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Abstract

Startups are a core component of modern economies, but their journey towards sustainable growth is in-
cessantly disrupted by limited resources and dynamic environments. The objective of this study was to ana-
lyze startup sustainable growth mechanisms from a global perspective with Pathao, a leading digital plat-
form in Bangladesh, as a case firm.

The study drew on startup growth and sustainability literature and applied the Uppsala Model, Porter's Dia-
mond Model, and the Born Global Theory as conceptual frameworks to explore the growth and internation-
alization strategies of startups.

A qualitative method was applied. Data were collected using semi-structured interviews with five signifi-
cant stakeholders of Pathao and were analyzed through theory-assisted thematic analysis to reveal pat-
terns and findings on growth and sustainability.

The study illustrated that Pathao's sustainable growth was the outcome of innovation in service delivery,
extensive market knowledge, and strategic use of digital platforms. The company addressed challenges like
regulatory limitations, scarce funds, and competition through the adoption of agile business models and
the use of digital technologies. Internationalization was influenced by both internal sources of strength and
by the forces of the external market. Additionally, Pathao practiced green methods and inclusive hiring poli-
cies, maintaining international standards of sustainability. These results help understand how frontier mar-
ket startups can grow sustainably to compete on the global stage.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Background

The sudden mushrooming of startups is characteristic of the modern economy. The potential con-
tributions of startups to the economic sphere include their innovative ability, disruptiveness, and
employment creation. However, their tendency to scale quickly plays down environmental, social,
and ethical considerations (Blank & Dorf, 2020). In this regard, there is a possibility that such a nar-
row, short-term focus might reinforce resource depletion, damage reputations, and ultimately
lead to the destruction of businesses (Schaltegger et al., 2016). Therefore, sustainability has be-

come a key concern for both academia and industry.

The sustainable field of business practice has grown to incorporate a phenomenon where organiza-
tions seek to align their profits with the environmental and social aspects that are also considered
fundamental to a company (Bocken et al., 2014). Hemant Kumar Goel, co-founder at Growth Griots,
notes that startup ventures have limited budgets, face competitive pressure, and often lack a clear
understanding of sustainability as a challenge to address, including emissions and waste. Young
firms usually face challenges in integrating sustainability into their business models and thus miss

out on long-term opportunities (Evans et al., 2017).

The startup ecosystem is characterized by uncertainty, high failure rates, and intense competition
(Ries, 2011). Although some of these firms achieve hypergrowth, they often fail to