a sustainable and balanced economic model
that promotes long-term, equitable development.

Improvement of Biodynamic Agricultural Methods

The improvement of biodynamic agricultural methods is deeply rooted in a culture
of collaboration and shared learning. This sense of togetherness is actively fostered
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through tools that connect farmers and stakeholders across the value chain. One
such tool is the Participatory Guarantee System (PGS), a widely used approach
across the organic movement and by organisations like the World Fair Trade Or-
ganisation as a credible alternative to third-party certification. This system not only
ensures transparency but also integrates peer-to-peer support and assessment,
allowing farmers to actively participate in verifying organic standards. However,
despite its growing adoption, PGS is not yet officially recognised as a certification
system in all countries. Even so, it provides a valuable platform where farmers can
share their experiences, exchange knowledge, and collaboratively develop their
practices, creating a supportive network of continuous learning and growth.

Roundtable meetings further exemplify this spirit of collaboration. These reg-
ular gatherings bring farmers, companies, and other stakeholders together to dis-
cuss challenges, brainstorm solutions, and co-create innovative approaches. Such
discussions not only strengthen community bonds but also lead to advancements in
biodynamic and regenerative farming methods.

The Impact Trace Tool adds another layer to this interconnected approach by
linking stakeholders throughout the value chain. By scanning a QR code, buyers can
trace a product’s journey, understand farmers’ contributions, and see the broader
impact of their choices. This shared visibility strengthens accountability and coop-
eration among all involved.

Dissemination

The extensive network, which includes wide range of stakeholders, offers the oppor-
tunity to distribute the shared values and strategies of SEKEM and the EBDA. The
dissemination of these takes place in a variety of ways. Particularly noteworthy is the
cooperation with previously conventional associations that want to support their
members in the transition to more sustainable business practices. Through this co-
operation, knowledge can be passed on and existing structures can be changed. The
Economy of Love approach has also inspired international interest, with SEKEM’s
model now being adopted in several countries. Partnerships with countries such
as India, Tunisia and Italy are helping local farmers adopt sustainable practices
inspired by SEKEM’s model. These diverse and inclusive approaches foster intensive
and collaborative partnerships, driving the development and implementation of
more sustainable practices and further establishing the Economy of Love.

https://doi.org/10. inlibr - Open Access - TS|



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Sarah Keil : Case Study: Sekem & Ebda

Challenges Arising from Designing Network around the Economy of Love
Sensitisation for Biodynamic Agriculture

One challenge is to educate and sensitise farmers to the values and principles of
SEKEM and the EBDA. For many farmers, conventional farming has been the norm
for generations. Consequently, they often remain unaware of the social and sustain-
able benefits arising from the principles of the SEKEM initiative and the Economy
of Love. It is therefore necessary to inform farmers about the positive impact that
organic and biodynamic farming methods can have on their businesses, economic
existence, and the environment.

Measurement of the Whole Credit System

Implementing an effective Whole Credit System presents a challenge, as it requires
a robust local governance structure supported by partners with expertise in accu-
rate and reliable CO, storage calculation. However, a stable local governance struc-
ture is not always provided. In addition, local validation and verification bodies are
essential to ensure compliance with the established standards. This complex and re-
source-intensive process demands both technical expertise and close cooperation
among various stakeholders.

Intensive Information and Support

While close cooperation with farmers is vital for the initiative’s success and expan-
sion, it is also highly time-consuming and resource-intensive. Nearly 70 agricul-
tural engineers at SEKEM work to support farmers in implementing and maintain-
ing sustainable practices. This support involves regular visits, consultations, train-
ing sessions, and phone support, ensuring compliance with certification standards.
Justus Harm emphasises:

“So at the moment, | have 69 agricultural engineers, so to speak advisors, full-time
employees in the association, who are spread throughout the country and whose
main task is to advise the farmers, organise training and fulfil all the wishes that
the farmers have.”
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Interactions with Other Design Traits
Governance Design

As its name implies, the EBDA is an association and therefore belongs to its mem-
bers, the farmers. This structure gives the farmers a central role in the association’s
decision-making processes. Annually, members come together for a general assem-
bly to vote on important matters and elect the board of directors. This elected board
then takes over the management of the organisation as it appoints the executive di-
rector to run the operational side of the business.

Another feature of the EBDA’s associative structure is its interactive, flat gover-
nance system, which gives farmers a high degree of participation. As members of
the association, farmers have voting rights, allowing them to actively contribute to
decisions. Stakeholder meetings, for instance, always include farmers or their repre-
sentatives, ensuring direct interaction with other members. This flat hierarchy pro-
motes dialogue and direct interaction between members, empowering farmers to
actively contribute their opinions and needs, thus playing a key role in shaping the
association’s development.

The EBDA'’s participatory nature is further enhanced by the regular Roundtable
discussions, which foster connections both among farmers and between farmers
and companies. These meetings allow all parties to openly share their challenges,
perspectives, and needs while working together to find solutions and offer mutual
support. This approach fosters equitable cooperation that respects everyone’s inter-
ests and builds sustainable, long-term partnerships.

Finance Design

The EBDA’s financial resources stem from several sources. In addition to income
from the cooperation with Demeter and Demeter licenses, the new source of income
from the Whole System Credits is particularly important. Approximately 15 percent
of the revenue from the sale of these certificates goes directly to the association.
These funds are used to cover the EBDA’s constantly growing costs for the recruit-
ment of new consultants, the organisation of further training courses, the creation
of learning materials and the further development of the certification processes.
Membership fees from farmers constitute another source of income, although the
EBDA keeps these low to minimise the financial burden on farmers. Overall, these
various sources of income help the EBDA to expand its activities and continuously
pursue its mission to promote biodynamic agriculture and sustainable practices.
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Recommendations for Adopting an Economy
of Love Based Network Design

Flexibility

A central element of the EBDA is its flexible cooperation with a diverse network of
stakeholders. Their systemic approach means that they do not stick rigidly to fixed
partners but instead dynamically assess who can help on the respective path. This
flexibility enables the EBDA to constantly optimise cooperation and ensure that all
parties involved receive the best possible support to achieve common goals. Justus
Harm describes this flexibility as follows:

“We always look at who can help us or who wants to help us along the way and
who we can support on their individual path.”

Continuous Improvement

SEKEM and the EBDA foster a culture of continuous improvement through their
collaborative structure. Regular Roundtables and open communication among
stakeholders provide a platform for exchanging knowledge, sharing experiences,
and jointly developing innovative solutions.

Cultivating Togetherness

SEKEM promotes a strong sense of community by fostering education, cultural ini-
tiatives, and creative collaboration that benefit everyone involved by enabling col-
lective growth and cultural development. This holistic approach strengthens con-
nections within the organisation and the wider community, creating a shared foun-
dation for sustainable progress.

Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

Systemic change is the focus of SEKEM and the EBDA’S mission. The aim is to fun-
damentally transform the agricultural sector and to further train and educate both
consumers and farmers in rethinking agriculture and nutrition. Agriculture plays a
particularly important role in this transformation because an estimated 23% of to-
tal anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions (2007-2016) derive from Agriculture,
Forestry and Other Land Use (AFOLU) (IPCC 2019: p.6). However, by transitioning to
a regenerative-biodynamic agriculture, part of the problem can become part of the
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solution, as it can make a significant contribution to protecting the environment.
Justus Harm emphasises:

“If we change to regenerative-ecological agriculture, then agriculture is part
of the solution and part of the system change.”

Through the Economy of Love Standard and Whole System Credits, EBDA farmers
are making substantial contributions to CO, sequestration in soil, water storage,
and ecosystem strengthening in terms of biodiversity, resilience, and soil fertility.
By switching to organic and biodynamic farming, they are strengthening essential
ecosystem services, which in turn benefit both the local community and the farmers
themselves.

Agriculture and related sectors employ a significant portion of the global work-
force. Successfully transforming this sector sustainably and driving rapid change
could lead to systemic change far beyond Egypt. The EBDA model is already being
observed and replicated in other countries, where organisations seek to apply sim-
ilar principles to enhance sustainability in their agricultural systems. Such a trans-
formation would not only revolutionise agriculture but also fundamentally reshape
our economy and way of life, fostering a more sustainable and just society.

For this change to take place, sustainable agriculture must emerge as a lucra-
tive business that farmers perceive as financially attractive. This necessitates that the
transition to sustainable farming practices offers not only ecological advantages but
also tangible economic benefits to farmers. As sustainable farming demonstrates its
financial viability, it will likely attract an increasing number of farmers to join the
transition.
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Case Study: Sonnentor

Sina Kehrwieder & Nelly Rahimy

Purpose: To create organic products that support people and nature
Design Trait: Network
Innovative Practice: Regionally Responsibility-Based Network Design

Key Facts

Sonnentor is a family-owned company specialising in 100% organic herbs, spices, and
teas, built on fair partnerships with local and global producers. Based in Austria,
it actively supports its structurally weaker home region by creating jobs, fostering
economic resilience, and leading initiatives that prioritise organic farming, social
equity, and environmental regeneration.

Founded: 1988

Industry: Organic food

Location: Sprognitz, Austria

Founded by: Johannes Gutmann

Ownership: Family-Owned

Legal form: Limited Liability Company (CmbH)
Employees: 544 (2022/2023)

Webpage: https://www.sonnentor.com/de-at

Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: To create organic products that
support people and nature

Founded in 1988, Sonnentor has grown into a well-recognised brand, closely asso-

ciated with its founder, Johannes Gutmann and, more importantly, for its com-
mitment to organic farming. Known for his signature red glasses and Lederhosen,
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Gutmann had a clear vision from the outset: to sell only high-quality, organic, and
sustainable food and to create impact in his home region, the Waldviertel in Austria.
Initially a pioneer of the organic market, Sonnentor has grown into a global network
with over 1000 agricultural partners, far beyond the three farming families who
launched the journey.

“The idea of Purpose was present from the very beginning and it has developed
in various directions. Naturally, the situation is completely different now, with
360 employees in Austria, nationwide in Germany, 180 in the Czech Republic, and
1,000 farmers worldwide growing for us, compared to how it started—as a one-
man business with three regional farming families.” — Verena Kénigsberger, Cor-
porate Communication Manager

Sonnentor as a company has evolved and grown, yet the core philosophy remains un-
changed: a commitment to ethical partnerships and ecological responsibility.

“These two aspects [regional ties and ecological conviction] are very, very deep
in our DNA and are absolutely cross-cutting issues in our company. Every depart-
ment is involved.” — Florian Krautzer, CSR-Manager

To minimise its ecological footprint, Sonnentor has long been committed to clean en-
ergy transformation. For decades, the company has integrated renewable energy so-
lutions, continuously eliminating fossil fuel dependency and accelerating its shift
towards net neutrality. Key initiatives include:

« Purchasing 100% green energy since 1992
- Implementing a wood-chip heating system
« Expanding its photovoltaic system to maximise solar energy use

Thanks to these efforts, Sonnentor’s own emissions are now equivalent to those of just
thirteen Austrian households per year. While significant progress has been made,
the company remains dedicated to achieving long-term net-zero emissions. Sonnen-
tor aims to eliminate all fossil GHG emissions from its own operations by 2030, while
supporting projects and developments aimed at sequestering CO, from the atmo-
sphere, such as building up humus within its supply chain or generating biochar
from its waste stems in production.
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Insights into the Regionally Responsibility-Based Network Design

One of Sonnentor’s most distinctive qualities is its deep and fair network of part-
nerships, which includes suppliers, employees, customers, and communities. Since
2011, Sonnentor has been part of the “Economy for the Common Good” movement and
discloses its sustainable activities within its biennial Common Good Report. Specif-
ically, the following areas are analysed: Dealing with suppliers, employees and cus-
tomers, ownership and financial structures as well as the general social environment
and the impact of the product. In 2023, the company scored 746 points (out of 1000),
including 87.50% in the criteria supplier ethics.

Figure 1: Economy for the Common Good

Economy for the Common Good (ECG)

The Economy for the Common Good (ECG) is an economic model that prioritizes a good life for
everyone on a healthy planet. Instead of focusing solely on profit, ECG businesses commit to values
such as human dignity, solidarity, social justice, environmental sustainability, and transparency.

1. Common Good 3. Policy Support

Balance Sheet 2.ECG Label : 2
. . : Fairer taxation and
Businesses assess their Products receive a score, . .
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Source: Economy for the Common Good 2025.

Suppliers

Strong supplier relationships are essential for Sonnentor, as they form the founda-
tion of its business. From the very beginning, the brand has remained closely con-
nected to its regional roots—not just as a commitment to local areas but also as a
fundamental principle of how it engages with business partners. Whenever possi-
ble, Sonnentor sources all herbs and spices that can grow locally from Austria and
neighbouring countries, reinforcing its dedication to regional agriculture in rural
areas.

To ensure high-quality and sustainable sourcing, Sonnentor has strict require-
ments for its cultivation partners. Farmers must be certified organic producers un-
der EU Organic Regulation, hold an organic certification for all herbs and spices they
intend to grow, have expertise in matching crop selection to soil suitability and pos-
sess the necessary machinery for cultivation, processing, and harvesting, as well as
drying facilities.
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Beyond these requirements, Sonnentor ensures fairness in supplier relationships
through three key practices: fair pricing, direct trade, and long-term partnerships.

Fair Prices

Sonnentor guarantees its suppliers fair prices, ensuring stability regardless of fluctu-
ations in global market prices. For one, Sonnentor establishes cultivation and supply
contracts that guarantee minimum prices above standard market rates.

Direct Trade

A key element of Sonnentor’s purpose is its commitment to direct trade, sourcing
products directly from farmers or local partners, bypassing intermediaries when-
ever possible. While intermediaries can help connect small-scale producers to mar-
kets and reduce risk through diversification, direct trade gives Sonnentor the flexi-
bility needed to sustain fair and stable prices across its international supply chain.
This approach allows the company to pay stable, fair prices that provide producers
a secure and long-term livelihood. Today, approximately 60% of Sonnentor’s herbs,
spices, and coffee are sourced through direct trade.

“It is very important to us that the values that we have stood for from the
beginning — the ones that have made us successful — are also upheld inter-
nationally. We want to ensure that equality, trust, the strong gut feeling that
we have built up are carried into our supply chain worldwide” — Florian
Krautzer

Even when working beyond its immediate regional network, Sonnentor remains
committed to respectful and fair supplier relationships.

Long-Term Partnerships

Sonnentor focuses on long-term partnerships that ensure stability for both the com-
pany and its suppliers. More than 60% of raw material partners have supplied Son-
nentor for more than 5 years, while all three original local farmers still supply Son-
nentor, some in second, some in the third generation, after 37 years. Sonnentor fos-
ters partnerships with a long-term vision, offering mutual planning security and
strengthening trust for future collaboration. It's about

“taking a long-term approach, notjust (...) setting rigid demands like, ‘These
are our conditions and if you can't fulfil them, you're out’. Instead, we say,
‘Here’s how we envision working together—can you do that? If not, why?
Could you do it next year? Or the year after?” This mindset ensures planning
security, allowing us to grow and evolve together” — Florian Krautzer

Regular on-site visits and advance financing that assists partners expand their pro-
duction capacities are important tools in maintaining regionally responsible sup-
plier relationships. For example, Sonnentor provided advance financing to one of its
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partners in Kosovo, enabling them to develop new, organic products and capabili-
ties.

Employees

The regionally-based network design also includes its employees. As one of the
largest employers in the rural, structurally weak Waldviertel region, Sonnentor plays
a crucial role in providing stable jobs and strengthening the local economy and
community.

"We see ourselves as a strong regional employer in the Waldviertel. You might
know the Waldviertel — a structurally somewhat weaker area where one might
have to travel a bit further to get to work, as there aren't so many companies in the
region. And we have always seen ourselves as a very strong employer; we have 320
employees right here at our location in the Waldviertel.” — Verena Koénigsberger

With 320 employees at its headquarters and additional home-based workers, the
company not only offers direct employment but also supports many farming fami-
lies through seasonal and flexible work opportunities. For example, it supports rural
farming families who may have seasonal work fluctuations by including them in the
hand packing process.

“There are approximately 60 or more men and women who work as freelance
contractors from home. These are often farming families who take on more
hand-packaging work in the winter when there is less fieldwork. We place a
strong emphasis on continuing this practice. It may not always be the most
economically efficient decision, as we could achieve a much higher output
with machines.” — Verena Konigsberger

Unlike many traditional businesses, Sonnentor rejects rigid performance quotas and
instead trusts its employees to work at their own pace. This pressure-free environ-
ment fosters a culture of respect and well-being, recognising that individual pro-
ductivity may vary from day to day.

“Unlike other companies, we don’t have a set requirement for employees to pro-
duce a specific number of units per day. That simply doesn't exist here. Instead,
we place a certain level of trust in our employees, trusting that the work will get
done. Of course, some colleagues are faster than others—that’s just how it is and
always will be. But we don’t apply pressure; we trust that our employees will do
their best” — Verena Konigsberger
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Fig 2: Hand-Packaging at Sonnentor

Source: Sonnentor 2024.

Including Employees in the Purpose

Furthermore, Sonnentor ensures that employees are not just workers but active par-
ticipants in the company’s purpose. To foster engagement and inclusion, Sonnentor
regularly shares updates on sustainability initiatives, company values, and business
decisions through its internal magazine, social intranet, and mobile communica-
tion tools. This communication is a vital tool in bridging the classical gap between
office and production workers.

“We wanted to minimise this gap as much as possible, which is why implement-
ing a mobile app was a must-have for us. This tool ensures that every employee
can access information at the same time—if they choose to. We recently saw how
valuable this was when we experienced severe flooding in our region two weeks
ago. On a Sunday, | was able to quickly send out a message to all employees using
aspecial push notification feature. The message popped up directly on the phones
of those who had opted in, allowing us to instantly reach everyone—whether they
were in production, administration, or our retail stores—even outside of regular
working hours.” — Verena Koénigsberger

Beyond traditional communication, Sonnentor gamifies engagement to encourage
employees to interact with company values. For example, employees can participate
in company-wide challenges, such as:
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« Health initiatives, like the annual “Adios Zucker” (Goodbye Sugar) campaign,
where employees receive training on healthy eating and take part in sugar-free
cooking classes.

+ Inclusion in product development. With an internal ideas and feedback box on
the company’s social intranet, employees can easily submit suggestions. Many
new products also go through an internal testing phase, where employees can
volunteer to try prototypes and provide feedback, as seen with the 3 Minze tea,
which was tested by 15 employees.

« Interactive quizzes onthe Economy for the Common Good report. Such quizzes
about Sonnentor’s sustainability goals foster a sense of shared purpose. This way,
Sonnentor makes sure “that employees are also informed about its contents and
that it's not just something we create for external purposes” (Verena Konigs-
berger).

- Sustainability competitions. For example, the company conducted an upcycling
challenge where employees repurposed packaging materials into new creations.
The winning idea—gift wrap sewn from tea bag covers—was later showcased on
social media, inspiring both employees and fans.

Work-Life Balance & Holistic Well-Being

The company offers a range of benefits, from sports classes and therapy services
to free lunches, embodying its values (namely respect, recognition, and health)
through a supportive work culture. These include:

«  Flexible work models, including remote work options and a four-day workweek
for much of the production team.

- A company daycare centre, “Sonnenscheinchen” (ray of sunshine), helping em-
ployees balance work and family life.

«  Free organiclunches for all employees, with a focus on healthy, sustainable eat-
ing (two vegetarian/vegan days per week).

“We also take part in Veganuary, the international campaign promoting plant-
based eating. The goal is to showcase vegan cooking and encourage employ-
ees to explore it. In general, we offer our employees a free organic lunch from
Monday to Thursday in our organic restaurant. Everything served is, of course,
organic—aligning with our company’s values and commitment to sustainabil-
ity."—(Verena Konigsberger

« Health & wellness initiatives, such as free sports classes, therapy services, and
regular health workshops. Each campaign revolves around a Sonnentor-specific
theme, often featuring one of their in-house herbal experts. Employees can initi-
ate and participate in herbal workshops, baking or cooking courses, all linked to
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sustainability—such as regional cooking, plant-based recipes, or waste reduc-
tion, like baking your own bread to avoid packaging waste.

Customers

Naturally, the customers are also crucial stakeholders for Sonnentor, both as buyers
and as active participants in the purpose. Through social media engagement, the
customer magazine FREUDE, and direct communication channels, the company
fosters strong relationships that provide valuable insights into consumer needs. Son-
nentor takes a deliberate approach to distribution, prioritising direct customer en-
gagement over conventional supermarket sales. The company sells most of its prod-
ucts through:

- 17 franchise partners who uphold Sonnentor’s values
- Independent health food stores
«  Online sales, allowing direct interaction with customers

By bypassing traditional grocery retail, Sonnentor maintains greater control over its
prices rather than being pressured by large retailers’ cost-cutting demands. Further-
more, the stores serve as educational spaces rather than just points of sale, ensuring
customised customer advice, and strengthening its direct relationships with con-
sumers. This direct sales model mirrors Sonnentor’s commitment to direct trade in
sourcing—building transparent, trust-based relationships at every stage, from sup-
pliers to end customers.
This customer-driven approach is reflected in product development:

- 50% of all new products are based on direct customer feedback and requests.
For example, Sonnentor’s “Beste fiir Reste” (Best for Leftovers), a spice blend de-
signed for leftover food, was co-created with its social media community. Fans
participated in the process by voting on recipes, packaging designs, and even the
product name.

- 'The Sonnentor community has even played a financial role, contributing capital
via a crowdfunding campaign to support the company’s internal energy transi-
tion.

Community Impact
Sonnentor’s commitment to social and environmental responsibility extends beyond
its own operations, actively supporting communities, sustainable agriculture, and

democratic engagement. This way, Sonnentor fosters long-term positive change both
locally and globally.
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Sonnentor invests in social projects that align with its values, supporting health,
organic farming, and regional empowerment. One such initiative in Uganda pro-
motes the local production and distribution of clean, efficient cooking stoves, re-
ducing indoor air pollution and improving health outcomes for families.

“There is less smoke indoors, meaning better health for the families. They also
save time and money on fuel. Mostimportantly, these stoves are developed locally,
made with local materials, and maintained by local businesses. It strengthens the
region—and that's something in our DNA, so it’s great to promote this elsewhere
too.” — Florian Krautzer

Sonnentor actively works to protect farmers from the risks of conventional agricul-
ture. In Austria, Sonnentor and its farmers established an association that helps them
insure against pesticide drift damage from neighbouring non-organic farms. This
initiative functions as an alternative insurance model, allowing affected farmers to
claim compensation for lost revenue without the bureaucratic hurdles of traditional
insurance contracts. Additionally, the company collaborates with “Enkeltaugliches
Osterreich”, an organisation advocating for large-scale organic agriculture, sustain-
able forestry, and biodiversity protection. This initiative also financially supports
farmers impacted by external environmental damage, ensuring greater security
within the organic farming network.

Additionally, Sonnentor’s founder has stepped back from daily operations to fo-
cus on advocacy and education, giving talks at universities, schools, and businesses
on sustainable business practices and responsible entrepreneurship. Furthermore,
he is particularly engaged in promoting democratic politics.

“Actually, it is important for us not to position ourselves along party-political lines.
However, this political cause is still very important to us. We are currently partici-
pating in an initiative called 'Love Politics, which is all about encouraging people
to stand up for democracy and exercise their right to vote.”—Verena Kénigsberger

How the Regionally Responsibility-Based Network Design Enables
Regenerative and Distributive Dynamics

Increased Resilience
The responsibility-based network design creates reliable, long-term partnerships.

These partnerships cannot be replicated easily, as the organisation of the relation-
ship is inherently time-consuming and requires time to develop.

https://doi.org/10. inlibr - Open Access - TS|

3


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

N4

Network Design

“This is the central credo, and long-term partnerships work when you treat each
other fairly, when you create predictability, when you work together as equals,
when you build trust and exchange ideas and visit each other” — Florian Krautzer

This long-term approach results in further benefits such as improved planning and
mutual reliability. Especially during times of crisis, Sonnentor is able to rely on its
networks to ensure its prosperity and security.

“Yes, during the pandemic, we were one of the few companies in our bubble, |
would say, that was able to deliver without restrictions when you have such long-
term partnerships and know each other well then you also go the extra mile. If
you know that things will continue next year and the year after that then you sim-
ply help each other in a different way | think that makes us more resilient, yes. |
can only speak for us now, but these good partnerships definitely helped us.” —
Florian Krautzer

This was particularly evident during the COVID-19 pandemic. When Sonnentor’s
field representatives in Germany were unable to perform their usual duties, they
stepped in to assist local farming partners with fieldwork. In Austria, the company
called on employees to help with the harvest when travel restrictions prevented sea-
sonal workers from entering the country. Meanwhile, the company’s Greek farming
partner returned the favour by supporting Sonnentor’s hand-packaging operations
in Sprognitz alongside his wife.

The company’s commitment to strong relationships with its stakeholders is not
only a moral imperative — it’s also a key competitive advantage, yielding resilient
connections that are especially valuable during challenging times.

Innovation

Innovations are not only the result of inputs within the company and the wishes ex-
pressed by customers. Innovation and new product development are made possible
continuously and, above all, reliably by investing in partnerships. Customer requests
may point to new market needs. Internal suggestions are taken seriously as well and
have recently led to noticeable improvements in production by saving resources.

“Itis absolutely encouraged for employees to contribute ideas—everyone can ac-
tively participate, and this is genuinely putinto practice. Before we introduced our
social intranet, we had a physical suggestion box in the company where employees
could submit ideas. At first, it worked well, but over time, engagement declined.
Now, with our social intranet, we have a dedicated Ideas & Feedback Box, mak-
ing it much easier for employees to submit their suggestions via a simple form.
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We regularly receive great ideas—notjust from our retail stores but also from our
production employees.” — Verena Kénigsberger

Skilled Labour Selection Instead of Shortage

Sonnentor’s sustainability efforts are a big part of the company’s image and public
presence, attracting like-minded people with similar values. The company receives
numerous applications every year and therefore has no problem with a potential
shortage of skilled labour. In addition, employees have a high commitment and a
low fluctuation rate.

“Sonnentor is known for being a very sustainable company in the region and be-
yond (...) and that also attracts a certain kind of people who want to work at Son-
nentor”—Florian Krautzer

The appreciative work culture contributes to this low fluctuation rate of 8,5% (in con-
trast to around 14% within the industry).

Challenges Arising From Designing Networks
Around Regional Responsibility

While Sonnentor’s regionally focused network offers many benefits, it also presents
unique challenges. These arise from the pioneering nature of the company’s early
days, the intensive effort required to maintain supplier relationships, the scalabil-
ity limits of such a hands-on approach, and the company’s reliance on long-term
partnerships.

Building and Maintaining Supplier Network

Creating and sustaining regionally anchored supply networks is no simple task.
It requires significant upfront investment and long-term commitment. “Finding
new raw materials or something is not easy because you can't just reach onto the
shelf or call and say, ‘Tll order x quantity then and then, there and there” Florian
Krautzer. Unlike conventional businesses that can source materials on demand,
Sonnentor carefully chooses and empowers new suppliers before they can reliably
deliver. Despite this additional effort, the high product quality that results makes it
a worthwhile benefit that customers recognise and appreciate.
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Company Growth and Scalability

As Sonnentor has grown, maintaining intensive supplier relationships has become
more challenging. The company acknowledges that its hands-on, relationship-
driven approach is not infinitely scalable, yet it remains committed to preserving
its values. This involves balancing trade-offs such as in the case with hand packing.
While the company has retained hand-packing in some cases, it admits that “not
everything can be done by hand anymore. For our best-selling products, we simply
cannot keep up with demand through manual work alone—we saw this clearly
during the COVID-19 pandemic when demand surged” (Verena Kénigsberger).

This makes it a potential challenge, as the intensive relationships do not appear
to be infinitely scalable. Nevertheless, the supply of the required volume of goods
and products must be guaranteed at a consistently high level of quality. But even
with increasing growth, “we want to stay the way we are” (Sonnentor 2025). Business
activities should continue to be characterised by the values that have made Sonnentor
so successful to date.

Greater Dependency on Partnerships

Because Sonnentor prioritises long-term supplier relationships, it does not have the
same flexibility as businesses that can quickly switch to new suppliers if problems
arise. Building new partnerships is time-consuming and labour-intensive, making
it crucial to nurture and protect existing relationships. When problems arise, efforts
are made to cooperate and communicate in a solution-oriented manner,

“because it is more important for us to maintain and expand a partnership over
time than to go looking for a new one now, also because | mentioned it before, it
is simply extremely time-consuming and labour-intensive to build something like
that” — Florian Krautzer
For example, Sonnentor has provided advance financing to key partners or sought
out organisations in regions like Tanzania that can coordinate hundreds of farming
families to ensure timely, high-quality deliveries.
Interactions with Other Design Traits

Finance Design

One important design trait interaction is with financing. Sonnentor places value in its
high amount of equity (67%) and its financial independence. “For stockholders who
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are only after quick profits, there is no place here. We are owner-managed and in-
dependent of external investors” (Sonnentor 2025). While Sonnentor generally avoids
outside investors, it is not completely closed to external funding—but only from
trusted sources.

“If we do take external investments, they must come from people we absolutely
trust—especially our fans and employees. We regularly offer opportunities for
them to participate in our sustainable projects.” — Florian Krautzer

In this vein, Sonnentor has tapped into crowd-based financing, allowing customers
and supporters to contribute directly to sustainable projects. One key example is the
“Crowd Sunding” project, which financed the construction of Sonnentor’s own photo-
voltaic system through a discounted product voucher system. Supporters could pur-
chase discounted vouchers for €400, which were allocated specifically for expanding
the photovoltaic system. In return, participants received €500 in Sonnentor vouch-
ers, distributed over five years, equating to a 5% annual return—surpassing typical
bank interest rates. This carefully curated financial strategy ensures that Sonnentor
remains aligned with its core values, safeguarding its ability to make ethical, long-
term decisions rather than being driven by short-term financial pressures.

Recommendations for Adopting a Regionally Responsibility-Based
Network Design

Authentic Commitment to Purpose

What has begun with Johannes Gutmann, continues to drive Sonnentor today: the
company positions itself as both a brand and a business with purpose, attracting
like-minded employees, customers, and partners through consistent media pres-
ence and a compelling sustainability narrative. However, a shared purpose must be
deeply ingrained in everyday business practices, instead of serving as a mere brand-
ing tool. At Sonnentor, this authentic commitment is reflected in supplier partner-
ships, employee relations, and social initiatives that directly align with its purpose.
Everything ties back to the heart of the company.

Maintain Long-Term, Respectful Partnerships

To build a resilient, regionally-based network, it is essential to foster open com-
munication and cooperation on equal footing. Prioritising mutual respect, fairness,
and long-term commitment ensures that partnerships are not just transactional but
genuinely sustainable.
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Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

Sonnentor’s business model stands as a direct counterpoint to the notion that con-
ventional companies have no viable alternatives.

“We show that it can be done.” —Florian Krautzer

Sonnentor proves that economic success does not have to come at the expense of en-
vironmental and social responsibility. Instead, prioritising long-term supplier re-
lationships, meaningful customer engagement, and active employee participation
strengthens both the company and the broader community. While Sonnentor once
operated without clear role models, it now strives to become one—demonstrating
that distributive and regenerative business practices are not only possible but also
beneficial. By leading by example, Sonnentor contributes to a fundamental shift in
business thinking and a cross-industry transformation toward a more sustainable
economic system.
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Case Study: Wildling Shoes

Sina Kehrwieder

Purpose: “We want to transfer the regenerative effect that our shoes have on our well-
being to our entire business. To achieve this, we rely on partnership-based produc-
tion, innovative materials from regenerative cultivation and the promotion of re-
naturation projects” (Wildling Shoes 2025a).

Design Trait: Network

Innovative Practice: Re:generative Network Design

Key Facts

Wildling Shoes is a regenerative shoe producer that focuses on partnership-based
production, innovative materials from regenerative cultivation like hemp and em-
braces the “restore, preserve, enhance” triad to translate the regenerative impact of
their shoes to the entire way of doing business.

Founded: 2015

Industry: Fashion/Shoes

Location: Engelskirchen, Germany

Founded by: Anna and Ran Yona

Ownership: family-owned by Anna and Ran Yona, and a friendly associate partner
Legal Form: Limited Liability Company (GmbH)

Employees: 202 (2025)

Webpage: https://www.wildling.shoes/en
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Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: “We want to transfer the
regenerative effect that our shoes have on
our well-being to our entire business. To
achieve this, we rely on partnership-based
production, innovative materials from
regenerative cultivation and the
promotion of renaturation projects.”

In 2015, Ran and Anna Yona were looking for adequate footwear for their children.
When they couldn’t find what they were looking for, they decided to create it them-
selves, founding Wildling Shoes in the process. The company designs minimalist
footwear for children and adults with soles that are as light and flexible as possible,
so as not to hinder the foot’s natural range of motion. Wildling Shoes have been de-
veloped to support the body’s natural musculoskeletal functions, helping to correct
misalignments and promote overall health and well-being.

Wildling Shoes aims to transfer the principle of regeneration to all parts of
their value chain, doing business based on the understanding of regenera-
tion as “giving back more than you take”— Anna Yona

Therefore, they strive to create as many benefits as possible for their stakeholders
and the general society, in order to restore, preserve and enhance (Wildling Shoes,
2025b).

Through innovative product design and the use of new regenerative materials
such as Washi Paper or dog wool, which otherwise would be discarded as waste,
Wildling Shoes promotes circular production. The company actively strives to opti-
mise processes within a circular economy, emphasising the transformative power of
regional supply chains that amplify positive impact along the value chain. For exam-
ple, to minimise production waste, Wildling Shoes reuses fabric stocks from previous
models to create new products called “Refoxed Models”. Moreover, to promote recy-
cling, some designs are composed of only three elements - fleece, thread and sole -
making them easier to disassemble and recycle at the end of their life cycle.

The added value Wildling Shoes generates extends well beyond the company itself.
Since 2022, the company has been a certified member of the B Corporation network.
In 2023, it co-founded the Unlearn Business Lab, a platform designed to foster ex-
change and collaboration in pursuit of a circular, regenerative economy.
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B Corporations:

According to B Lab, a certified B CorporationTM, or B Corp, pursues the vision of a
better economic system in which businesses benefit people, communities, and the
planet. It prioritises long-term investments over short-term profits and measures
its success through the positive impact it creates (B Lab 2025).

Insights into the Re:generative Network Design

Wildling Shoes’ re:generative network design is an innovative practice aimed at build-
ing relationships across its value chain. It is characterised by several core aspects:

A Broad Understanding of Stakeholders, Including Nature

At the heart of Wildling Shoes’ re:generative network design lies the inclusion of a
broad range of stakeholders in the company’s interactions and decision-making
processes. This expansive understanding explicitly extends to

“nature, which comes into contact with us in any way or with which we come into
contact, for example when fibres are grown and when we use chemicals, if we can-
not recycle a product afterwards and so on, then of course this is also a very im-
portant stakeholder”—Anna Yona

Anna Yona points out that it is increasingly difficult, and ultimately artificial, to sep-
arate ourselves as human beings from the environment, as we are all inherently in-
terconnected.

Partner Selection Based on Shared Values and Personal Connection

For Wildling Shoes, long-term partnerships are essential for achieving their regenera-
tive purpose. The company deliberately avoids the term “suppliers”, instead referring
to “partners”—organisations and businesses with whom they collaborate closely.
Rather than relying primarily on labels or certifications, which smaller partners of-
ten cannot afford, Wildling Shoes places greater importance on mutual insight and
authentic alignment. The partner selection is based on the criteria of transparency,
trust, personal connection and shared regenerative and distributive values. Espe-
cially transparency through open exchange and understanding of a partner’s way of
working and underlying values builds the foundation for a trusting relationship. As
Anna Yona explains, the first test is always “Can we come round? Can we have alook?”
— a question that reflects their commitment to personal connection and shared val-
ues. If these elements are not present, Wildling Shoes will not enter a partnership,
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even if doing so would make economic sense. This shared value base also includes a
mutual willingness to improve, for example, by working together to enhance work-
ing conditions, as Anna Yona further explains:

“So now, for example, at the production sites in Portugal, to say, okay, the basic
atmosphere is right, the interaction with each other is right, the pay is right and
now we can just look together, can we organise the workplaces even better or are
there still safety facilities where we can have an influence or not? That's always
really important to us.”

Building Long-Term Partnerships for Developing Regenerative Materials
in Regional Supply Chains

Wildling Shoes actively supports the development of regenerative materials by culti-
vating long-term partnerships with producers working within local supply chains.
These collaborations aim to strengthen ecological resilience and promote circular
economy practices. One example is Wildling Shoes’ partnership with Nordwolle, a
northern German wool producer that sources wool from the endangered Pomera-
nian sheep. Once on the brink of extinction, this breed had been sidelined in con-
ventional wool production due to its coarser wool, which cannot be dyed in vibrant
colours and is considered less marketable than Merino wool. As a result, Pomera-
nian wool was often treated as waste. However, this sheep breed is exceptionally well
adapted to the rainy conditions of northern Germany: its dense, long fibres provide
excellent water resistance. By using this wool in its shoes, Wildling not only repur-
poses a previously discarded material but also supports biodiversity and landscape
conservation. Through this long-term partnership with Nordwolle, Wildling Shoes
helps ensure the survival of the breed while also repurposing previously discarded
wool for shoe production, making a valuable contribution to circular economy prac-
tices.

A second key partnership that Wildling Shoes maintains is with VirgoCoop, a
French cooperative striving to transform the textile industry by establishing local
and ethical supply chains for European hemp. Once widely cultivated, hemp textiles
in Europe were largely replaced by cotton. Yet it is highly adaptable to different
climates, requires significantly less water than cotton, and presents a more sus-
tainable alternative for textile production. Through its partnership with VirgoCoop,
Wildling contributes to revitalising this ecologically sound crop within European
production networks.
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Figure 1: European Hemp for Local Textile Production

Source: Wildling Shoes 2025f.

Nevertheless, traditional cultivation and processing techniques for hemp, along
with the necessary infrastructure such as factories, have largely disappeared. As a
result, both the knowledge and the corresponding value chains must be re-estab-
lished from the ground up. Wildling Shoes considers itself an active partner in this
revival, working closely with VirgoCoop to rebuild a regional and fair value chain for
hemp in Europe, particularly for textile and footwear production. The cooperation
goes beyond sourcing: Wildling Shoes not only purchases fabrics from VirgoCoop’s
weaving mill but is also financially invested in the cooperative. In 2022, Wildling
Shoes became a co-shareholder of VirgoCoop, enabling the cooperative to invest in
production facilities for hemp processing. This deep level of collaboration reflects
a new kind of relationship, what Wildling Shoes refers to as “regenerative collective”,
where partners work hand-in-hand to co-create resilient, equitable, and future-ori-
ented production systems.

Temporary Partnerships as a Platform for Raising Awareness for Shared Values

Temporary partnerships at Wildling Shoes often take the form of limited-edition
products—collaboratively designed shoes that serve as platforms for raising aware-
ness and celebrating shared values. An example of this strategy is the “Nkwo x
Wildling” collaboration, curated by Beatrace Oola, the initiator of Fashion Africa
Now. Nkwo is an African sustainable fashion brand dedicated to reducing textile
waste by creating its own fabric from repurposed textile remnants. The name of the
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collaboratively designed shoe, ONU, means “together” and symbolises this new,
equitable approach to cooperation. As Anna Yona explains:

“With NKWO, the Onu shoe, it was very much about systemic racism, about colo-
nial relationships, about how we can truly take the first steps towards doing things
differently—both in the way we collaborate and in how we make things like inno-
vation and creativity visible. It’s about ensuring that it’s not just a case of taking
something and selling it as one’s own, but rather fostering a different kind of co-
operation”.

Initiating a Broader Regenerative Network

As one of the co-founders of the Unlearn Business Lab, Wildling Shoes seeks to en-
gage with a broader network of social entrepreneurs, individuals, and progressive
businesses to transform economic system design towards greater circularity (UBL
2025). This transformation is supported through the creation of a community space
that fosters dialogue and exchange, as well as the development of new formats and
collaborative concepts aimed at enabling systemic change.

How the Re:generative Network Design Enables Regenerative
and Distributive Dynamics

Wildling Shoes’ specific re:generative network design enables both regenerative and
distributive dynamics in multiple areas of the business:

Direct Distribution Channels Provide Quality Service

One key example is the company’s focus on direct sales, primarily through its web-
site and three curated showrooms in Germany (Cologne, Berlin and Engelskirchen).
This direct-to-customer approach allows Wildling Shoes to maintain strong relation-
ships with its customers, offering a level of service and connection that competitors
relying on intermediaries often cannot match. This approach also enables Wildling
Shoes to offer services such as product repairs through its dedicated Repair Cen-
tre. Smaller repairs (such as fixing eyelets) are carried out onsite in Engelskirchen,
whereas more complex repairs are carried out by a partner in Portugal.

“Four to six people are involved in a repair at Wildling: The Customer Service team
receives the repair request and initiates further processing, one person carries out
the repair, and the logistics team registers the returned pair (and, of course, sends
it back once the work is done). And none of this would be possible without the IT
department, which manages the entire process” (Wildling Shoes 2024).
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Figure 2: Repair Centre

Source: Kaufmann 2022.

Wildling Shoes’ direct distribution channels make this service possible in the first
place, while also conserving resources and reducing waste.

Efficient Use of Resources and a Loyal Community

Wilding Shoes promotes efficient resource use by repurposing materials from previ-
ous production cycles. Rather than disposing of surplus stock, these materials are
reused under the label “Refoxed” or offered at reduced prices as B-stock. This strat-
egy reduces production-related waste and is warmly embraced by Wildling Shoes’
customer community.

The company also uses drop marketing strategies (announcing a launch date
on social media to create excitement for new products). Customers’ purchasing be-
haviour then serves as a real-time feedback mechanism, guiding production vol-
umes and helping to prevent overproduction and minimise storage space. This ap-
proach depends on a strong, interactive relationship with Wildling Shoes’ online com-
munity. Creating unique stories for each product enhances emotional attachment
and sets it apart from mass-produced alternatives.
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Since the company was founded, Wildling Shoes has been supported by a highly
engaged customer base. For example, in Wildling Shoes’ Facebook group, enthusias-
tic fans of the brand swap or resell their used shoes, prolonging the lifespan of the
products even further. The group was initially created during the company’s crowd-
funding phase, when the first products were offered as a bundle of several shoes,
and buyers pooled together online to share the packages. The group has since grown
to over 19,000 members. This engagement is actively encouraged by Wildling Shoes.
It aligns with the company’s goal of maximising the efficiency and sustainability
of material use, while minimising waste. Crowdfunding remains a cornerstone of
Wildling's founding narrative and its close-knit, value-driven community.

“Yes, | believe it was a very meaningful decision both in terms of brand devel-
opment and product innovation. It allowed us to engage in a highly effective ex-
change right from the start and quickly adapt to the actual needs of the market
and our customers. It was also about bringing the product to market together cre-
ating a strong sense of identification among those who supported us. Naturally,
this fosters a deeper connection to the company.” — Anna Yona

A Loyal Customer Community as a Base of a Resilient Company

Wildling Shoes’ re:generative network design contributes to the company’s resilience
by preserving its sensitivity to external shifts and heightening its awareness of the
need to change, ultimately enabling greater adaptability over time.

What may seem like a bonus in stable times becomes essential during economic
downturns. Strong, robust networks of deeply engaged customers and long-term
partnerships with suppliers offer a powerful competitive advantage that cannot eas-
ily be replicated. As Anna Yona puts it,

“a network is also a source of security”, which is especially important if the going
ever gets tough. She further adds: “Where you have strong partnerships and work
together as equals, you can of course talk to each other in a completely different
way, even in times of crisis. And in some way, we can find out each other's needs.”

Creative Freedom and Leeway

The necessity of finding new ways to enable the use and processing of regenerative
materials in circular and regional supply chains fosters greater creativity and inge-
nuity in developing innovative solutions (such as using yarn made from dog fur or
materials like washi tape). For example, minimising material usage in the final shoe
led to a distinctive product, while the search for a waterproof regenerative material
resulted in the partnership with Nordwolle and the creative co-development on how
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to use this specific type of wool for shoes. This flexibility is rooted in the company’s
original intent to disrupt the status quo, strive for continuous improvement, and
develop new pathways.

Being less constrained by traditional investors or standardised industry pro-
cesses provides greater freedom to explore unconventional approaches. Financial
independence is, therefore, crucial to enabling these decisions to be made freely.

“Also, in the sense of [a more creative pricing model]: How can we offer different
price points? For example, can we make B-grade goods available? That way, we
don’t have to dispose of them on the one hand, and on the other hand, we can
offer a better price” — Anna Yona

Pursuing Knowledge as a Shared Public Resource

Ideally, re:generative network design enables regenerative and distributive dynam-
ics across industries. Anna Yona (2023) highlights the need to explore ways to

“join forces with other brands, for example, to support such resource systems and
suppliers from different directions? How can we collaborate with food manufac-
turers on the one hand, who also need agricultural land, and on the other hand,
precisely, with other fashion companies?”

Wildling Shoes actively promotes the establishment of European supply chains and
the use of regional materials wherever possible, while also recognising that effi-
cient resource management requires cross-industry collaboration to drive sustain-
able change. However, this proves challenging, as different collaboration partners
often pursue different goals and priorities. To overcome this challenge, emerging
knowledge must be treated as a common good, ensuring that society as a whole,
and not just individual companies, benefits.

Reciprocity plays a key role, as reciprocal relationships within the network pro-
vide mutual benefits. For example, partners gain access to wider audiences and ex-
change valuable information. In the long term, the goal is to move closer to achieving
broader circularity within the economy. “We want to take steps forward on the path
to circularity. We want [a] circular shoe as our goal” (Anna Yona).

Challenges Arising from Designing Networks around Re:generation

However, the re:generative network design also brings specific challenges that
Wildling Shoes has had and continues to face:
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Trade-0ff Between Customers’ Product Expectations and Available
Re:generative Solutions

The case study reveals that Wildling Shoes must navigate a constant balancing act
between customer expectations regarding product characteristics and the regener-
ative values the company upholds. For example, customers typically expect a “su-
per durable, totally waterproof and at the same time sustainably produced product”
(Anna Yona).

Yet research into re:generative materials and processes that deliver all these
characteristics simultaneously is still at an early stage. In contrast, conventional
chemical solutions, such as Teflon, have benefited from decades of research and
development. Teflon belongs to a group of synthetic chemicals known as PFAS,
often called “forever chemicals” because they do not break down in the environ-
ment and accumulate over time. PFAS are harmful to both human health and the
environment (EEA 2025). For these very reasons, Wildling Shoes deliberately does
not use such chemicals, even though they would easily meet customer expectations
for waterproofing. Instead, the company has to find ways to meet customer needs
within the boundaries of its regenerative values. Similar challenges arise when it
comes to issues such as which colour they want to use for their shoes.

Trade-0ff Between Customers’ Price Expectations and the Real Costs
of Regenerative Circular Products

Wildling Shoes would like to offer their shoes at a much more affordable price to meet
customer demands. However, the company’s commitment to fair partnerships, en-
suring living wages, and its use of regenerative materials lead to significantly higher
production costs under the current economic conditions.

While these reasons are valid and aligned with Wildling Shoes’ purpose, the re-
sulting higher prices remain a barrier for customers with lower incomes. Wildling
Shoes is attempting to address this challenge by extending the lifespan of its products
through services such as repairs and by introducing a more flexible pricing policy in
selected areas, such as offering discounted seconds.

Requirement of Time for Compromises and the Development
of Alternative Strategies

As explained, the differing expectations between customers regarding product fea-
tures and prices, and Wildling Shoes’ values, require significant time to find compro-
mises and develop alternative ways to fulfil customer expectations while staying true
to their principles. According to Anna Yona, compromises are inevitable in some ar-
eas. The complexity and, in some cases, simple incompatibility of these demands

https://doi.org/10. inlibr - Open Access - TS|



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Sina Kehrwieder: Case Study: Wildling Shoes

require a considerable amount of additional energy and resources. This discrepancy
between the performance of different (non-)sustainable materials is partly rooted
in outdated incentive structures (e.g. insufficient support in the area of materials
research). Flawed incentives in research, especially those overlooking sustainabil-
ity, intensify competition with conventional products in terms of price and perfor-
mance. As a result, companies such as Wildling Shoes often face conflicts of inter-
est and difficult trade-off decisions. A strong ethical foundation, while admirable,
can therefore complicate decision-making, occasionally turning the very values that
guide the business into limiting factors for operational flexibility.

Flat Hierarchies Depend on High Competencies in Self-Responsibility
and Empowerment of Employees

Wildling Shoes is organised in flat hierarchies, which necessitate a strong focus on
internal capability and competency development. A less hierarchical structure de-
mands a high degree of individual self-responsibility, requiring that employees be
appropriately empowered before they can operate effectively within this framework.
This experience prompted Wildling Shoes to concentrate on internal processes, with
the aim of better understanding and refining its organisational structures.

Today, the company operates approximately 15 teams, each comprising up to
eight members, in order to maintain efficient workflows. Flat hierarchies are sup-
ported by the implementation of team leads, whose roles become particularly sig-
nificant during periods of dynamic growth: they consolidate information, set prior-
ities, and manage open positions. However, leadership at Wildling Shoes is conceived
as a service function rather than a position of authority.

Interactions with Other Design Traits
Governance Design

The importance of regenerative structures and working conditions runs through the
entire company: Wilding Shoes fosters a holistic approach to its general work culture,
placing particular emphasis on New Work concepts such as promoting remote work
and enabling meaningful work. Collaboration instead of competition is emphasised
across all areas of the company.

Great importance is attached to the compatibility of work, leisure time and fam-
ily life. The focus is always on creating genuine value, whether this is through pro-
viding greater flexibility and leisure time for employees, offering high-quality and
health-promoting products, or ensuring resource-saving material cultivation and
a commitment to regional supply chains. For the most part, work takes place re-
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gardless of location, wherever possible, with remote work being the standard. This
requires communication, trust, and reliability. These so-called New Work concepts
are intended to foster greater equality within the working environment.

“We try to apply this regenerative effect to everything. So how can we work in such
a way that it has a regenerative effect? Or what does that even mean?” — Anna
Yona

The company is organised in focus-based teams, known as ‘circles’, each dedicated
to specific strategic priorities. Numerous points of intersection between the circles
make internal communication essential for effective teamwork. Ideas that emerge
within the circles are carried upwards through an interplay between bottom-up and
top-down processes.

“And this is our group of people who come together to make strategic decisions,
[they] are these Circle Leads together with two Company Leads that we have. This
is where we define the roadmap, what we think the important strategic priorities
will be in the next two years” — Anna Yona

Finance Design

For Wildling Shoes, the interaction between finance design and network design is
rooted in their start-up funding. They founded their business with the help of a
crowdfunding campaign based on a community of people who support their pur-
pose. Crowdfunding allowed Wildling Shoes to maintain their independence and
minimise risks and costs when entering the market. The prefinance model, based
on pre-sales, allowed Wildling Shoes to generate revenue before having to pay all
their production invoices. This approach to finance design allows Wildling Shoes to
remain financially independent from external capital and to align their decision-
making solely with their values and purpose.

Profits are reinvested into the business and used to pay salaries. In their deci-
sion-making, it is crucial for Wildling Shoes to align every business decision with
their purpose:

“So, we don't operate in such a way that we somehow always look for the cheapest

way, but we look for the best way. And if it's more expensive, then that's a very
meaningful investment that happens during the year, so to speak.” — Anna Yona
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Recommendations for Adopting a Re:generative Network Design
1) Re:generative Network Design is Based on a Re:generative Product

For Wildling Shoes, adopting a re:generative network design is rooted in offering a
meaningful and regenerative product:

“It really is a meaningful, necessary product, because otherwise all the raw mate-
rials that go into it are wasted and all the energy is wasted.” — Anna Yona

Therefore, adopting a re:generative network design requires an honest reflection on
whether the specific product is truly necessary.

2) Driven by Intrinsic Conviction - What About Your Intrinsic Conviction?

The pursuit of a regenerative purpose is the primary driver for Wildling Shoes in
their relationship with their stakeholders, while financial goals are of secondary
relevance:

“We don't run the company according to financial targets. So of course, we have a
financial plan, and we know how the structure has to work so that we can manage
our expenses and costs financially. But we don't have financial targets in the sense
that we want to somehow, | don't know, have a 15% increase in turnover.” — Anna
Yona

This intrinsic motivation is woven into every aspect of the company, from the found-
ingvision to inspiring customers to buy and empowering employees to find purpose
in their work. Nothing is done for its own sake; ideally, everything is connected to
the purpose of the business.

“We could produce a much cheapershoe if we didn't produce it on an equal footing
with our partners, as we are currently trying to do.” — Anna Yona

3) Enabling Authentic Connections

Wildling Shoes goes beyond typical footwear. Its direct channels (e.g. online size con-
sultations, showrooms) make an authentic connection possible in the first place,
thereby enhancing the quality of every interaction. Through partner selection based
on shared values and personal connections, the company has built truly meaning-
ful relationships, striving together to develop the use and processing of regenerative
materials in regional supply chains.
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Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

Wildling Shoes prioritises being a role model for collaboration and deep partnerships,
offering an alternative to more commodified, short-term, and competition-focused
approaches. Anna Yona emphasises that the interaction between all design traits —
governance, ownership, finance and network — is crucial. All traits are deeply inter-
twined in the inner transformation of a business. However, network design holds
special importance, as it shapes Wildling Shoes’ direct relationships with internal and
external stakeholders. It also reflects their commitment to being part of a broader
ecosystem of businesses, policymakers, activists, individuals, and scientists work-
ing together to transform the economic system towards regeneration.

“Well, we also want this change from within, the transformation from within, of
the economic system and this ‘Who can we move all this together with? Well, that
would be my big dream somehow; to say we are really doing this very, very much
in collaboration with many other actors in society.” — Anna Yona

As a medium-sized company, Wildling Shoes still faces the challenge of maintaining
its position on the market. They therefore highlight the need for stronger support
within a broader network and deeper collaboration, such as lobbying for regula-
tions that would level the playing field. This includes efforts to prevent circular prod-
ucts from being at a price disadvantage by driving consumer pressure to change the
practices of less sustainable competitors or advocating for investment in models like
Wildling Shoes. As one of the initiators of the Unlearn Business Lab, Wildling Shoes ac-
tively engages in creating and strengthening such alliances for systemic economic
change.
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Case Study: Wigwam

Ines Bauer

Purpose: We conceive and design effective communication for a just and self-deter-
mined life for all on a healthy planet

Design Trait: Governance

Innovative Practice: Self-Organisation-Based Governance Design

Key Facts

Wigwam eG is a communication agency based in Berlin that conceives and designs
effective communication for a just and self-determined life for all on a healthy
planet. To achieve this goal, the company advises and supports actors from civil
society, politics, culture, education and business with a social focus. As both a
cooperative and a democratic laboratory, it operates and works in a self-organised
manner.

Seat: Berlin

Established: 2009

Founders: Sandra Diana Trogl, Ole Seidenberg, Daniel Kruse
Ownership: Registered Cooperative

Legal Form: Registered Cooperative

Employees: 28

Webpage: https://wigwam.im/
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Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: “We conceive and design
effective communication for a just and
self-determined life for all on a healthy
planet”

Wigwam eG is a communication agency based in Berlin, consisting of around 30 team
members. It operates as a worker cooperative with a self-organised governance de-
sign. Wigwam’s purpose is shaped by a strong commitment to distributive and re-
generative principles. Its mission extends beyond designing and creating impact-
ful communication that supports a fair and self-determined life for all on a healthy
planet; it also aims to promote the well-being of its members, which is reinforced
by its chosen legal structure and ownership design. Furthermore, at Wigwam, so-
cial goals often take precedence over financial ones, with a focus on fair compensa-
tion and supporting flexible, self-managed working methods. Rather than seeking
growth or hiring to increase revenue, the cooperative focuses on working effectively
with the current team.

Since 2016, Wigwam has operated as a cooperative, meaning the business is
owned equally by all its members, who share responsibility for its success. Unlike
many traditional businesses, Wigwam does not rely on external investors. Instead,
it is primarily funded through the projects it undertakes. Members also contribute
a cooperative share, but it provides only limited financial benefits to the business.
Wigwam’s membership is divided into two categories: active members and investing
members. Active members are those who have permanent employment contracts
with the cooperative and therefore have voting rights. This means they have a direct
say in the decisions that shape the future of the business. Investing members do
not have voting rights, and consequently, their role is more limited.

Insights into the Self-Organisation-Based Governance Design

Wigwam’s governance structure is distinctive for its innovative combination of self-
organisation, the cooperative legal form, and the day-to-day work of their agency,
all working in harmony (see figure 1). This structure is supported by a unique salary
model, known as the wish salary, along with other key aspects such as flexible time
management, role rotation, and their approach to leadership and goal-setting, all of
which embody the principles of what Wigwam describes as New Work.
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The term New Work was coined in the 1980s by the social philosopher Frithjof
Bergmann to describe the reorganisation of work towards meaningful and indi-
vidually designed work. Today, the term is used to describe structural changes in
the world of work (Hackl et al. 2017). At the company level, it can be concretised
through the following fields of action, among others Individuality, such as partici-
pation in company processes and decisions; Leadership, through the development
of a democratic leadership culture in which managers tend to take on the role of
moderators; Agility, through fast decision-making processes in flat hierarchies,
open learning and a positive error culture; Flexibility, in terms of the type and
location of work, such as job rotation, flexible working hours and remote working
(Hackl et al. 2017: 72—77).

Figure 1: Wigwawm’s Governance Structure

That fits perfectly together WNIGWAV
Agency
Daily stand-ups
Project work
Flexible teams, etc.

Self-organisation
Cooperative Circle structures
Board of directors Regular strategy days
Supervisory board Self-determined working hours and
General assembly locations, etc

Source: Modified design based on Wigwam 2020.

The members of Wigwam collectively lead and own the company following cooper-
ative principles which are structured as follows: The organisation has a board com-
posed of four members responsible for managing the business. In accordance with
cooperative structure, a supervisory board oversees the board’s activities. The mem-
bers democratically elect both the board and the supervisory board during general
assemblies, which are held at regular intervals at least once a year.
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Figure 2: Wigwam’s Organisational Chart
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Source: Modified design based on Wigwam 2024b.

Wigwam is organised into various circles, such as finance, acquisition, human
resources, organisational development, team development, and communication
circles. Decision-making processes are designed to allow individuals within these
circles to make decisions independently. To guide individuals and enhance their
comfort during decision-making, a budget is also created. Circles or individuals
can make independent decisions within this budget. If the budget is exceeded,
others from the team or the board are consulted to ensure the decision has broader
support. Collective decisions are particularly important when it comes to company
management, strategy, or profit distribution. For organisation-wide decisions,
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Wigwam often adopts a resistance inquiry method. When a group is working on a
specific project and asks for objections or concerns, minimal or no resistance from
the broader team is seen as a green light to proceed with the work. This method
allows for decisions to be implemented without requiring full consensus, ensuring
that progress is not hindered by the need for complete alignment. Such an approach
not only speeds up decision-making but also empowers individuals to take initia-
tive, knowing that their ideas can move forward as long as they do not encounter
significant opposition.

Role rotation occurs regularly within the cooperative. This process happens
through self-organisation, where roles can be reassigned. Regular elections for the
board and supervisory board ensure that many members get the opportunity to
serve in these positions, fostering a deeper understanding and appreciation of the
responsibilities involved. Individuals elected to the board are chosen based on the
trust of other members, who believe in their ability to drive or implement certain
initiatives. Wigwam encourages its members to engage in areas where they feel
confident and interested. In the self-organised setting, members can also switch to
different areas if their skills can be better utilised elsewhere.

As part of their approach of self-organisation, Wigwam uses a variety of meeting
formats designed to deepen discussions, achieve team-wide collaboration and
ensure transparency regarding the organisation’s financial matters. These include
daily stand-up meetings, which provide quick updates on ongoing projects and
tasks, ensuring that everyone is on the same page. These brief, focused meetings are
a key part of Wigwam’s agile approach to work, allowing the team to stay connected
and aligned on a day-to-day basis. In addition to daily stand-ups, Wigwam holds
carefully structured monthly meetings called “Rundlauf” that provide a compre-
hensive overview of the cooperative’s financial status, project progress reports,
and organisational performance metrics. These meetings are an important part
of Wigwam’s governance structure, offering a regular opportunity for reflection,
assessment, and strategic planning. By keeping everyone informed about the coop-
erative’s financial health and other critical aspects of the business, these meetings
help to maintain transparency and accountability within the business and pave the
way for the wish salary model.

Strategy days are another important meeting format used by Wigwam. These are
dedicated to making collective decisions about clients, projects, and organisational
structures. Strategy days provide a space for in-depth discussion and planning, al-
lowing the team to consider the bigger picture and make decisions that will shape
the future of the cooperative.

All these meetings and sessions also serve as an opportunity for members to
bring forward new ideas, discuss challenges, and collaborate on solutions. Wigwam
also holds monthly “Hérnchen” rounds, which are informal, mixed-group meetings
(meaning they mix people from various circles), where members can share personal
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needs, concerns, and experiences. These rounds are a part of Wigwam’s commitment
to foster a supportive and inclusive environment, where members feel heard and
valued. The informal nature of these meetings encourages open and honest com-
munication, helping to build strong relationships within the team and ensuring that
everyone’s needs are considered.

Due to the self-organisation, there are few hierarchies and no traditional leader-
ship roles at Wigwam. Leadership naturally emerges when individuals take the ini-
tiative and are ready to drive change. It is crucial that those who take on leadership
roles receive support from the rest of the team and are not hindered by unnecessary
barriers. This approach to leadership ensures that initiatives are driven by those who
are most passionate and capable.

Self-organisation also allows for flexible time management, tasks, and work lo-
cations. Members have a great deal of autonomy in structuring and executing their
tasks, including in choosing the projects they work on. To manage the distribution of
tasks among the members, while personal preferences are considered, there is also
atask distribution system, which is based on three components: competence, moti-
vation, and time. Competence refers to whether a person has the necessary skills to
handle a specific task. Where this is lacking, support can be sought from other mem-
bers. Motivation assesses whether the person is genuinely interested in and excited
about the task. Lastly, whether the member has sufficient time is also considered.
Ideally, all three components should align, but it is sufficient if at least two are met.

Wigwam offers highly flexible working hours but recognises the value of clear
availability for the team’s benefit, ensuring overlap and seamless communication.
This creates a healthy balance, allowing everyone the freedom to work in the way
that suits them best. Some individuals are more productive in the mornings, while
others may need uninterrupted focus time to work effectively.

In line with its commitment to self-organisation and cooperative principles,
Wigwam has introduced an innovative salary model known as the wish salary.
This model is a defining feature of their governance structure and reflects their
dedication to transparency, fairness, and inclusivity.

According to Lotte Harlan, Member of Wigwam’s Management Board,

“We came from a salary model like this: Junior, Senior, and Managing Di-
rector. So, there were three levels, and nothing in between. And the reason
it didn't quite work was because, in the end, there were too many special
agreements. For example, Lotte gets a Junior salary, but we pay for her phone
because she calls clients, or we pay for the public transport ticket. [...] Then it
became chaotic. Some had this salary, others had that, and somehow many
were dissatisfied.”

After a long process of considering different salary models, the company came up
with the wish salary. Every employee at Wigwam, from the executive board to the

https://doi.org/10. inlibr - Open Access - TS|



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Ines Bauer: Case Study: Wigwam

cleaning staff, participates in the model. After completing their probation period,
each team member is invited to join this unique salary system.

The wish salary model empowers team members to independently state their
salary wishes based on personal circumstances, without the need to justify their re-
quests to others. There is no upper limit on the amount one can request, fostering
a sense of autonomy and respect for individual needs. However, this flexibility is
balanced by a strong organisational culture of transparency and frequent commu-
nication. All members are fully aware of the cooperative’s overall budget and have
access to view each other’s salaries, ensuring that everyone makes responsible and
fair salary requests that align with the organisation’s financial reality.

To further promote fairness, a minimum salary is set. This safeguard prevents
self-exploitation and ensures that even those who might otherwise undervalue their
work are compensated fairly. The introduction of the wish salary model in 2016 co-
incided with Wigwam’s transition into a cooperative, symbolising a shift away from
traditional salary negotiation models that often rely heavily on individual bargain-
ing power. Instead, the wish salary model is rooted in the cooperative’s values of self-
organisation and mutual accountability.

How the Self-Organisation-Based Governance Design Enables
Regenerative and Distributive Dynamics

One potential factor that supports Wigwan’s distributive purpose is its positive com-
pany culture. The culture promotes looking out for one another, even though it is ac-
knowledged that this does not always work perfectly. Additionally, the desire to im-
plement change is viewed positively within the business, and there is an awareness
of how changes in one area can affect the broader team. As Lotte Harlan explains,

“We are constantly evolving. So, | can definitely say that we are always optimising.
Currently, there are four of us on the board. In the beginning, there were six, then
five. When we realised that we don’t need as many people or that adjustments
would make more sense at that moment, and so we adapted accordingly. | would
say we're pretty good at that.”

The flexibility in work design and time management mentioned earlier at Wigwam
is also seen as a potential that allows everyone the freedom to choose their working
conditions. Lotte Harlan explains,

“I know, for example, that someone once said — he's almost never in the

office, he programs — and he said: 'l can very well appreciate that Wigwam
doesn't try to persuade me to come to the office, although it would probably
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be good for others now and then. But | actually can’t work there at all” And
[..] parents also really appreciate that they can be flexible, adjust things, or
work from home when their child is at home.”

The business also aims to encourage everyone to work on projects they are passion-
ate about. To support this, information about incoming project requests is shared
openly and early. Every request is visible, and team members are encouraged to re-
spond. For example, a designer might express interest by saying they have always
wanted to work on the Berlin Against Nazis project, by adding a brief comment to the
shared document. This approach helps teams form naturally based on interest and
motivation.

The broad participation of all team members is another significant strength.
From the moment someone joins the team, they are given a voice—not only in board
elections but also in influencing the strategic direction of the business. This means
individuals can propose ideas and are encouraged to do so. If others agree, the idea
can be presented to the entire business through various meeting formats, poten-
tially even changing the business’ direction. This high level of empowerment and
support, even within a relatively small team of around 30 members, plays a crucial
role in fostering innovation and ensuring that each individual recognises their con-
tribution to the cooperative’s success. Another notable potential at Wigwam is the
high level of transparency, particularly in financial matters, which encourages the
self-responsibility. This openness enables all members to engage with and under-
stand the business’ finances at any time. By making financial information accessible
and providing updates during the monthly “Rundlauf” meeting, Wigwam encour-
ages members to learn more about financial management and even take on finan-
cial responsibilities, thereby fostering a deeper sense of ownership and involvement
across the cooperative. Lotte Harlan notes, “[...] when we hire new people, and I say,
we are completely transparent, even regarding finances. Everyone always says: yes.
But afterwards, not always, but often, the reaction is: yeah, okay, but I didn’t realise
we were this transparent.”

Challenges Arising from Designing Governance around Self-Organisation

Wigwam faces several challenges, particularly those that personally affect its mem-
bers. The freedoms inherent in self-organisation, which empower members to make
autonomous decisions, can sometimes lead to individuals feeling isolated and over-
whelmed in their decision-making. The pressure to meet expectations can amplify
this feeling, creating the impression that everything must be managed alone, even
when support is needed.
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Balancing individual and group needs in time management and task allocation
presents another challenge. In a self-organised work environment, it is crucial to
consider how one’s actions fit within the broader team context and to consider the
needs of other members.

Members also face personal challenges when setting their wish salaries, primar-
ily due to the lack of experience and skills with such salary models. Salary position-
ing within the group can be difficult, as the salary wishes of others influence one’s
own expectations. Comparing oneself to others can trigger strong emotions, such
as insecurity when feeling inferior or discomfort when feeling overly demanding,
which complicates the decision-making process around salary. Lotte Harlan also
notes that it is particularly challenging to convey to new members that salary nego-
tiation is not required and that freely determining one’s salary is encouraged. This
challenge stems from the fact that most people come from hierarchical organisa-
tions where salary negotiation is the norm.

To address these challenges, Wigwam emphasises regular exchange rounds,
agreements, and mutual support among members. For instance, specific exchange
formats have been established to assist in setting desired salaries. Additionally,
Wigwam’s positive corporate culture plays a crucial role, as it is important to look
out for one another and maintain open communication.

Interactions with Other Design Traits
Network Design

The governance approaches implemented, along with the cooperative ownership de-
sign, positively influence Wigwanr’s relationships with its external stakeholders. Ac-
cording to Harlan, Wigwam’s governance practices and legal structure contribute to
being perceived as authentic and credible. This perception is especially noticeable
among clients, many of whom become interested in Wigwam’s governance structure
and legal form, often leading to collaboration.

The cooperative’s network extends beyond its immediate members, encompass-
ing a diverse group of freelancers, partner agencies, friends, former employees, and
clients. This network is not just a collection of business contacts; it is a community
of like-minded individuals and organisations that share Wigwam’s values and vision
for abetter world. Business partners often include non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) and foundations, which align closely with Wigwam’s mission. These partner-
ships are crucial for the cooperative, as they enable Wigwam to extend its reach and
impact, collaborating on projects that have the potential to bring about meaningful
social and ecological change. Wigwam’s emphasis on collaboration is also reflected
in their approach to networking, exemplified by their regular organisation of a net-
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working event called reCampaign, which serves as a platform for discussing relevant
topics and fostering connections among participants with similar goals.

Ownership Design

The success of the self-organised governance structure, including the wish salary
system, is largely influenced by the cooperative ownership design. Wigwam’s own-
ership structure is highlighted as one of the greatest factors for successfully imple-
menting this governance model. Lotte Harlan emphasises, “I would say that’s the
biggest factor”. While Wigwam originally started as a limited liability company (Ger-
man: GmbH), they later transitioned to becoming a cooperative. Lotte Harlan ex-
plains, “We also had to take a very pragmatic approach and buy the company from
the GmbH, because that’s just how things are in Germany”. The cooperative struc-
ture ensures that everyone is both an employee and an employer, meaning all mem-
bers participate in economic activities and share responsibility collectively. “Only by
adding the democratic principles of the cooperative can the methods of self-organi-
sation and New Work fully realise their positive impact on the organisation and the
people within it” (Wigwam, 2020). This distribution of responsibilities enhances mo-
tivation and strengthens mutual trust among members.

Another advantage of the cooperative ownership design is the role rotation facil-
itated by regular board elections, which helps foster mutual understanding. Mem-
bers, who have served on the board gain first-hand experience of the responsibilities
and challenges involved, enabling them to better empathise with the decisions and
actions taken by the board. This shared experience contributes to a stronger sense
of solidarity and collective responsibility within the organisation.

Recommendations for Adopting a Self-Organisation-Based
Governance Design

Lotte Harlan emphasises the importance of recognising that the wish salary model
may not be directly replicable in other organisations, especially those lacking the
specific conditions that contributed to its success at Wigwam. Three factors were
crucial for the successful implementation. First, the strong interpersonal relation-
ships within the team, as Lotte Harlan explained, “we all knew each other, ” which
facilitated the open and honest communication necessary for discussing sensitive
topics like salary transparency and redistribution. Second, the availability of extra
financial resources was essential for the first introduction of the wish salary model.
As Lotte Harlan noted, “I dor't believe that redistributing money works if you only
have the same amount, because that means I'm actively taking something away from
you” and could lead to dissatisfaction or perceived losses among employees. There-
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fore, having additional funds allowed the model to be implemented fairly, ensuring
that no team member felt disadvantaged. Finally, the supportive and collaborative
structure of Wigwam provided a solid foundation for the wish salary model to func-
tion effectively, offering support and opportunities for exchange for anyone who is
struggling or in need of assistance.

Another critical factor for the success of the self-organisation and such formats
as the wish salary was the adoption of a cooperative ownership design, which nat-
urally supported the principles of transparency, mutual accountability, and shared
ownership. This structure is particularly conducive to fostering a fair and equitable
workplace, making it a strong recommendation for businesses looking to imple-
ment similar models.

Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

It is essential to have models that demonstrate how cooperatives can be more than
just groups of people working together. They can be stable and successful businesses
that deliver quality work, offer fair wages, and effectively navigate everyday chal-
lenges with the support of a well-functioning governance model. While cooperatives
have a long history, it’s crucial to show that this model can also flourish in mod-
ern settings, proving that alternative approaches are viable and can achieve success.
Considering their salary model, Lotte Harlan emphasises, “[...] there always needs to
be role models that show it’s possible. And even though I would say our salary model
isn't perfect, I believe it’s important to see that things can be done differently”. Ex-
amples like Wigwam are important for encouraging others to explore and adopt new
ways of designing businesses and doing business. These examples can demystify co-
operatives, self-organisation, innovative salary models and leadership models, aim-
ing to inspire and educate others about these alternative approaches to business and
governance. To support others interested in their governance design, Wigwam of-
fers consultation and workshops, while also sharing key insights and experiences
on their public blog.
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Case Study: Mein Grundeinkommen

Ines Bauer

Purpose: “We want a fair and crisis-proof world in which everyone can live a self-
determined life” by raffling unconditional basic income and promoting education,
science, and research on the unconditional basic income and its financing.

Design Trait: Governance

Innovative Practice: Holacracy-Based Governance Design

Key Facts

Mein Grundeinkommen is a Berlin based not-for-profit organisation that crowdfunds
and raffles off unconditional basic incomes (UBI). They started giving away UBIs in
2014. As of today, more than 1,900 UBIs have been paid out. More than 3.8 million
people have signed up to be able to participate in their raffles. More than 200,000
people support the organisation with their donations every month.

Established: 2014 in Berlin

Founder: Michael Bohmeyer

Ownership: Not-for-profit registered association

Legal form: Not-for-profit registered association

Employees: 38 (2025)

Webpage: https://www.mein-grundeinkommen.de/infos/in-english
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Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: “We want a fair and crisis-proof
world in which everyone can live a self-
determined life” by raffling unconditional
basic income and promoting education,
science, and research on the
unconditional basic income and its
financing.

Mein Grundeinkommen is an organisation based in Berlin dedicated to promoting the
concept of unconditional basic income while simultaneously advancing research on
its effects. Through crowdfunding, the organisation collects funds and distributes
them as an unconditional basic income to individuals selected through a raffle. The
organisation’s primary goal is to study the impact of basic income on people’s lives
and to raise awareness of this concept within society. Operating as a registered not-
for-profit association, Mein Grundeinkommen’s purpose is legally binding, ensur-
ing that all activities align with its mission to maintain not-for-profit status. The
organisation is entirely funded by donations and relies on a network of researchers,
institutes, universities, and individuals who share an interest in the concept of
unconditional basic income.

Figure 1: The Raffle in which the Lucky Winners of The Unconditional Basic Income are Se-
lected

DIE
VERLOSUNG

Source: Melber 2021.
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Insights into the Holacracy-Based Governance Design

For several years, Mein Grundeinkommen has been internally organised using the
principles of holacracy. Developed by Brian Robertson in 2016, holacracy replaces
traditional hierarchical structures with a system that distributes decision-mak-
ing authority across various circles and roles. Each circle is a self-organised team
responsible for specific tasks, operating within the broader framework of the organ-
isation (here: Mein Grundeinkommen), which is referred to as the Super-Circle. The
teams, known as Sub-Circles (e.g. Human Resource or software development), are
granted autonomy in their decision-making, yet their actions influence other parts
of the organisation, necessitating coordination and communication. To facilitate
communication between these circles, holacracy employs two key roles: the Lead
Link and the Representative Link. The Lead Link ensures that the Super-Circle’s
needs and priorities are reflected in the Sub-Circle’s activities, while the Repre-
sentative Link ensures that the Sub-Circle’s work is visible and well-integrated
within the broader organisation. This double linking helps maintain alignment
across the organisation while preserving the autonomy of individual teams. Fig-
ure 1 shows holacratic structures with an example of the circles, as they exist at
Mein Grundeinkommen. Maximilian Hoffmann, software developer at Mein Grun-
deinkommen, notes that the circles are not static but rather change dynamically
over time.

Figure 2: Exemplary Representation of the Holacratic Structures at
Mein Grundeinkommen

(o)

o O
Sub-Circle
e.g. Human Resource

Lead-Link

Super-Circle § e

Mein Grundeinkommen

Rep-Link

Lead-Link
Sub-Circle

e.9. Software Development

Source: Modified design based on Robertson 2016: 47.
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The internal organisational structure is further influenced by Mein Grundeinkom-
men's status as an association, with a board regularly elected by the organisation’s
members. The elected board chair, a single individual, has the authority to appoint
additional board members. This selection process is at the discretion of the chair.
The board must follow instructions from the general assembly of members, allow-
ing for democratic leadership.

To overcome the board’s bureaucratic workload and distribute responsibility
more evenly, Mein Grundeinkommen has introduced the concept of Special Represen-
tatives. These individuals are granted legal authority to make decisions in specific
areas, acting independently within their domain. This approach helps distribute the
workload and efficient decision-making without overburdening the board, aligning
well with the decentralised holacracy model.

One of the most distinctive features of Mein Grundeinkommen’s governance struc-
ture isits role distribution, which results in what is described as dynamicjob design.
This holacracy-shaped approach allows new roles to be created, assumed, and exper-
imented with at any time, actively supported by the organisation’s members. Within
a circle, tasks are clearly defined, and the distribution of roles helps achieve the re-
spective goals. Maximilian Hoffmann reports

“that responsibilities are not tied to a single person, such as a manager, but rather
that we divide these responsibilities into several roles. These responsibilities can
then be filled by different people, and one can also relinquish roles or take on new
ones without having to resign or change companies.”

Roles within the organisation emerge from existing tensions, needs, or through new
hires and can also be relinquished if no longer needed or when a project is com-
pleted, illustrating the dynamic nature of role assignment.

In holacracy, additional roles such as Facilitator and Secretary, elected by the
team, are needed. Facilitators organise and moderate meetings, while Secretaries
provide technical support during meetings and ensure that holacratic rules are fol-
lowed and decisions are made according to plan. The roles and their responsibili-
ties are typically outlined in the so-called Holacracy Constitution. Maximilian Hoff-
mann emphasises,

“| started out primarily as a software developer [..] Over time, as often happens
in Holacracy, I've taken on and tried out additional roles. For example, last year, |
served as the Secretary of the Super Circle [..]. Since we also have the structure of
an association, | was involved in the association meetings and particularly focused
on taking minutes. Right now, our board stepped down at the end of the year, as
many of them decided to move on to new companies or went on maternity leave.
Therefore, a new board was elected at the end of last year, which opened up several
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new roles. | will likely be taking on the organisational development role at Mein
Grundeinkommen.”

He highlights:

“I'm constantly in such a dual role or even multiple roles, as is the case with all
of us. On the one hand, I'm still continuing with software development and re-
main active in various circles, but on the other hand, | also have this second part
of organisational development coming up soon, as well as other roles, such as the
Secretary role”

Another innovative aspect of Mein Grundeinkommen’s governance structure is its
needs-based salary model. This model assigns a transparent salary to each em-
ployee, considering their individual needs and life circumstances such as having
children, repaying study loans, or pursuing particular hobbies. To realise this need-
based salary approach, Mein Grundeinkommen uses four principles: the needs pa-
rameter, where team members indicate how much salary they require or wish to
receive; the organisation parameter, which assesses the salary’s fairness and fea-
sibility within the organisation’s financial and salary structures; the performance
parameter, which determines an appropriate amount based on experience and
working hours; and the ideals parameter, which considers non-monetary compen-
sation, such as flexible working hours. Salary negotiations are conducted in team
meetings to ensure transparency. Team members can always raise objections to
adjustments. The salary system is being currently revised to better align with the
association’s legal form, as it may not comply with the not-for-profit status of the
association based on the German law. The challenge is that salaries are financed
through donations, making it difficult to justify allowing employees to set their
own salaries. This raises concerns about transparency and compliance with not-for-
profit regulations. Also, the company wants to more clearly define the objections
and rules, making the basis for decisions more comprehensible for everyone.
Further innovative elements of the holacracy-based governance design are
autonomous decision-making, purpose-driven goal-setting and decentralised
leadership. Decision-making within Mein Grundeinkommen is characterised by
role autonomy, a core principle of holacracy. This empowers individuals to make
decisions related to their specific roles without seeking approval from others, con-
trasting sharply with traditional hierarchical models where decisions are typically
made by a small group of leaders. By distributing decision-making power through-
out the organisation, Mein Grundeinkommen fosters a culture of empowerment
and responsibility. To support these decision-making processes, the organisation
provides budgets that can be used autonomously by individuals and teams, giving
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members the confidence to make decisions within their scope without needing to
consult others.

Furthermore, there are two main types of meetings: Tactical Meetings and Gov-
ernance Meetings. Tactical Meetings focus on operational decisions, while Gover-
nance Meetings address structural issues such as role definitions and responsibil-
ities. In line with the principles of holacracy, Mein Grundeinkommen employs inte-
grative decision-making, ensuring decisions align with assigned roles and objective
requirements. Decisions are based on consent, not consensus. While consensus re-
quires the agreement of all involved parties for a proposed course of action, consent
means that not everyone needs to agree. Instead, a decision can be blocked if a role
holder presents a fact-based objection. This allows decisions to move forward even if
not all participants agree and makes the decision process faster and more efficient.

Goal setting at Mein Grundeinkommen is largely driven by the organisation’s pur-
pose, with its social mission legally tied to the association. In most cases, especially
for larger and long-term goals, decisions are made collectively within the team. To
assist in this process, goals are defined within the framework of impact matrices
and regularly monitored, based on the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development’s OECD sustainability goals. The goal-setting process is divided into
five key parts: inputs (determining resources needed), activities (outlining project
implementation), outputs (tangible results generated), outcomes (assessing impact
of outputs), and goal review (ensuring alignment with overarching objectives). This
structured approach ensures projects not only produce concrete results but also
achieve their intended impact in line with broader objectives.

Leadership at Mein Grundeinkommen is decentralised and not governed by hier-
archy, operating in a role-based system. So, “there are different roles, and the in-
dividuals within their roles can make decisions independently”. However, despite
holacracy, leadership by individuals is necessary in certain situations not to make
decisions for others, but to take on responsibility and manage specific tasks. Maxi-
milian Hoffmann explains that leadership

“always requires energy, and it's always a matter of weighing things up. There are
people who may have more energy, and others who have less energy, or are more

inclined to take the lead, while others are less inclined to do so.”

This results in a dynamic leadership style shaped by situational factors, supported
by leadership workshops offered by Mein Grundeinkommen.
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How the Holacracy-Based Governance Design Enables Regenerative
and Distributive Dynamics

The dynamic roles and distribution of responsibilities within holacracy enable sev-
eral regenerative and distributive dynamics compared to traditional companies. Re-
sponsibilities are distributed across multiple roles held by different individuals, al-
lowing employees to easily take on new responsibilities or tasks or relinquish roles
with relative ease. This flexibility benefits employees, as the duration of a role can
be shortened if resources are no longer available, and responsibilities are fulfilled
more effectively with increased time, resources, and capacity. These practices un-
lock a fairer distribution of the tasks to be done based on time needs and individual
resources of every member. The potential for individuals to assume roles such as
Facilitator or Secretary, is also noteworthy, enhancing their understanding of ho-
lacracy’s functionality.

An additional benefit is the holacratic constitution, which documents the es-
sential rules, structures and processes of the holacracy “operating system” for the
leadership and management of the organisation. It forms the foundation of an or-
ganisation that wants to use holacracy. Roles are documented and recorded outside
the constitution. For this end, Mein Grundeinkommen employs the digital software
Holaspirit, although this is merely one possible method of documenting holacratic
roles. Thereby, individuals who take on a role know the extent to which they can make
autonomous decisions and what responsibilities they must fulfil. This clarity helps
to avoid conflicts or misunderstandings and allows the constitution to be flexible
and adaptable to new circumstances.

A further significant potential lies in the transparency achieved through the
implementation of governance structures, extending beyond decision-making pro-
cesses to encompass salary structures and related decisions. In practice, monthly
club meetings, which are informal gatherings rather than formal general assem-
blies, allow each circle to present updates on current activities, changes being
implemented, future directions, and progress. By making these elements visible
and understandable to all members of the organisation, a culture of trust and
accountability is fostered, where employees feel more informed and engaged in the
company’s operations.

The greatest potential, according to Maximilian Hoffmann, lies in the high level
of autonomy and freedom that members of Mein Grundeinkommen enjoy. Maximilian
Hoffmann emphasises, “I have never felt so free in a company before.” Every individ-
ual is free to decide which roles they want to take on or create and in which areas of
the organisation they wish to participate. The high degree of autonomy also impacts
decision-making processes, as decisions made independently by individuals can be
faster and more efficient. Maximilian Hoffmann explains,
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“when | am active in my domain, for example in software development, | can make
decisions independently as long as they are within my domain, without needing to
consult extensively with others.”

This goes along with inclusiveness and possibilities of participation, meaning “you
have the opportunity to take part in everything, ultimately to become part of the
circles”. This strongly supports Mein Grundeinkommen’s internal focus on distributive
fairness.

Challenges Arising from Designing Governance around Holacracy

During the initial implementation of holacracy, the following challenges emerged.:

The perception of leadership within the organisation presented significant
challenges. Many people, accustomed to hierarchical systems and receiving in-
structions, viewed Lead Links as de facto leaders. However, these roles are not
intended to give orders and do not have directive authority.

Coordinating between roles is also challenging, as different roles often have di-
vergent goals, potentially leading to conflicts. Even in a task-divided environment,
ensuring that the goals of various roles align remains a challenge, making close co-
ordination among team members essential.

One of the most significant challenges for Mein Grundeinkommen arises from the
conflicts between holacracy as an organisational structure and the legal form of an
association. The difficulty lies in reconciling these two structures, which operate on
different principles. The association functions as a democratic construct, with the
general assembly acting as the central body that elects the board and leads the com-
munity. Alongside this democratic level, the holacratic structure emphasises self-
organisation and involves less collective management. This results in an ongoing ne-
gotiation process at Mein Grundeinkommen regarding the balance between collective
and autonomous decision-making. These conflicts are also evident in the legal re-
sponsibilities that rest with the board, leading to discrepancies within the organisa-
tion. As a first step towards resolving these issues, Mein Grundeinkommen introduced
Special Representatives, as mentioned earlier, who bring the personal level into the
association context and can better distribute responsibilities.

Related to this is the challenge of missing collective decision-making processes
within self-organisation. Holacracy lacks a clear method for making collective de-
cisions, with the consent method often perceived as inadequate for strategic and
planning decisions. Maximilian Hoffmann explains,

“Consent means that someone makes a proposal, others can raise objections, and
those objections must somehow be integrated. However, this process can theoret-
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ically take months, depending on how difficult it is to reach an agreement. That’s
why consent can sometimes seem quick, because at some point people might stop
raising objections, either because they’re tired of the process, find it too difficult,
or want to avoid conflict. In such cases, things might move faster, but certain in-
terests and perspectives may no longer be heard because people are discouraged
from participating.”

He emphasises,

“what|see hereisabitof the difference between democratic decision-making and
individual autonomous decision-making. You could say that holacracy is some-
what based on the idea that if everyone looks out for themselves, then everyone
is taken care of. But that’s only true to a certain extent. It’s similar to how markets
work—when everyone acts in their own interest, they try to get the best outcome
for themselves. However, what’s missing in this approach is the level of commu-
nity and collective responsibility.”

Consequently, structural problems can result in responsibility being shifted to indi-
viduals due to the absence of a collective decision process within holacracy.

Employees also face personal challenges, especially when it comes to making de-
cisions. Integrative decision-making processes require individuals to be willing to
engage in conflict Maximilian Hoffmann tells,

“aconsent-based decision is usually centred on individuals. | make a proposal, and
then we check if anyone in the group has objections. If someone does, there’s an
immediate conflict between two people—not necessarily involving everyone. This
means that holacracy requires a certain willingness to engage in conflict. Some
people are less comfortable with conflict, and that’s perfectly fine. However, | be-
lieve this system tends to favour those who are more willing to engage in conflict,
which may also include people who enjoy competition, are outspoken, or are ex-
troverted. It's important to be mindful that this dynamic doesn’'t end up shaping
the entire organisational culture.”

Interactions with Other Design Traits

Network Design

The self-organised and decentralised structures at Mein Grundeinkommen positively
impact its network and the relationships with business partners. Maximilian Hoff-

mann highlights that business partners recognise that the individuals they inter-
act with have decision-making authority and competence within the organisation,
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eliminating the need to refer to higher management levels. This enables faster deci-
sion-making, a process to which many people are unaccustomed. Maximilian Hoff-
mann explains:

“when we organised the Congress of Society' last year, if a decision needed to be
made, people were more used to saying, ‘Okay, good idea, good suggestion. I'll dis-
cuss it with my supervisor or manager’ But that doesn’t happen with us. If the per-
son involved shares the same perspective and we reach a similar conclusion, the
decision is simply made on the spot. | think these are small moments where ho-
lacracy or self-organisation has a noticeable impact on the relationships we have
with others.”

Ownership Design

Talking about ownership in the legal form of a not-for-profit registered association
under German law requires some clarification. The association as a whole can be
regarded as the owner, for example of money raised through crowdfunding, but not
the individual members of the association. It is important to emphasise that the
funds must be used for the charitable purpose of the association as stated in the
articles of association.

The governance structures and their successful implementation at Mein Grund-
einkommen are closely linked to the organisation’s legal form, as it determines partic-
ipation opportunities, decision-making authority, and the allocation of responsibil-
ity. Hoffman emphasises that “the ownership structure of organisations is extremely
important”. The choice of ownership structure forms the foundation for decision-
making processes within the organisation. In critical moments, the right owner-
ship structure ensures that important decisions are not left to a single individual in
a leadership role who might not act in the best interest of the company.

For other organisations looking to adopt similar governance approaches, Max-
imilian Hoffmann recommends carefully considering the ownership structure to
prevent decision-making from being concentrated in the hands of a few. The own-
ership structure has also impacted Mein Grundeinkommen’s salary system, as it may
conflict with the organisation’s not-for-profit status. Since the organisation is en-
tirely funded by donations, and maintaining its not-for-profit status requires re-
sponsible use of these donations, salary increases have to consider that according
to the tax office, administrative expenses for not-for-profit organisations must re-

1 The “Kongress der Gesellschaft” (Congress of Society) by Mein Grundeinkommen is an annual
event that first took place in 2023. It brings together experts from politics, economics, and
society to discuss social justice, income distribution, and Unconditional Basic Income. The
goal is to promote public debate on social security and explore practical solutions.
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main below 50% of income and there must be no disproportionality in salaries (i.e.
no disproportion between remuneration and work performance).

Recommendations for Adopting a Holacracy-Based Governance Design

According to Maximilian Hoffmann, the key success factor for implementing inno-
vative governance approaches is how ownership structures are organised within the
organisation, as these structures ultimately determine who has the power and au-
thority to make important decisions. In traditional organisational forms, such as a
GmbH?, ownership stakes often give certain individuals the ability to veto decisions
or override the collective will of the organisation. This concentration of power can
undermine the effectiveness of innovative governance approaches like holacracy,
which rely on the decentralisation of decision-making. This means owners or CEOs
can overrule decisions due to their ownership rights, regardless of any supposedly
flat or self-organised structure. In such cases, self-organisation can become merely
an illusion if the owner has ultimate veto power.

To avoid these issues, Maximilian Hoffmann advises organisations to consider
alternative ownership structures that align with their governance model. For exam-
ple, cooperative models or not-for-profit companies offer more democratic and eq-
uitable decision-making processes, where power is distributed more evenly among
members. By aligning ownership structures with governance models, organisations
can ensure that decision-making processes are truly collaborative and that the prin-
ciples of self-organisation and decentralisation are upheld.

To support employees, especially through personal challenges arising from deci-
sion-making processes at Mein Grundeinkommen, the organisation offers tools such
as non-violent communication?®, coaching, and workshops on interpersonal inter-
actions, and mediation sessions. The implementation of partnership agreements,
which define cultural aspects and behaviour within the organisation, along with the
previously mentioned support structures, helps to improve interpersonal relation-
ships and contributes to successful interactions.

2 GmbH stands for Gesellschaft mit beschrankter Haftung, meaning “company with limited
liability.” It is a common legal business structure in German-speaking countries, similar to a
Limited Liability Company (LLC) in the U.S. or a private limited company (Ltd.) in the UK.

3 Nonviolent Communication (NVC) is a communication method developed by Marshall Ro-
senberg that encourages empathetic dialogue by focusing on observations, feelings, needs,
and requests, with the goal of fostering understanding and reducing conflict.
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Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

Through its purpose in particular, Mein Grundeinkommen aims to build a more just
and equitably distributed society by introducing a universal basic income. Maxim-
ilian Hoffmann emphasises that the

“idea of attraction rather than pressure [...] is most effective [...], meaning to inspire
people with an idea and draw them towards it, rather than imposing an idea on
them and telling them, ‘This is what you should do.”

The organisation’s strategy is based on convincing people through positive examples
and voluntary participation rather than imposing ideas. This approach is reflected
in the successful implementation of lotteries and pilot studies, demonstrating that
alternative systems are possible and beneficial. The ultimate goal is to garner broad
support to achieve political majorities for its implementation. Not only does Mein
Grundeinkommen express a commitment to a distributive approach, but it also em-
bodies this through its governance design. This is achieved by fostering a high de-
gree of autonomy, providing extensive participation opportunities for its members,
ensuring transparency, and striving to implement an innovative salary model that
compensates employees based on their needs. In doing so, Mein Grundeinkommen
serves as a role model, contributing to the transformation of the economic model.
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Case Study: FoodHub Munich

Laura Reinstorf

Purpose: Bringing producers and consumers closer together through the first coop-
eratively organised supermarket in Munich

Design Trait: Ownership

Innovative Practice: Cooperative Ownership Design

Key Facts

The FoodHub is the first solidarity supermarket in Munich, offering fair, fresh, re-
gional and predominantly organic food in cooperative ownership. Every member is
co-helper and co-owner.

Established: 2020

Location: Munich, Germany

Founder: Kristin Mansmann, Quentin Orain and Karl Schweisfurth
Ownership: Registered Cooperative (e.G.)

Legal Form: Registered Cooperative (e.G.)

Members of Cooperative: approx. 2000 (in 2024)

Webpage: https://foodhub-muenchen.de/
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Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: “Bringing producers and
consumers closer together through the
first cooperatively organised supermarket
in Munich”

Vision: “Make social and ecological
change suitable for everyday use and as
simple as possible”

The FoodHub Miinchen Market e.G. was established following the “Biodiversity and
Natural Beauty” referendum in Bavaria in 2019, driven by the vision of fostering
closer connections between producers and consumers. In July 2021, this initiative
materialised into a supermarket in Munich, modelled after established cooperative
supermarkets such as the Park Slope Food Coop in New York and Coop La Louve in
Paris.

Figure 1: Welcome at FoodHub Munich

Source: FoodHub Munich 2021.

The FoodHub is collectively owned and managed by its cooperative members,
with a small team of employees supporting daily operations. Its mission is to
economically promote and support its members while placing a strong emphasis
on ecological sustainability and social responsibility. The primary objective of the
cooperative is to facilitate social and ecological transformation in a way that in-
tegrates seamlessly into daily life while maintaining simplicity. The organisation
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is dedicated to exclusively and directly pursuing not-for-profit goals. Its opera-
tional model is founded on three core principles: co-ownership, participation, and
transparency.

The cooperative envisions creating a viable alternative to the existing German
food retail market, which is dominated by four major players — Rewe, Edeka, Lidl,
and Aldi - that collectively control over 80% of the market share and largely dictate
consumer choices. By redefining traditional notions of ownership, the Food Hub em-
powers its members to actively participate in shaping the food landscape, an influ-
ence thatis unattainable within the framework of conventional supermarket chains.

Insights into the Cooperative Ownership Design

The ownership base of FoodHub Munich is primarily composed of local customers
and community members, reflecting the cooperative’s strong ties to the local area.
This design fosters a sense of shared purpose and mutual benefit among those who
directly engage with the cooperative’s services. While the focus remains on local
engagement, the cooperative’s structure allows for potential expansion, including
people from surrounding regions or those with a vested interest in the coopera-
tive’s mission. This localised ownership model ensures that the cooperative remains
grounded in the needs and values of its community, while also allowing for the flex-
ibility to attract new members who share its vision.

The bodies of the cooperative are the Executive Board, the Supervisory Board
and the General Meeting. The Executive Board manages the cooperative on its own
responsibility and conducts the cooperative’s business. It consists of a minimum of
three and a maximum of five members with a term of office of three years. Every
six months, the Management Board is obliged to report to the Supervisory Board
on the general business development, compliance with the promotional purpose,
the cooperative’s total liabilities and the annual corporate planning. The Supervisory
Board also consists of a minimum of three and a maximum of five members, who
are elected individually by the General Meeting. Each candidate is elected through a
separate election and must receive a simple majority of all valid votes cast to secure
a position. The term of office is four years, and the central duty is to monitor the
management by the Executive Board and to obtain information on all opportunities
for the cooperative.

In the General Meeting, the members exercise their rights in the affairs of the
cooperative. Each member has one vote, which may be used at the annual ordinary
general meeting within the first nine months after the end of the financial year or in
the course of extraordinary general meetings.

The ownership structure of the cooperative is designed to balance individual
freedom with collective stability. Each individual is allowed to sell their shares or
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cancel their membership. The cooperative is not seen as a compulsory community
and should not be treated as one. However, there is a 2-year notice period, so that
the cooperative is not endangered by the possibility of too many people cancelling
their memberships at once. With the 2-year notice, they get the chance to find new
members to replace the ones that cancelled their membership.

How Cooperative Ownership Design Enables Regenerative
and Distributive Dynamics

The cooperative ownership design of the FoodHub Munich enables regenerative and
distributive dynamics through three main aspects:

Co-Ownership

Individuals, partnerships, and legal entities under private and public law are eligible
to become members of the cooperative by signing a membership declaration and
obtaining approval from the board. Membership requires a one-time fee of €180,
although a reduced social rate of €36 is available for students and individuals with
lower incomes, granting them co-entrepreneurial status within the organisation.

Figure 2: Interior View — Food Hub Munich

Source: FoodHub Munich 2021a.

The cooperative’s legal structure embodies a model in which a broad collective
can jointly operate a business. This framework is governed by clear, legally defined
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regulations on organisational processes, while ensuring that the ownership of the
enterprise ultimately resides with its customers.

By becoming a member of the cooperative, you assume the role of a co-en-
trepreneur. Additionally, if you wish to purchase groceries from the supermarket,
there is an obligation to contribute three hours of work per month. This principle
emphasises that, in addition to shared ownership, every member contributes their
time. The underlying idea is that part of the cost is offset through this cooperative
effort, resulting in food prices that are approximately 20% lower than in organic
markets or the same products in traditional supermarkets.

Participation in the Decision-Making

The FoodHub offers two levels of participation for its members. The first level is stan-
dard for cooperative structures. Once a year, the general meeting convenes to inform
members about the outcomes of the previous year and to make decisions, including
the election of the Supervisory Board. The Supervisory Board, in turn, elects the Ex-
ecutive Board. The general meeting also provides members with opportunities to
propose motions or amend the articles of association, among other governance-re-
lated matters. In this regard, the general meeting serves as the official governing
body, or the “sovereign”.

In addition to this formal governance structure, the FoodHub has implemented
several participatory mechanisms. One key instrument is the opportunity for mem-
bers to influence product selection and participate in the daily operations of the
cooperative. For example, the “wish book” allows members to suggest products they
would like to see in the store. This process ensures that decisions regarding the
product range are not made solely by the board, but that each member has a voice.
Whether the desired products remain in the range depends on ongoing demand,
reflecting a dynamic and member-driven approach to inventory management.

The FoodHub also fosters active member participation through various working
groups covering areas such as product selection, communication, events, and IT.
Members volunteer in these groups, and an instrument has been created to elect
two or three members from each working group. These representatives meet once a
month in the “Speaker Circle,” where they can present their questions. These work-
ing groups provide members with a platform to engage directly with the coopera-
tive’s processes and decision-making.

One example of such a discussion was whether the cooperative should exclu-
sively offer organic products or establish specific criteria for selecting non-organic
items. Another debate focused on the direction of the FoodHub’s communication
strategy: Should the emphasis be on price, or should it prioritise the quality and re-
gionality of the products? These discussions reflect the cooperative’s commitment
to incorporating its members’ perspectives into its operations and values.
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Participation in the working groups varies. For example, the product range
working group has around 40 participants, though not all of them attend every
meeting. On average, about ten people join each meeting. There are also several
communication tasks that need attention, which is why there are quite a few mem-
bers in that group as well. The FoodHub is active on social media, handles press
work, and prints flyers, all of which require design and coordination.

“Butas|said, sometimes they are there and sometimes they are not. So, on average,
there are maybe 5 to 10 active members per working group, but there are more in
total. It changes from time to time, sometimes someone leaves and then someone
else comes backand so on, that's how it goes for people. Sometimes you have more
time and sometimes less.” — Karl Schweisfurth, Co-Founder

Within this framework of working groups, fundamental questions are discussed,
while always considering economic indicators.

Transparency

Another advantage of the cooperative structure is the high level of transparency. In
addition to the legally required annual general meeting, the FoodHub organises other
events at shorter intervals to keep its members informed and up to date.

A key aspect of this transparency is the clear pricing in the market. A standard
30% markup is applied to every product, ensuring that prices are always transparent
to members when shopping. This approach also counters the issue of price dump-
ing, which is commonly practiced in many traditional supermarkets.

The FoodHub distinguishes itself from traditional supermarkets, where indus-
trial products are typically prioritised due to their low mark-up, with the aim of of-
fering them at the lowest possible price. In contrast, regional or organic products of-
ten carry a much higher mark-up in traditional supermarkets, which is where they
generate their profits. The FoodHub, however, applies the same pricing structure to
all products, meaning that particularly high-quality items are offered at more af-
fordable prices. This approach aligns with the philosophy of the Slow Food Coop, one
of FoodHub'’s role models from New York, which refers to such products as “Good
Food.” The goal is not to provide cheap industrially produced goods but rather to
make high-quality products from regional, organic agriculture and artisanal pro-
duction accessible and affordable. The pricing policy is determined by the farmer,
who independently sets the prices for their products. This approach is highly distinc-
tive, as it shifts the responsibility of pricing from centralised market forces to indi-
vidual producers. By directly engaging in pricing decisions, farmers must consider
both the purchasing power of consumers and market demand, fostering a more dy-
namic and responsive pricing model. This model not only empowers farmers but
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also encourages a closer connection between producers and consumers, potentially
leading to greater transparency and trust within the marketplace.

The FoodHub typically does not engage in price negotiations but instead adds a
standard 30% mark-up. From there, it is up to the supplier — whether a farmer,
baker, or other producer—to determine if the product sells or if the price-to-perfor-
mance ratio needs adjustment. The FoodHub provides feedback to farmers about
how their products are perceived and sold, allowing them to assess whether the
pricing is justified or if changes are necessary. However, the final decision always
rests with the farmer. Essentially, the FoodHub serves as a platform for selling
products and facilitates market access for the farmers.

Challenges Arising from Designing Cooperative Ownership
Scepticism Towards Memberships

A core challenge for businesses based on membership models, like the FoodHub, is
that people often hesitate to become members before they can start shopping, as
opposed to traditional supermarkets. The primary barrier is not the membership
fee itself but rather a general reluctance to commit to membership, combined with
the initial deterrent effect of the required working hours.

This can sometimes pose an obstacle, as customers cannot simply shop — they
must first become members and contribute their working hours. However, the Food-
Hub has established flexible regulations to accommodate exceptions. For instance,
members over the age of 70 are not required to work, and single parents are exempt
from working during the first few years. Additionally, parents with children can still
shop without working if needed. The cooperative is generally willing to find arrange-
ments for those who truly cannot manage the required work hours. While not every-
one can be exempted from working, the FoodHub is committed to finding solutions
for cases of genuine hardship.

Membership Fluctuation

Another challenge in member acquisition is member fluctuation. As people move
away or relocate, they may no longer have the time or ability to shop and work in the
store, even if they remain official members. As a result, many members transition
from active to inactive status. While many continue their membership to support
the cooperative’s mission, they no longer have the capacity to actively participate or
contribute to the day-to-day operations. This ongoing need to recruit new members
can be extremely time-consuming and resource intensive.
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To attract new members, the FoodHub implements a multifaceted outreach strat-
egy, including in-person events such as open days, where visitors can explore the co-
operative, make purchases, and gain a deeper understanding of its operations. Ad-
ditionally, regular virtual information sessions and an active presence on social me-
dia platforms enhance engagement with potential members. Press coverage further
contributes to public awareness, with notable publications just as the Siiddeutsche
Zeitung and Bayerischer Rundfunk reporting on the FoodHub’s milestones. Both outlets
are among the most prominent media sources in Germany, with the Siiddeutsche
Zeitung being one of the country’s leading newspapers and Bayerischer Rundfunk
serving as a major regional public broadcaster. Their coverage lends credibility and
visibility to the FoodHub, reaching both local and national audiences.

However, the most effective method for gaining new members is through word
of mouth. The key is to maintain a positive image, foster a good atmosphere, and
ensure that people enjoy their experience — this, in turn, encourages them to spread
the word. As Karl Schweisfurth emphasises, “the whole thing has to be fun.”

Lowering Barriers to Membership: Addressing Time and Energy Constraints

After the initial excitement and positive response following the opening of the Food-
Hub, the cooperative now faces the challenge of transitioning from novelty to the re-
alities of everyday operations. In order to remain functional and sustainable, the ini-
tial enthusiasm and popularity must be transformed into a long-term, viable struc-
ture.

The current geopolitical climate, marked by crises and states of emergency, also
plays a significant role. It not only shapes the work of organisations but also influ-
ences the daily lives of many individuals. This situation can be advantageous for or-
ganisations that are pursuing new and innovative concepts, as there is increasing
societal demand for such approaches. However, many people are becoming more
anxious and often lack the mental space to engage with new models and ideas. To
truly understand these concepts, individuals need time and energy to familiarise
themselves with them, as these models are not yet commonplace.

Interactions with Other Design Traits

Network Design

The cooperative form and business model make Food Hub Munich naturally a part of
a broader community and movement of similar cooperatives based in other cities.

The networks with which these interactions are formed can be divided into two cat-
egories.
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First, there are supermarkets with similar concepts already established in other
cities, whose expertise the FoodHub Munich can now leverage. The cooperative is
transparent about its influences, acknowledging that it has drawn inspiration from
successful models:

“Yes, it's not our idea, we stole the idea. We do it just like them because they
are successful. And all these basic principles have been adopted, we didn't invent
them.” — Karl Schweisfurth

FoodHub Munich, in particular, collaborated closely with LaLouve, a food coopera-
tive in Paris, receiving significant support from the founders and employees there
in setting up and founding the cooperative. Building on this, Food Hub Munich now
also plays an advisory role as efforts are underway in other German cities to establish
similar cooperatives.

Second, there are strong connections with suppliers and other parts of the sup-
ply chain. The relationship with farmers and food producers is crucial, as they not
only supply products but also provide support in a collaborative sense:

“The suppliers, the farmers and food producers are important. Yes, they are also
supporters in a certain sense, who sometimes help you. So, you help each other.
They sometimes offer cheaper products, and we also make sure that we sell the
products that they might be selling badly, that we promote them.” — Karl Schwe-
isfurth

The cooperative structure of the FoodHub enables its members to respond flexibly
and individually to different business relationships, allowing for temporary adapta-
tions when necessary. These partnerships are grounded in shared values, fostering
creative freedom and mutual support.

Recommendations for Establishing a Cooperative Ownership Design
Build Strong Community Ties through Deep Partnerships

Relationships and networks play a crucial role in the success of FoodHub Munich.
Community building is central to the cooperative’s operations, as it forms the foun-
dation upon which all other steps are built. This includes not only addressing prac-
tical matters such as selecting a suitable location for the store, defining the articles
of association, and identifying cooperating farmers, but also ensuring that a strong
community of members is formed. These members, who share the values and goals
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of the cooperative, are essential to its success, as turnover directly depends on the
number of members, and vice versa.

Equally important is the exchange between organisations that pursue similar
ideas, processes, and values. This networking allows FoodHub Munich to share its
knowledge and experience with others, as well as to receive support and advice from
like-minded initiatives. The cooperative frequently advises and collaborates with
other initiatives that are working toward similar goals.

In addition to relationships within the cooperative and its network, it is crucial
to maintain strong connections with local organisations, including NGOs. Network-
ing with these groups is vital to establishing a supportive community and ensuring
that the cooperative is recommended to others. Moreover, maintaining contact with
local authorities, such as the city of Munich, is key to gaining support. However,
the willingness of local authorities to support alternative economic models can vary
greatly depending on the city and the individuals in positions of power. For instance,
while Berlin has provided substantial support for similar initiatives, the support in
Munich has been less forthcoming.

Suppliers, particularly farmers and food producers, are also an important part of
the FoodHub’s ecosystem. They are not only critical suppliers of goods but also play
a supportive role in the cooperative’s success. There is a mutual exchange of sup-
port, where suppliers may offer discounted products, and the FoodHub ensures that
these products, which might not be selling well, are promoted effectively. FoodHub
works with about 70 to 8o direct suppliers, while the remaining products come from
wholesalers and smaller suppliers. This network of suppliers is essential for the co-
operative’s ability to offer diverse and high-quality products to its members.

Ensure Entrepreneurial Courage and Leadership to Drive Success

Another key factor contributing to the success of Food Hub Munich is entrepreneurial
courage. For a cooperative to thrive, there needs to be at least one individual whose
vision inspires others to join the initiative. This individual acts as a driving force,
demonstrating the entrepreneurial courage necessary to turn an idea into reality.
While the concept itself may be compelling, the success of the FoodHub ultimately
depends on the people behind it—those who are willing to take the initiative, make
decisions, and adopt an entrepreneurial approach to managing the cooperative.

This entrepreneurial spirit not only allows for the implementation of the concept
but also attracts and motivates others. By demonstrating a clear vision and the drive
to bring about change, those involved in the cooperative can engage potential new
members and supporters, fostering growth and expanding the cooperative’s reach.
Thus, the combination of entrepreneurial thinking and the ability to inspire others
plays a central role in the FoodHub’s ability to succeed and evolve.
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Cultivate Enjoyment to Strengthen Engagement

Despite the ideological principles and values that drive the cooperative, it is ulti-
mately essential that everyone involved enjoys the process. This enjoyment is crucial
for the success and sustainability of the initiative. This advice is not only important
for the founders and initiators but also for the members within the community. A
positive and enjoyable atmosphere is key to maintaining motivation and engage-
ment.

A good atmosphere within the cooperative fosters a sense of comfort and be-
longing among members, making them more likely to share their positive experi-
ences with others. Word-of-mouth recommendations are a powerful tool in attract-
ing new members and spreading the cooperative’s values and mission. Therefore,
creating and maintaining a supportive and enjoyable environment is fundamental
to both the internal dynamics of the cooperative and its growth.

Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

The FoodHub model is grounded in a pragmatic approach, recognising the challenge
of competing with large corporations that have vast advertising budgets and the
ability to shape consumer behaviour on a daily basis. Despite this, the Food Hub be-
lieves that change can still be achieved, even if in small ways. The key, the company
argues, is to empower individuals by demonstrating that they have the ability to
take matters into their own hands and effect change. This sense of empowerment
is not only motivating for the cooperative’s members but also serves as inspiration
for other initiatives in different sectors to adopt similar approaches to transforma-
tion.

While the FoodHub does not envision surpassing traditional supermarkets like
Edeka in the near future, it sees its work as part of a broader shift toward chang-
ing the ecological and agricultural systems. Its model, which has attracted attention
from students and researchers, serves as a case study for alternative ways of organ-
ising consumer markets. This interest, particularly from academic institutions like
the Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich, reflects a growing recognition of the
potential for such alternative systems to contribute to broader societal and environ-
mental change.
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Case Study: Robinhood.store Berlin

Laura Reinstorf

Purpose: Establishing a new economic model to promote a fair global distribution of
wealth.

Design Trade: Ownership

Innovative Practice: Redistributive Ownership Design

Key Facts

The robinhood.store in Berlin is a community-driven organic supermarket with
over 1,000 members, where all surplus revenue is fully allocated to combating
global poverty and climate change. Between 2021 and 2022, a total of €10,275 was
redistributed toward these causes.

Established: 2020

Location: Berlin, Cermany

Founder: Mattis Steib, Jurek Katz, Noah Barthel
Ownership: Civil Law Partnership (GbR)

Legal Form: Civil Law Partnership (GbR)
Members: more than 1000

Webpage: https://www.robinhood.store/

Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: “Establishing a new economic
model to promote a fair global
distribution of wealth.”

Robinhood.store is conceived as a pioneering model that integrates social responsibil-

ity into the core of its operations. Its primary objective is to generate a direct posi-
tive impact on disadvantaged communities and promote sustainable development
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by donating 100% of its profits to charitable organisations dedicated to combating
extreme poverty and climate change.

Inaddition, the model employs a participatory membership system that not only
offers price advantages to members but also actively involves them in decision-mak-
ing processes. This dual pricing system — with different conditions for members and
non-members — has been designed to ensure competitiveness against large organic
supermarket chains while internalising ecological and social costs associated with
food production.

In the long term, robinhood. store aims to establish a network of like-minded com-
panies that follow similar ethical principles. The envisioned paradigm shift moves
away from traditional profit maximisation toward a system that prioritises collec-
tive well-being and environmental sustainability.

Ultimately, robinhood.store is not just a supermarket; it is a movement aimed at
inspiring individuals and organisations to rethink their roles within the economy
and to actively participate in creating a more just and sustainable world. Through its
innovative approach, it seeks to serve as a model for other enterprises, demonstrat-
ing that it is possible to operate successfully while prioritising social and ecological
values over mere profit accumulation. Jurek Katz, Co-Founder of robinhood.store, ex-
plains:

“Our current focus is on building a kind of umbrella organisation —a structure that
enables the creation of its own ecosystem of enterprises which do not operate in
the conventional capitalist sense.”

Insights into the Redistributive Ownership Design

Robinhood. store identifies itself as a “social participatory supermarket” that seeks to
overcome capitalist structures by redistributing all profits to organisations that fight
extreme poverty and climate change worldwide. The organisation not only aims to
transform the local market but also to create long-term structures that predom-
inantly benefit the Global South. In addition to the key business figures that are
important, there are other decision-making dimensions, such as the resource con-
sumption of products as well as moral and social issues.

Due to the peculiarities of the German legal system — namely, the incompatibility
of nonprofit status with profit generation for subsequent donation — robinhood.store
operates as a civil law partnership (GbR).

“It is still very unclear whether we’ll ever be able to enter a legal not-for-profit
structure at all, even though we are definitely not-for-profit” —Jurek Katz
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It is planned to reorganise in the future, possibly in collaboration with the Purpose
Foundation or through the emerging legal form of steward-ownership, which would
contractually exclude both saleability and private profit.

Within the organisation, the ownership concept is understood as “commons”,
while a cooperative structure is deliberately avoided. This decision results from le-
gal requirements (e.g., for board elections) and the practical infeasibility of holding
members liable.

Figure 1: Robinhood.store — Interior View

Source: Robinhood.store 2025.

Internally, robinhood.store adopts the principle of Holacracy, which emphasises
the radical decentralisation of decision-making authority and the abandonment of
traditional hierarchical structures. Through this participatory approach, both team
members and general members can express concerns and influence strategic deci-
sions — such as defining the organisation’s purpose or determining leadership roles.

The prerequisite for initiating a decision lies in the demonstrable responsibil-
ity of the individual involved, who typically contributes more than three voluntary
hours per month and has successfully completed the onboarding process. This ap-
proach enhances transparency and autonomy within the organisation while simul-
taneously fostering creativity and innovation.
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In the organisation, roles are continuously evaluated based on their alignment
with the collectively defined purpose. If at any point an individual in a specific role
is perceived as no longer serving this purpose effectively, any team member has the
opportunity to express concerns. Regularly designated spaces facilitate such discus-
sions. Initial steps may involve raising issues informally, such as pointing out ne-
glected priorities or areas requiring greater focus. However, if a critical aspect of
the purpose remains unaddressed and necessary resources are not allocated accord-
ingly, the individual in that role may ultimately be removed from their position.

While certain leadership-like roles exist within different organisational ar-
eas—for instance, in strategic direction and resource allocation within designated
circles—these positions remain subject to collective oversight. The individual hold-
ing a role has autonomous decision-making authority within their scope; however,
if their decisions are deemed misaligned with the organisation’s purpose, they
can be replaced. The focus is on modifying roles rather than overriding specific
decisions, ensuring that leadership remains purpose-driven and adaptable.

Membership Model: The membership model enables active contributions to the
shaping of the supermarket. In addition to operational tasks such as stocking
shelves or handling the cash register, members have the opportunity to gain
deeper insights into the organisation’s management through various roles. This
model not only incentivises participation but also creates a sense of ownership
among members, who contribute to the store's mission and benefit from its
success. The dual pricing strategy, which offers 15% off the full price for mem-
bers compared to non-members, further emphasises the store's commitment to
inclusivity while maintaining financial viability.

Robinhood.store aims to make all tasks accessible to members, allowing them
to choose their own shifts. Most shifts involve managing daily operations, such as
stocking shelves, operating the cargo bike, or handling cashier duties. More ad-
vanced responsibilities depend significantly on individual interests, skill sets, and
ideas.

For members who can only commit limited time (less than three hours per month),
primarily routine tasks are designated, whereas more intensive involvement leads
to extended participation in decision-making. Whether contributing regularly
in-store or deeply engaging in organisational work, all members collectively con-
tribute to the growth of a movement that seeks to collaborate in addressing global
challenges through shared economic efforts.

In the long term, the organisation aims to investigate and implement additional
tools for collective decision-making, particularly concerning critical issues such as
the allocation of donations. For instance, participatory mechanisms such as upvot-
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ing could be explored to facilitate decision-making regarding the distribution of a
portion of donation funds and, in the future, investment funds.

The option to become more deeply involved in the work of robinhood.store, and
thus participate in more significant decision-making, is open to everyone through
an onboarding process. However, if a values-based alignment is not met, participa-
tion may be declined.

At present, robinhood.store consists of six individuals who are fully committed
to the cause, alongside two part-time employees with more conventional roles and
less involvement. The core team, comprising these six individuals, has gradually ex-
panded over time. Prior to integrating new members, extensive discussions were
held regarding the organisation’s values and objectives. Currently, efforts are un-
derway to formally document these principles and subsequently conduct a consen-
sus-based review to verify that all members share the same values and goals. Should
consensus not be achieved, the group will be restructured accordingly.

Figure 2: Robinhood.store Community

Source: Robinhood.store 2025.

Also, regular member council meetings, as held in the summer and fall of 2021,
serve as a direct consultation process between members and the organisational
team. Each council consisted of 10 randomly selected community members who
met once to discuss questions, suggestions, requests, and concerns with represen-
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tatives from the organisational team. The random selection of 10 members for each
meeting was intended to ensure a broad range of perspectives. For every council
meeting, a new group of 10 members was randomly selected to ensure a diverse
range of perspectives. Although this specific initiative has been paused, it may be
revived or replaced by a new approach in the future.

Focus on Redistribution: Active participation in steering the organisation requires
a commitment to its core values and objectives. A fundamental principle within
this framework is the adherence to self-imposed financial limitations, ensuring
that individuals do not exceed a fair share of global resources in terms of both
income and wealth.

The ownership structure is designed to prevent private capital accumulation.
Instead of generating profits for individual shareholders, any surplus generated
by the store is reinvested into the community or donated to organisations that
address global poverty and climate change. As of January 2024, the robinhood.store
allocates one-third of its donations to GiveDirectly, one-third to Cool Earth, and
the remaining third to NGOs selected by the community. The selection of the first
two NGOs was guided by the criteria established by organisations such as GiveWell
and Effective Altruism, focusing on addressing the world's most urgent problems
through the most measurably effective interventions. So far, no technical solution
has been found which is why the community-selected third portion has not yet
been technically implemented but is expected to be integrated into the online
platform in the near future.

How the Redistributive Ownership Design Enables Regenerative
and Distributive Dynamics

Increased Justice through Redistribution

The store’s model embodies the economic theory of redistribution, which posits that
wealth and resources should be allocated in a manner that reduces social inequali-
ties. By redistributing profits to support social causes, robinhood. store aligns with the
principles of distributive justice, which advocate for a fair distribution of resources
based on need and contribution.

Moreover, the store emphasises the internalisation of external costs associated
with production and consumption. External costs, such as environmental degrada-
tion and social inequities, are often not reflected in market prices, leading to market
failures. By incorporating these costs into its pricing strategy, robinhood.store pro-
motes a more equitable economic system that encourages consumers and producers
to consider the broader social and environmental impacts of their choices.
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The ownership structure of robinhood.store also challenges business models that
prioritise profit maximisation over social welfare. By redistributing profits to com-
bat poverty and climate change, the store embodies a commitment to social justice,
advocating for the rights and dignity of all individuals, particularly those who are
marginalised or disadvantaged. This focus on equity not only addresses immediate
needs but also contributes to long-term systemic change.

Furthermore, the redistribution of resources through the ownership model
aligns with sustainability goals. By directing profits towards social and environ-
mental initiatives, robinhood.store contributes to the creation of sustainable systems
that benefit both current and future generations. This long-term perspective is
essential for addressing the root causes of inequality and injustice, promoting a
holistic approach to economic development that considers social, environmental,
and economic dimensions.

Creation of Sustainable Business Practices

The creation of sustainable business practices at robinhood. store encompasses a holis-
tic approach that integrates environmental stewardship, social responsibility, and
economic viability. This commitment is reflected in several key areas.

To begin with, the store emphasises sustainable sourcing by selecting products
from environmentally friendly and fair suppliers, which not only reduces the carbon
footprint but also strengthens local communities.

To achieve that, the robinhood.store has strategically accepted certain compro-
mises. For instance, the retail outlet deliberately offers non-regional products, such
as bananas, in order to remain competitive and attract a sufficiently large customer
base. This approach helps the store incrementally facilitate societal transformation.
Consequently, the organisation has deliberately phased its objectives, recognising
that achieving significant market power is a prerequisite for effecting substantial
changes, such as displacing bananas from conventional supermarkets in Germany.
Without attaining a critical mass, such actions might merely result in a loss of cus-
tomers rather than fostering a broader impact.

At the same time, robinhood.store acknowledges that there are inherent limits
to its compromises. In cases where decisions involve trade-offs — such as accept-
ing a temporary deterioration in environmental metrics in exchange for the poten-
tial to achieve significant long-term impacts — the organisation prioritises strate-
gies that maximise overall effectiveness. This approach, although not universally
accepted among stakeholders, has been consistently communicated as the founda-
tional principle guiding the organisation’s initiatives.

Another key aspect is waste reduction, where strategies are implemented
to minimise food waste, such as donating unsold products to local food banks.
Additionally, energy efficiency is promoted through the use of energy-efficient
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appliances and renewable energy sources, providing both ecological and economic
benefits.

Another crucial aspect is active community engagement through workshops and
educational programs to raise awareness of sustainable practices. Furthermore, so-
cial equity is prioritised by ensuring fair wages and safe working conditions for all
employees and suppliers. The robinhood.store operates with a salary cap based on the
level of wealth an individual can have globally without living at the expense of oth-
ers. Preliminary calculations, which require further professional refinement, esti-
mate this cap at €1,500 net per month, adjusted for purchasing power parity which
is also the number that the robinhood.store uses.

Challenges Arising from Designing Ownership Around Redistribution
Inadequate Legal Forms

Innovative business models like that of robinhood.store face the challenge that exist-
ing legal structures in Germany and comparable European countries are primarily
designed either for for-profit corporations or for not-for-profit organisations. This
dichotomy makes it difficult to establish a hybrid model that integrates both objec-
tives as well as their social and environmental missions.

“What has definitely caused considerable difficulties along the way is pre-
cisely this separation between legal facts and internal practice. By now, |
think we have made significant progress in this regard, though | would not
call it perfect yet. It is likely that even at this stage, finding a legal form that
genuinely corresponds to our approach would still lead to further improve-
ment.” —Jurek Katz

Navigating the legal landscape can also be complex and burdensome for innovative
organisations. The lack of tailored legal forms can lead to confusion regarding com-
pliance with regulations, tax obligations, and governance structures, making it dif-
ficult for these businesses to operate effectively and sustainably.

There is a growing recognition of the need for hybrid legal structures that can
accommodate businesses with social and environmental missions. These models,
such as benefit corporations or social enterprises, are designed to allow for profit
generation while ensuring that social goals can still be prioritised. However, the ab-
sence of widespread legal recognition for such structures can hinder the growth and
scalability of innovative enterprises.

The lack of recognition for hybrid legal forms also negatively affects financing, as
investors tend to prefer classical, clearly defined corporate structures. This can stifle
innovation and prevent these organisations from achieving their full potential.
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Limited Experience and Data

Another challenge that must be highlighted is making informed decisions and devel-
oping effective strategies despite a lack of empirical evidence and practical knowl-
edge in the specific operational context.

Organisations like robinhood.store often operate under new and unconventional
business models that blend social impact with commercial activities. As these mod-
els are relatively novel, there is limited historical data or case studies available to
guide decision -making, making it difficult to predict outcomes or assess best prac-
tices. This absence of standardised metrics for measuring social impact, sustainabil-
ity, and community engagement complicates the evaluation of performance and ef-
fectiveness. Without established benchmarks, organisations may struggle to quan-
tify their impact, making it challenging to communicate their value to stakeholders,
including customers, investors, and partners.

In the face of limited data, robinhood. store must rely heavily on intuition, anecdo-
tal evidence, or the personal experiences of team members when making decisions.
While this can lead to innovative approaches, it also introduces a level of uncertainty
and risk, as decisions may not be based on comprehensive analysis or empirical ev-
idence.

To address these challenges posed by limited experience and data, organisations
can benefit from collaboration with academic institutions, research organisations,
and other social enterprises as the robinhood.store is planning on. By sharing knowl-
edge, resources, and best practices, these collaborations can help build a more com-
prehensive understanding of effective strategies and approaches in the social enter-
prise sector. This way organisations like robinhood.store can adopt iterative learning
processes, where they continuously test, evaluate, and refine their practices based on
real-world experiences and feedback. This adaptive approach allows them to learn
from successes and failures, gradually building a more informed and effective oper-
ational model.

Diverging Interests and Conflicts

The diversity of participants naturally leads to differing views regarding the organ-
isation’s priorities and goals. Especially regarding the core team, “There were many
conversations about values and goals before new people were brought on board” (Ju-
rek Katz). As unclear decision-making processes can result in tensions.
Organisations that aim to address complex social issues often bring together in-
dividuals from diverse backgrounds, experiences, and expertise. While this diversity
can foster creativity and innovation, it can also lead to disagreements about prior-
ities, methods, and goals. Different stakeholders may have varying views on what
constitutes success or the best approach to achieving the organisation’s mission.
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Disagreements may stem from fundamental differences in values or beliefs among
team members. For instance, some individuals may prioritise social equity, while
others may focus on environmental sustainability or economic viability. These con-
flicting values can create tension and hinder collaboration, making it essential for
organisations to establish a shared understanding of their core mission and values.

To this end, robinhood.store is developing a strategic blueprint to serve as a
standardised framework that can be collaboratively reviewed and subsequently
customised to meet individual or departmental requirements. This blueprint is an-
chored in a clearly articulated purpose, which defines the overarching objectives of
the organisation. This clearly defined purpose has tangible operational implications
— specifically, it informs decisions regarding recruitment practices, salary distri-
bution, and prioritisation of tasks. This approach ensures that the organisation’s
strategic intentions are systematically translated into practical and measurable
outcomes.

Interaction With Other Design Traits
Governance Design

Interactions with other design elements, or design traits within an organisation like
the robinhood.store refer to the interconnectedness and mutual influence of various
components that shape the organisation’s structure, operations, and overall effec-
tiveness.

The ownership structure directly impacts its governance model. In a collabora-
tive environment like robinhood. store, where decisions are made collectively, the own-
ership model must support shared responsibility and accountability.

For example, one could argue that offering capitalist products still positions the
organisation within a capitalist framework. At its current stage, operating within
the retail sector, the organisation can primarily redistribute its profits through do-
nations. However, in the long term, the aim is to expand this model into other eco-
nomic sectors, including production. The robinhood.store envisions a transition to-
wards a post-capitalist economy, recognising that such a transformation requires
gradual development rather than immediate implementation. Each new project that
operates through self-organisation in the interest of society rather than capital rep-
resents a step toward this objective. This interaction ensures that all stakeholders
have a voice in governance, fostering a sense of belonging and commitment to the
organisation’s mission.

Robinhood.store’s ability to build and maintain networks and partnerships is
influenced by its governance and ownership structures. Collaborative governance
models can facilitate the establishment of strong relationships with external stake-
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holders, including other organisations, community groups, and funders. These
networks can provide valuable resources, knowledge, and support, enhancing the
organisation’s capacity to achieve its purpose. Additionally, the organisation’s rep-
utation and alignment with its purpose can attract like-minded partners, further
strengthening its network.

The interplay between different design elements can drive innovation within the
organisation. For example, insights gained from collaborative decision-making pro-
cesses may lead to new approaches to achieving the organisation’s purpose. Simi-
larly, financial constraints may prompt creative problem-solving and resourceful-
ness.

For example, individuals purchase a 6o€ ROBIN credit, which is distributed in
twelve monthly instalments of 5€ to their membership card over the course of a year.
This mechanism functions as a form of microcredit for the organisation, facilitating
financial planning and enabling necessary investments.

Holacracy Principle: Internally, robinhood.store adopts the Holacracy model, which
emphasises decentralised decision-making and the distribution of authority among
all members. This approach contrasts sharply with hierarchical structures typical in
conventional businesses, where decision-making power is concentrated at the top.
In a Holacratic system, roles and responsibilities are clearly defined, but authority is
distributed, allowing for more democratic participation in governance. This struc-
ture encourages collaboration and collective ownership, fostering a sense of shared
purpose among members.

Collective Decision-Making: Decisions within robinhood.store are made collabora-
tively rather than through a top-down approach. This participatory model ensures
that all stakeholders, including employees and members, have a voice in decision-
making. This collective approach enhances engagement and aligns with the store’s
mission of promoting social equity and community involvement.

Recommendations for Adopting a Redistributive Ownership Design

The following recommendations can help organisations to effectively implement the
model exemplified by robinhood.store and benefit from its principles of shared own-
ership, collaborative governance, and purpose-driven operations.

Launch Pilot Programmes to Test Distributive Ownership Design

Organisations should consider launching pilot programs to test the model in a con-
trolled environment. This allows for experimentation and learning without the risks

https://doi.org/10. inlibr - Open Access - TS|

187


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

188

Ownership Design

associated with a full-scale implementation. Feedback from these pilots can inform
broader adoption strategies. Choose teams or departments that are already inclined
towards collaboration and innovation to pilot the model. Their enthusiasm can serve
as a catalyst for wider acceptance within the organisation.

Use Diverse Approaches to Engage Stakeholders in Decision-Making

During the process, engage all stakeholders, including employees, customers, and
community members, in the decision-making process. This can be achieved through
workshops, focus groups, and regular feedback sessions to ensure that diverse per-
spectives are considered. Foster a sense of community among stakeholders by cre-
ating forums for discussion and collaboration. This can enhance commitment to the
organisation’s purpose and values.

Empower Collaborative Leadership through Continuous Training

It is then important to provide continuous training programs focused on collabo-
rative skills, such as facilitation, negotiation, and conflict resolution. This equips
stakeholders with the tools needed to navigate the complexities of shared decision-
making. Invest in leadership development that emphasises the importance of sup-
portive and participatory leadership styles. Leaders should be trained to guide teams
through the transition to a more collaborative model.

Cultivate a Culture of Experimentation and Growth

Lastly, it is also crucial to foster a culture that encourages experimentation and in-
novation. Allow teams to explore new ideas and approaches within the framework of
the model, promoting a sense of ownership and creativity. Recognise and celebrate
successes achieved through the model, while also learning from challenges and set-
backs. This approach reinforces a growth mindset within the organisation.

Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

Building a Cooperative Ecosystem

The founders of robinhood. store envision the establishment of a broader ecosystem of
businesses that share similar values and operational principles. By creating a net-

work of socially responsible enterprises, the store aims to amplify its impact and
promote systemic change within the economic landscape.
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Attheheart of this ecosystem is the idea of solidarity amonglocal enterprises. By
working together, these businesses can leverage their collective strengths to address
common challenges, share resources, and enhance their impact on the community.
This collaboration can take various forms, such as joint marketing efforts, shared
supply chains, and cooperative purchasing agreements, which help reduce costs and
increase efficiency.

The robinhood.store is sometimes criticised for not going further in proposing an
alternative to retail and market-based models. It is correct that at present, the or-
ganisation operates within the retail sector and directs its profits toward donations.
However, the long-term vision extends beyond this initial scope, aiming to expand
these and similar principles into other sectors of the economy, such as production.
The approach represents a roadmap toward a post-capitalist economy. Achieving
this vision will not happen overnight, particularly when the ultimate destination
must first be envisioned and created. Nonetheless, each new project that operates
in a self-organised manner and prioritises the interests of humanity over those of
capital marks a step closer to this goal.

This idea of a network of like-minded companies also emphasises the impor-
tance of inclusivity and participation. By involving community members in deci-
sion-making processes, robinhood.store ensures that the needs and perspectives of
diverse stakeholders are considered. This participatory approach not only empow-
ers individuals but also fosters a sense of ownership and commitment to the coop-
erative’s goals.

Education and capacity building are essential components of this ecosystem.
Robinhood.store provides training and resources to help local businesses adopt
sustainable practices, improve their operations, and enhance their resilience. By
equipping entrepreneurs with the necessary skills and knowledge, the ecosystem
can thrive and adapt to changing economic conditions.

Furthermore, the cooperative model encourages transparency and accountabil-
ity among its members. By sharing information about business practices, financial
performance, and social impact, the ecosystem fosters trust and collaboration. This
transparency helps to build a strong community of businesses that are aligned in
their mission to promote sustainability and social equity.

In addition to supporting local businesses, the cooperative ecosystem also seeks
to engage consumers in meaningful ways. By promoting local products and services,
robinhood.store encourages community members to make conscious purchasing de-
cisions that benefit the local economy. This not only strengthens the cooperative net-
work but also cultivates a culture of sustainability and social responsibility among
consumers.

Ultimately, building a cooperative ecosystem at robinhood.store aims to create a
resilient and sustainable economic framework that prioritises community well-be-
ing, environmental stewardship, and social equity. By fostering collaboration, inclu-
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sivity, education, and transparency, this ecosystem serves as a model for other com-
munities seeking to develop similar cooperative initiatives. Through these efforts,
robinhood.store aspires to contribute to a broader transformation of the economic
landscape, moving away from extractive retail models, and towards more equitable
and sustainable alternatives.
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Case Study: The Generation Forest

Niklas Tiesler

Purpose: Long-term oriented reforestation based on the concept of the Generation
Forest

Design Trait: Finance

Innovative Practice: Long-term oriented Finance Design

Key Facts

The Generation Forest is a cooperative that enables its members to make a long-term,
‘nature positive’ investment in climate protection by reforesting and maintaining
carbon-absorbing, biodiverse and productive permanent forests according to the
Generation Forest principle (resilient, permanent mixed forests).

Established: 2016

Location: Hamburg, Panama (registered in Hamburg)
Executive Board members: Dr. Mathias Hein, Charline Joost
Ownership: Registered cooperative

Legal form: Registered cooperative

Members: 8316 (2025)

Webpage: https://thegenerationforest.com/en/
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Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: Long-term reforestation based
on the concept of the Generation Forest

Vision: “The vision is that at some point
we will reach a point where more is
reforested than cut down. The vision is
also that people will imitate what we do.”

Iliana Armién, the founder of The Generation Forest and a Panamanian, witnessed in
her childhood how her grandfather and other men cut down and burned the forest
in front of her house, thereby killing many of the forest’s animals to turn these ar-
eas into pastures for cattle. These images were so horrific for her that she vowed to
reforest the entire area. She studied forestry and forest engineering and developed
the concept of Generation Forests in collaboration with Andreas Eke from Hamburg,
alongside key stakeholders such as indigenous communities, the Smithsonian Trop-
ical Research Institute, and the United Nations Environment Programme.

In 1994, Iliana Armién and Andreas Eke founded the Panamanian forestry com-
pany Futuro Forestal to promote sustainable reforestation in Panama, using the con-
cept of Generation Forests. In 2016, the two founders also established a cooperative,
initially named Waldmenschen eG, comprising 13 members. In 2019, they rebranded
it to reflect their concept: The Generation Forest. Futuro Forestal has been the cooper-
ative’s forestry partner in Panama since its founding in 2016. By the end of 2024,
The Generation Forest had amassed a total equity of € 25,765,512.24 and boasted 8,075
cooperative members holding a total of 26,982 cooperative shares.

What sets The Generation Forest apart is that all approaches and the entire cooper-
ative strategy are geared towards the long term. As Charline Joost, Executive Board
member of the company, puts it: “The vision is that at some point we will reach a
point where more is reforested than is cut down. The vision is also that people will
imitate what we do.” She wants the cooperative’s work to bring about a change in the
ecological and economic structures, “to return to the environment and economy in
ahand-in-hand structure.”

The primary objective of The Generation Forest is sustainable reforestation and the
enhancement of biodiversity. Through reforestation, it aims to restore the flora and
fauna that existed before the forests were cleared. The goal is to create permanent
mixed forests where animals can resettle, naturally diversifying the ecosystem. For
instance, birds or monkeys may carry mango tree seeds, further enhancing biodiver-
sity. Additionally, this process restores and fertilises the soil while regulating the wa-
ter balance. The growth of forests also enables certified and sustainable carbon diox-
ide sequestration. Beyond environmental benefits, The Generation Forest aims to pro-
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vide economic value and promote social well-being for local communities in Panama
through the expansion of forest areas.

Ceneration forests integrate climate protection, biodiversity, and social perspec-
tives. Through near-natural reforestation, resilient mixed forests are created that
sequester CO,, promote biodiversity, and offer sustainable solutions for both peo-
ple and nature.

To achieve these objectives, The Generation Forest first jointly purchases or leases land
in Panama through the cooperative. These areas are then reforested using a distinct
type of forestry: the concept of Generation Forests. This concept incorporates a re-
generative approach as a crucial element of The Generation Forest’s business model.
Land is reforested in a way that increases biodiversity in both flora and fauna. Un-
like other forestry companies, The Generation Forest relies on tropical rainforests with
mixed tree species rather than monocultures. The repopulation and intermixing of
species are intended outcomes of its approach.

More than 20 different types of trees native to Panama are planted. Tropical tree
species grow faster and sequester more carbon dioxide than many other types of
trees. Many of the trees planted are valuable hardwoods, which are harvested at the
appropriate time; their timber is sold, and new trees are planted in their place. Since
the trees grow at different rates, only individual trees are removed, allowing the for-
est to remain permanent. Due to the varied age structure of the trees in the perma-
nent forest, The Generation Forest refers to it as a “generational forest”.

Figure 1: Reforestation of Land Areas in Panama

Source: The Generation Forest 2025.
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The reforested areas are managed for both agricultural and forestry purposes in
line with the company’s ecological, economic, and ethical standards. The resulting
products from sustainable production are then marketed, primarily involving the
sale of fair and sustainably sourced tropical hardwoods.

To make this possible, The Generation Forest issues cooperative shares. One coop-
erative share corresponds to 500 square meters of land and can be purchased for
€1,633 in 2025. Of the cooperative capital, 55% is allocated to the reforestation and
management of the forests, 20% to the purchase or leasing of land, and 25% to ad-
ministrative activities, reporting, quality control, and marketing.

Insights into the Long-Term Oriented Finance Design

For The Generation Forest, an economically oriented cooperative, the finance design is
of central importance. As Charline Joost explains:

“The finance sector is our core. Our business model is based on a cash flow model.
So, bringing together business and environmental protection does not work at all
without the finance sector.”

This highlights that the financial sector is both the foundation and the enabler of the
cooperative’s operations. However, in line with the cooperative’s purpose, its finan-
cial structure is also geared towards the long term.

To work in accordance with its purpose, cooperative capital must first be avail-
able to invest in land acquisition, planting and forest management. This capital is
generated through the sale of cooperative shares. A cooperative share can be pur-
chased for €1,633 in 2025. A distinctive feature of The Generation Forest is that it con-
tinuously issues cooperative shares. Of this, €1,200 is the share capital, and €433 is
the entry fee. The entry fee reflects the forecast increase in the value of the shares and
is charged because future returns are distributed proportionally among all mem-
bers. Prospective members are informed in advance about the cooperative’s long-
term orientation. This is reflected in both the long-lasting membership and the de-
layed payout of returns. The long-term orientation is evident throughout all areas of
the organisation and plays a particularly decisive role in its financial model. Unlike
typical plantations, which are fully harvested after a set period and thus generate re-
turns that end the investment cycle, The Generation Forest aims to create permanent
forests. This approach fundamentally distinguishes it from plantation-based mod-
els.

The reforestation of permanent forests is intended to generate long-term re-
turns. The first areas of land were planted in 2019, and the trees require time to grow.
In due course, some trees will be felled, and the valuable timber will be sold. Con-
sequently, the first return distribution is projected for the year 2046 based on cur-
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rent calculations. After that, however, the forests will not be fully harvested. Instead,
trees will be selectively removed, and new ones planted to maintain a permanent for-
est. Over time, trees will continue to be felled, and valuable wood will be sold period-
ically. Consequently, regular return distributions can be expected in the long term.
According to The Generation Forest’s model, the cumulative distribution of a share by
2058 (i.e., 40 years after the start of the project in 2019) should exceed the current
investment amount of €1,633. The expected return is 4.5%. However, future profits
from cooperative shares depend largely on the development of wood prices. Several
factors influence this, including tree volume growth, the shape of the trees, wood
price trends, demand for tropical and precious woods, as well as the costs associ-
ated with forestry and the operations of the cooperative in Germany. The Generation
Forest, therefore, represents a form of “slow finance”, a sustainable capital invest-
ment with no limited project duration. This approach involves long periods before
potential returns are paid out, making the investment financially worthwhile only
over an extended timeframe.

Along-term business strategy for The Generation Forest is fundamentally centred
around cooperative members who prioritise regenerative and distributive practices
over mere financial profit maximisation. It is crucial to engage with value-driven
investors who exhibit lower financial pressure for immediate financial returns and
are more inclined to advocate for sustainable objectives. These stakeholders value
the tangible advancement of biodiversity over the pursuit of short-term financial
gains. To effectively attract such investors, The Generation Forest must employ a
values-oriented marketing approach that highlights its green success stories and
ensures transparency in its operations. This strategy not only builds trust but also
aligns the organisation’s goals with the ethical considerations of its members.

Furthermore, a well-coordinated budget allocation that involves all employees
in a 360-degree decision-making process is essential for the long-term viability of
The Generation Forest. Given the uncertainties posed by factors such as potential nat-
ural disasters, financial predictability over an extended period is challenging. There-
fore, enhancing organisational resilience is crucial. This encompasses not only the
ecological resilience of forests but also the financial resilience achieved through the
establishment of reserves and diverse financing options. By fostering both types of
resilience, The Generation Forest can safeguard its mission and continue to make a pos-
itive contribution to the environment and society.

How the Long-Term-Oriented Finance Design Enables Regenerative
and Distributive Dynamics

This long-term-oriented finance design enables several benefits, including value
creation through the growth of biomass and accompanying ecosystem services,
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the creation of long-term employment opportunities, and reduced pressure to gain
immediate financial returns.

Value Creation through the Growth of Biomass and Accompanying
Ecosystem Services

The long-term-oriented finance design supports the gradual growth of biomass and
the development of ecosystem services such as carbon dioxide sequestration and the
enhancement of biodiversity. As Charline Joost explains:

“We have now had a biomass audit carried out, which confirmed a total value of
39 million dollars for the area and the biomass on it. We had a member who works
for a biomass calculation company make an extrapolation. And he confirmed that
if we maintain what we have now reforested and nothing more is added, then in
34 years we would have a biomass value of 260 million dollars.”

Such calculations give The Generation Forest confidence that its strategy is economi-
cally and ecologically worthwhile.

Creation of Long-Term Employment Opportunities

The Generation Forest’s long-term financial design also enables social impact by creat-
ing access to stable employment for local communities, especially in the reforesta-
tion regions in Panama. This contributes to greater distributive justice by generating
new job opportunities and ensuring fair wages. Employees also receive social insur-
ance. In addition, The Generation Forest offers training programmes and long-term
employment opportunities. In 2022, a total of 337 people from the local population
were employed for The Generation Forest’s projects, including 92 individuals from in-
digenous communities. Charline Joost emphasised that by increasing the value of
the forest, local communities also gain economic value. Furthermore, The Generation
Forest is committed to social equity: there is no gender pay gap, and employee safety
is prioritised, for example, through preventative measures against sexual assault.
The organisation’s social impact reaches beyond its employees, positively influenc-
ing broader community well-being.

Low Pressure from Members for a Quick Financial Return

The pressure from members to achieve quick or high financial returns is low due to
The Generation Forest’s transparent communication and clear explanations of its long-
term operational strategies. Investors often demonstrate a stronger interest in ac-
tively supporting regenerative and distributive approaches or CO2 sequestration,
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rather than simply seeking substantial financial gains. This reflects a shift in priori-
ties, with a greater emphasis on sustainable practices and social impact over short-
term profit maximisation.

Challenges Arising from the Long-Term Oriented Finance Design
Dealing with and Preventing Fluctuation

Anyone can purchase cooperative shares at any time and thus become a member of
The Generation Forest. Membership is regarded as a long-term investment, not a do-
nation. This is why members are generally interested in holding onto the cooperative
shares for an extended period. This is, of course, also important for the cooperative,
as it enables long-term capital planning. Charline Joost explains:

“when a member becomes a member and signs up his or her shares in the
cooperative, we initially assume that there will be no major fluctuation and
that the member will, for example, not drop out within the next four years.
So, we expect that 80% or more of the members will stay forever.”

While it is possible to divest cooperative shares, the strategy is not designed for
members to do this frequently. Members can, if they so wish, either transfer or ter-
minate their shares. Transfers can be completed more quickly than terminations. A
member transfers shares to another or a new member for a price negotiated by both
parties. Most of the time, the price is set between the previous and current prices.
This can already result in a profit for the person divesting. The Generation Forest also
helps mediate between the two parties. If a member terminates, the shares go back
to the cooperative, and the departing member receives a settlement credit as soon
as the minimum capital is no longer exceeded. If a person terminates their mem-
bership before The Generation Forest is in a positive financial position, they will not
receive a refund. These strict rules also reflect The Generation Forest’s long-term ap-
proach and serve to support the organisation’s purpose.

Balanced Growth Strategy

Since its founding, The Generation Forest has faced the strategic challenge of balancing
investments between its reforestation projects in Panama and the development of
its organisational structures in Germany. This balance is regulated through an over-
head quota. Charline Joost explains that from the founding of The Generation Forest
in 2016 until 2020, 85%-86% of the cooperative’s capital was invested in the organi-
sation’s growth in Germany. Following a widely received media report that signifi-
cantly increased public interest, the cooperative experienced substantial growth and
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was subsequently able to reduce this allocation to 16%. Currently, the quota is set at
25% for the organisation’s growth in Germany and 75% for operational activities in
Panama. Distributing the budget in a way that maintains this ratio in alignment
with the cooperative’s long-term strategy continues to pose a challenge for financial
planning.

Negative External Factors

Negative environmental factors can repeatedly disrupt reforestation efforts in for-
estareas. For example, the Panamanian regions are still dealing with the effects of El
Nifo. In addition, the country faces extreme dry periods on the one hand and heavy
rainfall on the other. Due to climate change, which The Generation Forest is trying to
counteract through reforestation, these extreme weather phenomena will likely in-
crease. This could delay both the project timeline and the distribution of returns.
The Generation Forest and its forestry partners must therefore find ways to manage
these events and their consequences. One approach is the selection of highly adapt-
able tree species—species that tolerate drought, require little water, and regener-
ate quickly after forest fires. The Generation Forest is also affected by broader social
and economic challenges, such as wars, political uncertainties, and rising prices, all
of which make people more hesitant to invest. Managing these external factors re-
mains a significant challenge.

Transparency

The cooperative members invest their money in something that they themselves can
hardly verify directly. Transparency is, therefore, essential when dealing with mem-
bers. Although their return expectations are generally modest, members want to
know that their money is being used in an ecologically, socially and economically
meaningful way and that it is contributing to something tangible. As a board mem-
ber, Charline Joost is aware that they are expected

“to submit regular reports. We have a general meeting once a year where we
answer questions, the annual financial statements are read out and defended,
| would say, and approved, and then the board of directors is discharged, and
the supervisory board is discharged. The members who come to the meeting are
very interested and very committed. [...] In addition, we send our impact report
to our members once a year by post. And | think that's another trust factor, our
newsletter with actual pictures on site, with videos from the site. | think that's
something that makes a big difference and is expected. If we didn't do that, |
think they would start to think: 'They're doing something in Panama, do they
really exist?"”
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This also includes checking its own products and processes in Panama, as well as
the data it publishes. In general, reporting is an important success factor for The
Generation Forest. This also applies to both internal and external communication. The
more people get involved and invest capital, the more effectively The Generation Forest
can operate and fulfil its purpose.

Interactions with Other Design Traits
Ownership Design

The legal form of the cooperative serves the purpose of the organisation. It was cho-
sen quite deliberately as it offers a particularly transparent and durable structure
that is firmly regulated by the Auditing Association of German Transport, Service
and Consumer Cooperatives in Hamburg. Unlike most associations, a cooperative is
a commercial enterprise that can operate independently, managing its own forests
and selling its own wood. Furthermore, the cooperative model enables The Genera-
tion Forest to continuously accept new members by issuing new shares, without re-
quiring stakeholder approval for capital increases, as would be the case in a stock
corporation. The General Assembly decides on the prices of the cooperative shares
and adjusts them annually.

Network Design

In terms of its operational business, The Generation Forest as a cooperative is primar-
ily responsible for strategy development, marketing, and attracting cooperative
members and capital in Germany. For its activities in Panama, it operates through a
wholly owned subsidiary called Waldmensch S.A. This structure simplifies business
transactions such as land purchases, payments, and certifications. Waldmensch
S.A. owns the land, manages forestry projects, hires employees, and procures
equipment and transportation for forestry operations. The actual planting and re-
forestation work, as well as all other on-the-ground activities in Panama, are carried
out by The Generation Forest’s forestry partner, Futuro Forestal. To further support
its purpose of working for the common good in Panama and advancing distribu-
tive approaches, such as providing training for local communities or conducting
research on the generation forest concept, The Generation Forest also established a
foundation. This foundation is sponsored by Sinngeber gGmbH.
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Figure 2: The Generation Forest’s Business Model
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Source: The Generation Forest 2025a.

The Generation Forest has begun to establish a broader network that increasingly
incorporates local communities into its strategies and operational approaches. The
reforestation concept was originally conceived by a Panamanian, and The Genera-
tion Forest maintains regular communication with these communities. For instance,
Charline Joost highlights that the Embera indigenous people have sought support
from Iliana Armién, the founder of The Generation Forest, after their land had been
entirely deforested. Drawing upon its expertise and resources, The Generation For-
est facilitated a process that enabled the community to help itself, thereby foster-
ing long-term sustainability, strengthening community cohesion, and supporting
the preservation of Embera cultural practices. To deepen its commitment to social
projects, The Generation Forest established The Generation Forest Foundation in 2023. This
foundation is no longer administered by The Generation Forest in a fiduciary capacity
but is now managed by Sinngeber gGmbH. Charline Joost explains that through this
foundation, The Generation Forest was able to raise funds from cooperative members
following a fire in Wala, a village adjacent to the cooperative’s land. These funds to
assist in the village’s reconstruction. These funds were used to support the village’s
reconstruction and to establish a community school centre with Wi-Fi, benefiting
the entire community.

Governance Design

The Generation Forest as a cooperative consists of three main bodies: the Board of Di-
rectors, the Supervisory Board and the General Assembly. The day-to-day business
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of the cooperative is managed by the Board of Directors. All matters of greater im-
portance require the approval of the Supervisory Board, to which the Board of Di-
rectors is also obligated to report. The Supervisory Board, in turn, is appointed by
the General Assembly, to which all cooperative members are invited. A cooperative
member is any individual who holds at least one share in the cooperative. To ensure
that The Generation Forest’s strategy serves the purpose of the cooperative in the long
term, only elected ordinary members hold voting rights at the General Assembly.
These voting rights are granted selectively to safeguard the mission of the coopera-
tive. The remaining members are considered investing members. While their shares
are legally equivalent to the shares of ordinary members, they do not have voting
rights at the General Assembly. With this restriction, The Generation Forest protects
itself from excessive influence by shareholders. The cooperative’s founding team,
along with some members of the Executive Board and the Supervisory Board are
considered ordinary members and thus have voting rights. This also applies to cer-
tain individual members who have been selectively chosen based on their exper-
tise. Investing members can apply to the Board to become full members by explain-
ing why they are suitable for this role. If the Board approves, they may then be ap-
pointed. The cooperative nature of The Generation Forest is reflected not only in these
governance structures but also in the principle that all members receive the same
return per share, regardless of when they joined.

Given The Generation Forest’s awareness of its responsibility for using the cooper-
ative capital in a purpose-driven way, all employees are involved in developing the
financial strategy. Charline Joost explains:

“It's a 360-degree process; all employees from all areas come together and work
collaboratively to create the budget, for example. It's just super important and
necessary that we are super well-positioned in the financial sector and are con-
stantly working on it: 'ls that still right? Are we still on track? Do we need to revise
something? Do we need to adapt a strategy? That's the core, if | can put it that

»

way.

Recommendations for Adopting a Long-Term Oriented Finance Design
Prioritise Stability and Resilience over Bursts of Growth

The Generation Forest was founded with along-term focus, which has been maintained
throughout its development. In the context of long-term financial strategy, it is es-
sential to focus on enhancing resilience, both in production and financial manage-
ment. Charline Joost advocates for a sustainable and modest growth strategy that
prioritises stability over rapid expansion. Increased media presence and advertising
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can indeed drive growth by raising visibility and expanding market reach. However,
Joost cautions against the temptation to make substantial organisational changes
in response to a growth surge. She emphasises that it is vital to remain grounded
and recognise that growth phases can be transient. A prudent approach involves ac-
knowledging the cyclical nature of growth and preparing for potential downturns,
ensuring that the organisation can navigate challenges without facing unpleasant
consequences. In summary, a balanced, resilient, and humble approach to growth
is vital for long-term success in financial design.

Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

The Generation Forest aims to drive transformation of the economic system through
its strategy and the alignment of economic viability with the pursuit of regenerative
and distributive approaches in order to “return to an environment and economy in
a hand-in-hand structure” (Charline Joost).

Therefore, it is important for the company not to stand alone in its actions but to
inspire other organisations to emulate what it is doing. On one hand, they want to be
drivers of transformation, and on the other hand, they also want to offer a solution
for green transformation. Charline Joost stated:

“So green change, green transformation does not only mean imposing bans, but
you canstill continue to do yourjob. She wants to provide much more the opportu-
nity of ‘with us, you can become greener; look, you can already take the first steps
with us’, in order to make transformative actions easier and more accessible.”
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Case Study: Regionalwert Aktiengesellschaft Franken

Niklas Tiesler

Purpose: Transforming the structures of food supply chains towards regional, or-
ganic and fair production and processing from field to plate.

Design Trait: Finance

Innovative Practice: Citizen'’s Joint-Stock Finance Design

Key Facts

Regionalwert AG Franken issues citizen shares and invests the money in regional or-
ganic businesses: farms, food processing, retail and catering. Through joint market-
ing and logistics, regional organic food can be locally sourced and produced and pro-
cessed under fair social conditions. Regionalwert AG Franken is part of Regionalwert
Impuls GmbH, a German network with more than €20.5 million in share capital,
over 6,200 shareholders and more than 250 partner companies (as of 2024).

Established: 2020

Location: Franconia

Executive Board members: Maria ZeufRel, Dietrich Pax
Ownership: Citizens’ joint-stock corporation

Legal form: Citizens’ joint-stock corporation
Members: 200 (2025)

Webpage: https://www.regionalwert-franken.de/
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Purpose, Business Model & Objectives

Purpose: As part of Regionalwert AG
network, Regionalwert AG Franken follows
the purpose of transforming the existing
agro-industrial food system through a
citizen joint-stock investment in regional
organic farming. This enables farmers and
citizens to work together towards an
agriculture free from factory farming, bee
mortality, nitrate pollution in
groundwater, pesticide residues in food,
and low wages in processing.

Regionalwert AG Franken was founded as a result of "Forum 1.5, a discussion forum
at the University of Bayreuth on how to achieve the 1.5°C climate target and is one
of nine Regionalwert AGs in Germany, Austria and Luxembourg. The idea was to es-
tablish a joint-stock company to financially support regional and organic food pro-
duction. Seventeen founding shareholders came together through this forum with
a share capital of €80,000 and founded Regionalwert AG Oberfranken in 2020. During
the founding process, they received support from Christian Hif3, the founder of the
very first Regionalwert AG in Freiburg. After a while, they realised that shareholders
were more likely to be found in the cities than in the countryside. Therefore, the ini-
tial founders decided to expand their sphere of influence to cover all of Franconia.
The stock corporation grew and at the end of 2024, it had a share capital of €380,000
with 760 registered shares. In 2024, all nine Regionalwert AGs together had a share
capital of over €20,5 million, more than 6,200 shareholders and over 250 partner
companies.

The purpose of Regionalwert AG is to promote regional and sustainable economic
activities in food production by supporting organic farms to transform the struc-
tures of food production. To serve this purpose, Regionalwert AG regularly issues cit-
izen shares, for example in 2025 at €600 per share. The capital raised is then invested
in social and ecological businesses in the respective region. In addition to financial
support, Regionalwert AG also offers joint marketing, networking, and logistics to
enable the local provision of regional, organic food while minimising greenhouse
gas emissions through short transport routes. The promotion of organic farming
is intended to contribute to the preservation of biodiversity and natural resources.
Regionalwert AG also promotes the production and processing of organic food un-
der fair social conditions and facilitates direct contact between producers, retailers
and consumers. Accordingly, Regionalwert AG increases transparency in food produc-
tion. The range of businesses that Regionalwert AG supports is broad and may include
any stage from production and processing to the distribution of food, provided that
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the business meets the value standards of Regionalwert AG. Companies that do not
meet these standards are not supported, thereby counteracting, for example, fac-
tory farming, nitrate pollution in groundwater, pesticide residues in food, species
extinction, or unfair pay for employees.

Figure 1: Regionalwert Network
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Source: Regionalwert AG 2025a.

Insights into the Citizen's Joint-Stock Finance Design

For a joint-stock corporation such as Regionalwert AG, a financial design that aligns
with the corporation’s purpose and internal structures is of exceptional importance.
Sound financial management is the fundamental enabling factor for the regenera-

https://doi.org/10. inlib o -


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

210

Finance Design

tive, distributive, and transformative impact of Regionalwert AG. This becomes par-
ticularly evident in its operating model, which is as follows:

People acquire shares in the stock corporation, thereby increasing its share capital.
In 2025, one Regionalwert share was priced at €500 and sold for €600, including a
20% agio. This agio is used to finance upfront costs, such as those associated with
structural processes or notarial fees. The shares are registered and can be traded.
The share capital is then used to financially support and invest in companies or
projects. For the citizens of the respective region, in this case Franconia, Regional-
wert AG offers a low-threshold investment opportunity through which they can ac-
tively participate in agricultural development and strengthen organic farming in
their region. Consequently, the citizens have the opportunity to influence and ben-
efitnotonly financially but also indirectly, by improving their regional food supply.

The companies supported by Regionalwert AG are selected using a specific tool called
‘Regional Value Services’, which is used to assess their social, ecological, economic,
and transformative potential. Through its investments, Regionalwert AG promotes
the pursuit of long-term regenerative and distributive approaches in the sup-
ported companies. Regenerative approaches are reflected in the company’s support
of projects that promote ecosystem services. For example, it promotes farming
practices that protect the climate, conserve resources, and are characterised by
repeatability. Only ecologically oriented farms are eligible for support.

At the same time, Regionalwert AG also pursues distributive approaches. While
an Economy for the Common Good certificate is not currently required for funding,
Regionalwert AG is strongly aligned with Common Good reporting. It has developed
the ‘regional value output’ instrument to assess this, particularly in the agricultural
sector. This tool is used to evaluate the societal value created by a company, consider-
ing, for example, fair wages for employees, the educational mission of the business,
and other social criteria.

How the Citizen's Joint-Stock Finance Design Enables Regenerative
and Distributive Dynamics

Financing Projects that Advance Regenerative, Distributive and
Transformative Approaches - Projects that Otherwise Might Not Materialise

The defining feature of Regionalwert AG’s work is that it enables and helps shape

projects that would otherwise likely not be realised. Dietrich Pax, Executive Board
Member, said:
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“l always say, for me, the criterion is: if the bank had financed the company,
then | don't really have to do it”

Itisimportant to him to support projects and companies that would otherwise most
likely not receive loans and therefore might never come into existence. Dietrich Pax
noted companies in organic farming often find it particularly difficult to obtain bank
loans, as profit expectations in this field are typically lower. As an example of Region-
alwert AG’s work, Dietrich Pax mentioned an organic farming association that ap-
proached them for financing to build a greenhouse. As a not-for-profit association,
it faced significant obstacles in securing a loan from a bank. Regionalwert AG stepped
in to finance the greenhouse, allowing the association to rent it, with the possibility
of purchasing it in the future. While the financial return for Regionalwert AG is, of
course, relevant in such investments, it is equally important for the organisation to
promote regenerative approaches within the region. Regarding this financing, Di-
etrich Pax stated:

“This way it is feasible for people. And so far in winter there was only beetroot and
anidea, and now there is beetroot, an idea and lamb's lettuce. And that is of course
something that moves things forward. And that is exactly the kind of thing that
we are now tackling.”

Another example of Regionalwert AG’s work is a catering company that supplies fa-
cilities such as kindergartens, hospitals and retirement homes with organic prod-
ucts. Regionalwert AG acquired a stake in this company because the caterer aimed to
transition its food offering to organic and regional products. Regionalwert AG sup-
ported the company not only financially but also with expertise, networks and part-
ners. Dietrich Pax states that this was a successful investment for Regionalwert AG,
referring to both financial aspects and to the company’s broader goals. The cater-
ing company’s capital requirements were not particularly high, and it is expected to
recoup the investment quickly through its sales. Additionally, the 3,000 and 5,000
people in facilities in the area around Coburg are now provided with regional, sea-
sonal, and high-quality organic food. For Dietrich Pax, the provision of organic food,
for example, through catering services, is a key lever advancing more regenerative
approaches.

Strengthening Resilience

Regionalwert AG invests in a broadly diversified portfolio, with a maximum stake of
30% in any one company. When Regionalwert AG invests in a company, it increases the
company’s equity ratio. An investment of 25% to 30% is usually sufficient to increase
the equity ratio to a level where the remaining capital requirement can be covered
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by abank loan. In general, it is not intended to finance a project in full. This strategy
offers several advantages for Regionalwert AG.

Firstly, it enables Regionalwert AG to invest in multiple companies through broad
diversification and thus to contribute to the advancement of regenerative and dis-
tributive approaches. Secondly, it also protects against the risk of unsuccessful in-
vestments, as the capital is risk capital, and not all investments necessarily yield
the intended returns. The corporation’s share capital is limited, and only a maxi-
mum of two-thirds is intended for active investment. One-third of the share capi-
tal is as a reserve — for difficult times and as additional financing capacity. Dietrich
Pax noted that such reserves proved particularly important during the Covid-19 pan-
demic. Nonetheless, a 30% stake in a company is sufficient to enable Regionalwert AG
to become actively involved in that company.

Low Financial Return Pressure from Shareholders

The shareholders of Regionalwert AG should also benefit from the success of the com-
panies and the profitable investments. Regionalwert AG therefore targets a return of
3%, which can then be distributed to the shareholders. However, many sharehold-
ers choose not to receive this return. It is more important to them that the capi-
tal is reinvested immediately in new regional, ecological projects. They wish to use
their financial resources to promote the region and transform the structures of local
food production. The shareholders are particularly interested in a long-term orien-
tation, with many even viewing their investment as one made on behalf of future
generations. Financial return expectations among Regionalwert AG shareholders are
therefore significantly lower than those typically associated with other companies.
Nevertheless, Dietrich Pax is aware of the responsibility that Regionalwert AG bears,
stating:

“The money that people give us, in the form of stocks, is money with which they
express their will”

The shareholders’low expectations regarding financial return enable Regionalwert AG
to align its strategy closely with its purpose. Still, both the Supervisory Board and
the Executive Board remain accountable to the shareholders at the general meeting.
They must explain their strategies and investments and ensure that developments
are made transparent. As such, shareholders exercise a degree of oversight to ensure
that Regionalwert AG’s actions remain consistent with its purpose.
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Challenges Arising from the Citizen’s Joint-Stock Finance Design
Decision-Making for Financially and Purpose-Centred Worthwhile Investments

Due toits limited financial resources, Regionalwert AG cannot invest in all the projects
and companies it would like to. The projects it invests in are those that do not require
alarge amount of capital. Accordingly, each investment decision is made with great
care, focusing on ventures that are both financially and purpose-centred worth-
while. To prevent the Executive Board from potentially acting alone, all investments
over €2,000 must be approved by the Supervisory Board. Dietrich Pax expressed
a strong desire to financially support many more projects and companies. He sees
organic farming as an area with considerable potential for development, viewing
it as the ideal path to serve the ecosystem and transform social structures towards
more regenerative approaches. In particular, he wishes to see even more innovation
and to provide further support. However, a major challenge lies in the fact that
organic farming requires a substantial upfront investment. Major investments are
necessary before cultivation can begin, and it takes time for crops to be harvested
and revenue to be generated. Regionalwert AG currently lacks the financial capacity
to make large-scale investments in this field. The company must therefore evaluate
which investments are financially and purpose-centred worthwhile and feasible.
Each case must be assessed individually to ensure that actions are both meaningful
and economically sound.

Attracting New Shareholders

In addition to making smart and profitable investments with the available capital,
Regionalwert AG urgently requires more share capital and, consequently, more share-
holders. Attracting new shareholders remains a key challenge for Regionalwert AG
and its financial design. Organic food production primarily takes place in rural re-
gions; however, potential shareholders are more likely to be found in urban cen-
tres. Recognising this, Regionalwert AG expanded its sphere of influence to include
the entire Franconian region. The low expected financial returns may deter profit-
oriented potential shareholders. Regionalwert AG, as a citizens’ joint-stock company,
would therefore seek to appeal primarily to value-driven citizens who wish to sup-
port a long-term transformation of regional food production. It also aims to be as
low threshold as possible in order to remain accessible to a broad base of the popu-
lation. How to make the shareholding model more attractive to citizens is the sub-
ject of ongoing internal discussion. New incentive models such as offering practical
benefits when purchasing products from businesses supported by Regionalwert AG
are currently being explored.
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Combining Regenerative and Financial Goals through Investments

External influences, such as climate change, can slow advancement of organic farm-
ing. For this reason, and due to the expected low returns, banks tend to avoid invest-
ing in this sector. Regionalwert AG aims to fill this gap, but its financial resources re-
main limited. At the same time, Regionalwert AG must act in a financially profitable
manner. While its shareholders are primarily motivated by the desire to promote
regional organic food production and do not expect high financial returns, the or-
ganisation must still ensure that its investments are economically viable. Good man-
agement of the company’s capital is vital for the stock corporation’s survival. If Re-
gionalwert AG were to make poor investment decisions, lose capital, or even face in-
solvency, it would no longer be able to fulfil its purpose of supporting regenerative,
distributive, and transformative projects.

Figure 2: Strengthening Regional, Organic Agriculture

/
Reglonalwert AG
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’
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Source: Regionalwert AG Franken 2025a.

A key part of Regionalwert AG’s transformative impact lies in its visible external
impact which is communicated through success stories. Demonstrating both finan-
cial and regenerative success helps change social structures, support ecosystems,
and inspire others. Regionalwert AG sees itself as a model, aiming to win new share-
holders and encourage like-minded people and organisations to pursue similar ini-
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tiatives. This explains why working economically and being financially profitable is
essential to the purpose of Regionalwert AG. As the company is aware of this, it fo-
cuses on investments that require comparatively little capital but yield significant
impact. Consequently, Regionalwert AG is currently concentrating on the processing
of organic food rather than its production, where capital demands are higher. The
aim is to achieve maximum effect with the available resources.

Interactions with Other Design Traits
Ownership and Governance Design

The highest governing body of Regionalwert AG is the Annual General Meeting of
shareholders. At the Annual General Meeting, shareholders elect the Supervisory
Board, which in turn appoints the Executive Board responsible for managing the
stock corporation’s operations. The Executive Board is elected for a term of two years
and is tasked with the day-to-day leadership of the company. The Supervisory Board
monitors the Executive Board and represents the interests of the shareholders. At
present, the Executive Board consists of two members, while the Supervisory Board
consists of six. All members serve on a voluntary basis. In addition to its oversight
role, the Supervisory Board also actively supports the Executive Board in developing
regional value chains and in distributing capital.

Investment decisions follow a clear process. The Executive Board develops
strategic proposals for investments or equity participation in companies, which
are then submitted to the Supervisory Board. These proposals are discussed col-
laboratively in Supervisory Board meetings. An investment can proceed only if the
Supervisory Board approves it.

At the Annual General Meeting, the Executive Board and Supervisory Board re-
port to the shareholders providing updates on the corporation’s financial perfor-
mance, investment activities, and overall business development. The Annual Gen-
eral Meeting is open to all shareholders. Anyone who acquires at least one share can
become a shareholder of Regionalwert AG. While the company operates in the Franco-
nian region, there are no geographic restrictions on share ownership—individuals
from outside the region may also invest. Every shareholder has a voting right at the
Annual General Meeting, with each share entitling the holder to one vote. To pre-
vent concentrated influence and maintain democratic governance, Regionalwert AG
has implemented a cap: no individual shareholder may hold more than 10% of the
voting shares. This regulation ensures broad-based participation and protects the
company’s democratic and citizen-oriented character.
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Network Design

Regionalwert AG deliberately seeks co-financing from banks in order to exert a trans-
formative influence on them as well. Dietrich Pax said that from the moment they
started, banks have increasingly been asking for ecological standards before they
give out loans tolocal agricultural companies. This shows that Regionalwert AG is con-
tributing to change. For companies, the investment of Regionalwert AG can also be
beneficial for their image and marketing. During the investment period, Regional-
wert AG also supports the project or company with expertise, advice, and access to
its network.

Recommendations for Adopting a Citizen's Joint-Stock Finance Design
Design the Business and Strategy for Long-Term Success

Dietrich Pax recommends that, when founding a citizens’ joint-stock company
modelled on Regionalwert AG, the main priority should be securing capital during
the start-up phase. If he were to found Regionalwert AG Franken again, he would have
founded it for the entire Franconian region in order to cover the capital-rich urban
area. In addition, he would only have founded Regionalwert AG if they had secured
€300,000 to €400,000 in share capital, rather than the actual €80,000. He also
recommends looking for cost reductions in the capital structure and administra-
tion, but at the same time striving for a continuous professionalisation of their own
structures.

Inspiring Redesign Beyond the Business

Regionalwert AG has a strong commitment to contributing to transformative work.
By investing in a company, Regionalwert AG also introduces ecological, social, and
public welfare issues into the company. For example, it examines the proportion of
ecologically produced products, the working conditions and wages of employees and
partners, and whether the company also trains people or conducts other educational
work.

Regionalwert AG aims not only to support companies and projects that already
have high ecological and social standards and contribute to society but also those
that wish to develop in this direction. To this end, the current status of the company
in various areas is analysed at the start of the funding, and a strategy is developed
to foster improvement in these areas.
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During the funding period, Regionalwert AG supports the respective company not
only financially but also with its expertise in transformation, the implementation of
regenerative and distributive approaches, and its network. At the end of the funding
period, an evaluation is conducted to determine what has changed in the company
as a result of the investment. The evaluation questions examine whether an ecologi-
cal transformation has been initiated or whether the company’s social performance
has improved.

Regionalwert AG supports not only projects that already produce or sell 100% or-
ganic products but also companies where the proportion is initially only 50%-60%,
for example. In addition to the financial return, the aim of these subsidies is to pro-
mote development and increase the proportion of organic products to 90%. The goal
is for the farm to receive an organic certification within three years. However, the
intention is not only to drive a transformation in the respective farm in terms of
ecology, but also in the social dimension, based on social criteria and by improving
the farm's social service. Dietrich Pax stated that although some companies pay the
money back to Regionalwert AG with interest and end their participation after the
funding period ends, many wish to maintain contact with Regionalwert AG even af-
ter the funding period in order to continue advancing the development of their own
structures.
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Summary and Critical Reflections

Annekatrin MeiBner, Suleika Bort, Erinch Sahan

In this final chapter, we summarise the core insights from our case studies and
explore whether—and how—these insights can inspire other organisations in their
journey towards a stronger commitment to regenerative and distributive business
practices. Yes, the cases discussed in this book vary regarding business models,
goals, and legal structures. Yet, across this diversity, they share a common char-
acteristic: the firms pursue social or ecological goals alongside meeting essential
commercial outcomes. At the heart of this pursuit of regenerative and distributive
dynamics are fundamental values and norms that guide the behaviour and actions
of these firms. These values and norms reflect a “higher-order purpose that links to
moral and ethical obligations” (George et al. 2023:1842).

Still, for these regenerative and distributive values and norms to be effectively
embedded into business structures and processes, they must align with the organi-
sational design traits. The focus here is to ensure that the regenerative and distribu-
tive purpose creates an organisation-wide responsibility by anchoring it within the
different design traits. The case studies in this book focus on five specific design
traits. First, we highlight innovative practices within each and examine the dynam-
ics behind their contribution to an organisation’s regenerative and/or distributive
purpose. Second, we identify patterns across the design traits that can be observed
and critically reflected upon, referencing also to Iris Marion Young’s (2006) concept
of global responsibility. Finally, we consider the importance of role models for re-
generative and distributive business design.

Purpose Design

The Purpose Design case studies focus on how the specific regenerative and/or dis-
tributive purpose of the selected enterprises, WEtell, Wildplastic and WoodenValley,
is embedded in and enabled by the overall business design. In all three cases, the
design of ownership as “steward-ownership” can be seen as central to their pur-
pose, while the legal model corresponds to the more traditional German spectrum
of alimited liability company (GmbH) and a not-for-profit limited liability company
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(gGmbH). WEtell pursues the purpose of regenerative and distributive mobile com-
munications, anchored by three types of shares (A-B-C shares). A-shares, for exam-
ple, are owned by those who actively work in the company, ensuring that only insid-
ers who understand the business make critical decisions. With a staff that has joined
the company to pursue its core purpose, this ensures that WEtell always prioritises
sustainable mobile networks. Linked to this is the financial model, which ensures
that profits are reinvested in the business rather than distributed to shareholders.
This gives WEtell the freedom to use its finances in service of its purpose. Wildplastic
and WoodenValley share the same financial priority of reinvesting profits to advance
their purpose.

The legal structure of WoodenValley as a not-for-profit limited liability company
is an additional aspect that helps safeguard its purpose. At the same time, it assures
partners that WoodenValley is not motivated by economic gain but by the commit-
ment to advance its purpose of regenerative building, which in turn encourages
deeper collaboration. Wildplastic which pursues the regenerative purpose of ridding
the world of wild plastic, has adopted the stewardship ownership model of the
golden share, where the Purpose Foundation holds 1% of the voting shares. While
this may seem like a small percentage, the foundation carries significant power: the
golden share grants it veto rights over any decisions that could divert the company
from its purpose. This structure prevents profit-driven shifts and ensures that the
company remains focused on its mission.

Network Design

Within the Network Design trait, several cases stood out, each illustrating different
approaches to leveraging networks for impact. For example, the social enterprise
On Purpose focuses on training and developing managers and leaders who seek to
build purpose-driven rather than profit-driven organisations. A defining feature of
On Purpose is its community-centred network design, which fosters a transforma-
tion toward purpose over profit. The organisation relies heavily on the commitment,
ideas, and initiatives of its community members, embracing a bottom-up rather
than top-down approach.

Furthermore, the network design based on the Economy of Love, used by Sekem
and EBDA, is remarkable and can be characterised by a commitment to the holistic
principles of regenerative and distributive development. These organisations have
made the values on which their stakeholder relations are based visible in the Econ-
omy of Love Standard. This includes the important dimension of culture and the
development of a credit system to reward farmers for organic and biodynamically
grown food, as well as for their ecosystem services. This is significant given that this
organic and biodynamic way of doing agriculture preserves biodiversity and stores
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CO, due to its treatment of the soil, which helps to regenerate two of the already ex-
ceeded planetary boundaries (Biodiversity loss and Climate Change). The way Sekem
and EBDA designed their network structures was based on the principle of fairness
from the beginning, as the revenues from all sales of the CO, certificates were di-
vided equally between all farmers. In addition, farmers receive additional income
through their ecosystem services, allowing organic products to be priced more af-
fordably. This also contributes to a more equitable distribution of, and expanded ac-
cess to, healthy food.

For companies such as Wildling Shoes, Sonnentor and Commown, collaborations
and strong partnerships with like-minded organisations play a crucial role in their
success. Wildling Shoes, in particular, has cultivated a trust-based stakeholder net-
work, fostering exceptionally loyal customer relationships that create interdepen-
dencies extending beyond finance. The company prioritises equal profit distribution
and reinvests within its network to preserve financial independence, allowing it to
stay aligned with its values. Sonnentor’s network is notable for its emphasis on di-
rect communication and shared values, leading to enduring partnerships—many of
which have lasted for years, if not decades. These relationships are built on mutual
respect, fair cooperation, and reciprocity, including through fair wages instead of
exploitation and investments in a shared future. Transparency and open dialogue
further strengthen these collaborations. Commown, which is organised as a not-for-
profit cooperative, is driven by the goal of making the electronics sector more sus-
tainable and responsible by promoting a rental-based model instead of traditional
sales. To achieve this, the company depends on trusted network partners who align
with its mission.

Governance Design

The cases focused on the Governance Design trait highlight the crucial role of self-or-
ganisation and the high level of responsibility entrusted to each employee. The inno-
vative practices within the framework of governance design aim at holacracy at Mein
Grundeinkommen and self-organisation at Wigwam, both elements of New Work. For
example, Mein Grundeinkommen is a not-for-profit organisation that crowdfunds and
raffles off unconditional basic incomes. In order to achieve their purpose — ‘We want
a fair and crisis-proof world, in which everyone can lead a self-determined life’ -
a governance design that also enables a self-determined life within the organisa-
tion is an essential element to create internal and external coherence. One of the
most distinctive aspects of Mein Grundeinkommen’s organisational design is its dy-
namic job structure, which enables employees to continuously create and experi-
ment with new roles based on the organisation’s evolving needs. The organisation
operates under the concept of holacracy, a decentralised governance model that fa-
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cilitates distributed decision-making. In this model, responsibility for decisions is
not allocated to a single manager (as in hierarchical organisational structures) but
is instead spread across several roles and people. This enables faster decision-mak-
ing, which is also carried out by those holding the expertise. Combined with indi-
vidual budget responsibility, these elements strengthen employees’ self-efficacy and
enhance their freedom to be co-creators.

Wigwam, a Berlin-based communications agency, follows a similar approach.
The organisation stands out for its innovative governance structure, which uniquely
blends self-organisation with a cooperative legal form. One of Wigwan’s most dis-
tinctive governance practices is its use of the resistance inquiry method for organi-
sation-wide decisions. This model is based on the idea that when a team proposes a
course of action and invites objections, minimal or no resistance from the broader
group is taken as a green light to proceed. This method ensures efficient self-organi-
sation and allows decisions to move forward quickly as long as they do not encounter
significant opposition.

Both the Wigwam and Mein Grundeinkommen cases demonstrate how a dignity-
based, human-centred approach to work—characterised by decision-making free-
dom, leadership through positive role models, and voluntary participation—can
foster innovation and creativity while maintaining organisational effectiveness.

Ownership Design

Like robinhood.store in Berlin, FoodHub in Munich operates on the principles of co-
operativism as a bio-supermarket. Robinhood.store’s innovative ownership structure
makes it an outstanding case within the Ownership Design framework. The store
is established as a civil law partnership (GbR) and pursues the purpose of achiev-
ing a fair distribution of prosperity worldwide. The store operates on a membership
basis, where members receive discounts and actively participate in the community.
This model fosters engagement, a sense of ownership, and long-term commitment
among members. Its ownership structure is explicitly designed to prevent private
capital accumulation. Instead of generating profits for individual shareholders, any
surplus is redistributed globally — through donations to organisations addressing
global poverty and climate change - or reinvested in the community.

Similarly, FoodHub as the first cooperatively organised supermarket in Munich
is collectively owned and managed by its members, with a small team of employ-
ees handling daily operations. The purpose of the FoodHub, ‘to bring producers and
consumers closer together’, is enabled by this cooperative structure. A defining fea-
ture of this model is its emphasis on co-ownership, participatory decision-making,
and a high level of transparency, ensuring that members have a direct influence on
the organisation’s direction and values. Anyone can purchase a cooperative share of
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the supermarket. This share brings obligations, such as working 3 hours a month, as
well as rights, including a say in what products are sold. The overall aim is to create
a regional organic supply structure.

Finance Design

Figure 1: From Degenerative & Divisive to Regenerative & Distributive Business Design

FROM TOWARDS
Degenerative & Divisive Regenerative & Distributive
Profit maximisation as the priority Purpose to generate social & ecological benefits
Purely transactional & commodified stakeholder relationships Long-term, mission-aligned stakeholder partnerships
Strong hierarchies focused on serving investors Holacracy, self-oranised, stakeholders actively incorporated
Extractive and focused on external owners Owned collectively & shaped to serve the purpose
Short-term orientation, high return Long-term orientation, in service of social & ecolocial goals

Source: Own illustration.

Its citizen-led joint-stock cooperative structure makes Regionalwert AG Franken a
compelling example of designing the finance of a business to pursue a social and eco-
logical purpose. Regionalwert AG Franken aims to ‘change the structures of food supply
chains towards regional, ecological and fair production and processing from field to
fork’. It functions as a citizens’ stock corporation in which any citizen can buy shares
to support precisely this regenerative and distributive corporate goal. Regionalwert
AG Franken invests two-thirds of its capital in regional regenerative and distributive
projects that would otherwise have little chance of receiving funding through official
bank loans, such as organic farms or a greenhouse for solidarity farming. Regionalw-
ert AG Franken provides up to 30% of a project’s funding to support as many projects
in the region as possible and to help them establish equity capital, making them el-
igible for additional bank financing. Many local shareholders do not seek financial
return on their investment; instead, they prefer that Regionalwert AG Franken rein-
vests their money in further projects in their region. This form of financing enables
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regenerative agricultural projects to be implemented in the region and transforms
local food production.

Similarly, The Generation Forest, structured as a cooperative, has developed a
financial model based on a long-term investment horizon. This makes it another
exemplary case within the finance design framework. The purpose of The Gener-
ation Forest is long-term reforestation. It enables the creation of mixed forests in
Panama, with intact ecosystems, biodiversity, CO, sequestration, water regulation
and restoration of soil fertility over a 20-year horizon. At the same time, it creates
permanent jobs for local communities who maintain and preserve these forests.
The patient capital approach generates expected returns of 4.5%, which consciously
prioritises the organisation’s regenerative value over short-term profits. The Gener-
ation Forest’s cooperative form of ownership, where new cooperative shares can be
issued to anyone at any time, is the basis for this long-term form of investment.

In both cases, it is essential that shareholders adopt a long-term perspective on
their investment rather than focusing on short-term profit maximisation. The ex-
amples of Regionalwert AG Franken and The Generation Forest illustrate how a long-term
investment horizon can support sustainable long-term strategies while integrating
ecological and social considerations into core business strategies. Figure 1 illustrates
what it means to move from a degenerative and divisive to a regenerative and dis-
tributive business design.
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Patterns and Critical Reflections

Founding a Business Based on a Regenerative and/or Distributive Purpose

The companies and organisations covered in the case studies were all founded on
the basis of a regenerative and/or distributive purpose. A common feature is to have
regenerative and distributive values deeply embedded in the convictions and com-
mitments of the leaders, particularly the founders of organisations.

A founder’s beliefs and values can leave a lasting imprint on a company, shaping
its culture long after their departure. This is evident in the cases of WEtell, Wildling
Shoes, Sonnentor, and Sekem. However, reinforcing and embedding these values
structurally through the enterprise design is just as critical. For instance, strong
member and employee engagement also plays a crucial role, as seen in Food Hub and
robinhood.store, where members’ dedication is essential to sustaining and running
these organisations. It is the design of these enterprises that enables engagement
to occur at this depth.

Shaping business design to deliberately reinforce the business’s purpose is es-
sential. This plays a central role in the development and establishment of innovative
practices within the respective design traits, for example in the development of net-
work design, as demonstrated by On Purpose, Wildling Shoes, Commown, Sekem/Ebda
and Sonnentor. Moreover, it can inspire other company founders to follow this way of
designing and doing business from the outset.

However, there might be limits to applying these models to other companies
and organisations originally founded solely for-profit, with a focus on maximising
returns to investors. We hope that the innovative practices of our case studies can
exemplify how a shift within, for example, an organisation’s ownership design or
governance design toward a more self-organised form can serve as a first step in re-
thinking and reframing purpose. This, in turn, opens up possibilities for strength-
ening regenerative and distributive goals and unlocking strategies to pursue them
with ever greater ambition.
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Deep and Substantive Community Engagement

The case studies on network design focused on the community in and around the
businesses, showing how this community makes this kind of business possible in
the first place.

Across all case studies, the presence of a community that supports the purpose of
the business was central.

Having such a community also aligns with a long-term time horizon of investments,
as seen in The Generation Forest and Regionalwert AG, or the community-owned super-
markets such as FoodHub in Munich or robinhood.store in Berlin.

Authenticity through Coherence between Purpose and Governance Design

Our case studies demonstrate that developing coherence between a business’s re-
generative and distributive purpose and its governance design enables a truly au-
thentic approach.

For instance, the case study of Mein Grundeinkommen illustrates this: they do not
only pursue the goal of a fairer distribution of time and money by raftling off a basic
income but also adopt a self-organised governance design that enables the kind of
freedom a basic income offers—notjust for beneficiaries but also for their members.

Similarly, the case study of Wildling Shoes revealed that truly achieving their re-
generative purpose depends on their internal governance design. By embracing self-
organisation and holacracy, they create genuinely regenerative working conditions
for their employees.

Supportive and Inclusive Processes for Moving to Self-Organised
and Holacratic Governance

Effectively engaging employees and (where relevant) members of the business is es-
sential when implementing a holacratic and/or self-organised governance design.
Achieving this requires a focus on developing the necessary competences and skills.
These were explored in the case studies of Wigwam, Mein Grundeinkommen, robin-
hood.store, FoodHub, Wildling Shoes, WEtell and On Purpose.

To avoid frustration with and the failure of new hierarchies and management
structures, it is essential to allocate sufficient time and focus on engaging employees
and members to understand their interests, motivations and capabilities. This was
demonstrated in the case study of Wildplastic, which aimed to create flat hierarchies
and a fair, efficient working environment but soon realised that such a transition
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would take time. They referred to the dangers of ‘over-engineering’, which slowed-
down decision-making processes, as not everyone needed or wanted to be involved
in every decision.

Any changes to governance design require processes that support and empower
teams, members and co-owners of an organisation (Breidenbach/Rollow 2019), as
was the case with WEtell.

WEtell introduced a transparent wage system in October 2023 and gave this process
the appropriate time and space. The founders encouraged a team of employees to
co-create a new, fairer wage model. This group, which represented different parts
of the company, worked through various options and gathered feedback from the
entire staff to ensure the solution would be both competitive and transparent. The
process was not just technical but allowed for emotional support as well. Discussing
wages openly revealed how deeply money and fairness are connected, even for those
who primarily view work through a values-driven lens. Ultimately, the team pro-
posed three models, and after collective discussion and a company-wide vote where
every employee had the right to veto, the new system was accepted unanimously.

There is a tendency across all case studies to implement or at least to experi-
ment with some new and innovative governance models. These are partly referred
to under the term “New Work”. As covered in the introductory chapter, worldview
and design are interrelated and strongly influence each other (Wahl 2022: 131). As
Frederic Laloux (2016) points out, throughout history, the forms of organisation that
have been invented were linked to the prevailing world view and consciousness. And
whenever the view of the world has changed, new forms of organisations have been
created.

According to Laloux (2016), a transition to a new form of organisation has
emerged, which he calls integral, evolutionary organisations, drawing a compar-
ison with living systems instead of machines. These emerging organisations are
characterised by the following three breakthroughs that can already be observed
(Laloux 2016: 54—55):

- Self-leadership: Just like complex systems in nature, evolutionary organisations
function without the need for hierarchical order,

«  Wholeness: In evolutionary organisations, all parts of the human self are rele-
vant and brought to work (e.g. rational and emotional components); and

«  Evolutionary meaning: Evolutionary organisations do not control their mem-
bers, but allow them to participate in their own development, direction and
meaning.

The case studies show a tendency towards the development of new forms of organi-
sation across all the traits of enterprise design.
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Design Traits Interact with, and Enable Each Other

Each case study contains an “Interaction with Other Design Traits” section. These
illustrate the highly interactive nature of the relationship between different de-
sign traits, often with one design trait being central to enabling other traits. For
instance, the case studies of WEtell, WoodenValley and Wildplastic demonstrate that
the steward-ownership model of “Verantwortungseigentum” can be considered as a
new and effective way of guaranteeing that an organisation’s purpose is maintained
over time.

In the case studies of Commown, the FoodHub, the robinhood.store, The Generation
Forest and Regionalwert AG Franken, the interaction between the design traits of pur-
pose, ownership, finance and network plays a crucial role, as each business’s com-
munity enables its ownership and finance design and therefore its purpose.

Two of the case studies — Wildling Shoes and Sonnentor are family-owned. This
provides them with financial independence, allowing other design elements to be
woven into the business, especially into their network design.

These case studies reveal that it is possible to start with a transformation within
one design trait, but to fully unlock regenerative and distributive dynamics, other
design traits also need to be redesigned to reinforce the purpose.

Limited Legal Structure Options Restricting Regenerative
and Distributive Dynamics

The case studies use different legal forms, including:

« limited liability company that incorporates a steward-ownership design (WEtell,
Wildplastic, OnPurpose)

- not-for-profit limited liability company that incorporates steward-ownership
design (WoodenValley)

. different cooperative models (Commown, FoodHub, The Generation Forest, Wigwam)

- not-for-profit, and for-profit associations (Mein Grundeinkommen, EBDA)

« civil joint-stock corporation (Regionalwert AG Franken)

« company under civil law (robinhood.store).

Yet across these, the case studies demonstrate a lack of options of legal structures in
Germany, resulting in several obstacles for achieving regenerative and distributive
dynamics. One main obstacle is demonstrated in the robinhood.store case study. Al-
though they generate profit, which is reinvested and donated, there is no clear legal
form that fully aligns with their approach. While the not-for-profit legal form can-
not be adopted because it does not allow for profit-generation, the for-profit options
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also do not meet their needs. Another option is using the form of a company under
civil law, which can work, but it does not fully align with their approach. The case
of Mein Grundeinkommen, which uses the legal form of a not-for-profit association,
exemplifies exactly this dilemma. Their legal structure forced them to suspend their
needs-based salary model, and they are currently rethinking this concept.

Another challenge in the robinhood.store case study is the conflict between their
holacracy and self-organisation model and the legal requirements of cooperatives
and associations. As the forms require 2 management board, they complicate the
implementation of a true holacratic design.

Across the cases, there are multiple instances of legal structures not aligning with
the regenerative and distributive purpose of the business, especially in relation to
ownership and governance design. New and adapted legal structures are needed
in Germany to overcome such challenges.

Innovating Beyond Conventional Business Thinking

A key characteristic of these case studies is their pursuit of unconventional ideas
and solutions. Often, these ideas are considered impossible by mainstream busi-
nesses such as offering biodynamic food at an affordable price for all. The case of
Sekem/EBDA, with the introduction of the whole credit system demonstrates how
a regenerative business design serves both the environment and people by making
biodynamic food accessible and affordable to all.

Similarly, Commown drives change across their industry through the establish-
ment of a circular ecosystem. Instead of following the patterns of short-term incen-
tives to sell new products (e.g. mobile phones), Commown established a rental model
thatenables using products “for as long as possible”. This model contributes to trans-
forming the entire incentive structure within their market and industry.

A third example is Regionalwert AG Franken, which uses patient and community-
focused investment models to enable ecological and social projects that are often
rejected under traditional investment approaches.

These examples illustrate that innovation is possible when businesses and en-
trepreneurs are willing to go beyond conventional business thinking.

Intertwining of Redesigning Business and Inner Development

Our case studies demonstrate that the inner development of organisations and busi-
nesses — towards anchoring their regenerative and distributive purpose within their
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design traits - is closely linked to the inner development of the founders and the
community or cooperative members.

These inner development traits align with the Inner Development Goals (IDG)
Framework, which focuses on five key categories: Being, Thinking, Relating, Collab-
orating, and Acting (IDG 2021). The way these individuals think, relate, collaborate,
and act significantly differs from mainstream business practices, highlighting the
importance of inner development in driving business transformation.

« Focus on openness and learning mindset: Willing to learn and discover new
forms of regional production with fair and circular supply chains. For example,
Anna Yona from Wildling Shoes shared how the organisation worked and ex-
perimented with new and unconventional materials such as washi tape or dog
wool.

- A different way of thinking, focusing on long-term orientation and visioning:
The time horizon embedded in the mindsets and values of those supporting the
specific regenerative and distributive purpose can be critical. For example, it be-
came clear that the financial design trait of The Generation Forest and Regionalwert
AG Franken both depend on investors who take a patient approach to financial
returns. Either as cooperative members or as shareholders, these investors view
their investment as a contribution to intergenerational justice and to enabling
fair and biologically dynamic food production in their respective regions.

«  Trust: This value was mentioned in all network design case studies as one of
the central elements for collaborating within their communities. The way trust-
ful relationships are grounded differs from case to case, including practices like
building partnerships based on personal connections, as seen in Wildling Shoes,
or extending trust to all members, as On Purpose does.

These characteristics correspond to different sub-dimensions of the Inner Develop-
ment Goals Framework which consists of the five categories: Being, Thinking, Re-
lating, Collaborating, Acting (IDG 2021). They emphasise the importance and inter-
twining of the inner development of the people involved in redesigning a business
towards regenerative and distributive dynamics.

Patterns of Responsibility

Iris Marion Young (2006) identifies four parameters of responsibility for assigning
co-responsibility in changing global economic structures: power, privileged posi-
tion, interest and collective ability.

Her concept of co-responsibility, which focuses on changing existing global
structures, can also be applied to the internal design of companies and organi-
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sations. The key lies in combining external responsibility, namely the pursuit of
a regenerative and distributive purpose, with internal responsibility — the regen-
erative and distributive design of internal structures such as financial structures,
governance structures, network structures or ownership structures. This combina-
tion enables the creation of coherence both internally and externally, facilitating
real change towards a regenerative and distributive economy.

Young's criterion of power relates to varying degrees of potential and actual
possibility, such as access to resources and the ability to influence processes and
their outcomes. At an internal level, our case studies show that redesigning busi-
nesses, e.g. through joint ownership structures or moves towards self-organisation,
can lead to a more even distribution of power, thus enabling the adoption of more
ambitious socially and ecologically focused strategies. However, our case studies
also demonstrate that the power of conventional market players can hinder regen-
erative organisations from achieving their goals. Wildplastic, for instance, actively
lobbies for broader policy change to level the playing field for businesses focused on
driving social and ecological solutions. However, they face opposition from estab-
lished, powerful and loud industry giants who benefit from the status quo.

Young's criterion of privileged position is also relevant. A notable feature across
all case studies is that they originate from German-speaking countries. Given that
these companies are located in the Global North and their supporters, including co-
operative members, are also citizens of Global North countries, it can be assumed
that the actors involved in these companies occupy a relatively privileged position
within global structures. This position places greater moral responsibility on them to
contribute to organised corrective efforts “because they are able to adapt to changed
circumstances without suffering serious deprivation” (Young 2006: 128). Our case
studies demonstrate that opportunities to contribute to regenerative and distribu-
tive businesses exist and can be created, especially for those in more privileged po-
sitions.

Finally, throughout the case studies, Young’s criterions of interest in transforma-
tion and collective ability emerge as the most important parameters to unlock
co-responsibility for redesigning businesses towards social and ecological goals.
The high level of interest from the founders and the community members enables
a collective capacity within a broad community of people, who become integral to
the businesses’ deep design. This insight can encourage organisations globally to
commit to change, even if they initially appear powerless and unprivileged.'

1 You can find further examples of case studies based on Doughnut Design in other countries
on the Doughnut Economics Action Lab website: https://doughnuteconomics.org/tools/dou
ghnut-design-for-business-case-studies.

https://doi.org/10. inlibr - Open Access - TS|

233


https://doughnuteconomics.org/tools/doughnut-design-for-business-case-studies
https://doughnuteconomics.org/tools/doughnut-design-for-business-case-studies
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://doi.org/10.



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476529 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Final Considerations

The selected case studies go well beyond sustainable practices and provide valuable
insights for founders, communities and businesses worldwide. They demonstrate
the diverse possibilities of enterprise design that prioritise regenerative and dis-
tributive goals. In turn, they illustrate ways to contribute to a transformation to-
wards an economy that meets the needs of all within the means of the living planet,
while also operating as a profitable and innovative business. All our cases are situ-
ated in the zone of distributive and regenerative design, helping to move business
towards a safe and just space in which humanity can develop and thrive. Figure 2
summarises our approach and puts it vis-a-vis with conventional degenerative and
divisive business designs.

Figure 2: Regenerative and Distributive Design

Distributive Design

Degenerative Design Sustainable Design Regenerative Design

Divisive Design

Source: own source based on Raworth 2017 and Mang/Reed 2012: 10.
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In addition, we want to highlight that a distributive and regenerative design goes
beyond a corporate sustainability, which is often understood as simply meeting the
minimum legal and regulatory requirements, or as a way to do less harm. In con-
trast pursuing socially distributive and ecologically regenerative goals is about ac-
tively growing the benefits that can be generated through the business.

However, now more than ever, as climate change devastates communities and eco-
nomic inequality continues to grow, it is crucial to leverage the influence of busi-
nesses to serve a purpose rooted in responsibility (George et al., 2023). The case stud-
ies presented in this book have succeeded in translating their values into various de-
sign traits and thus anchoring them structurally. We hope that our book serves as a
guide for businesses towards a transformation in their deep design, so as to unlock
the ambitious action needed to address the social and ecological crisis that we face.
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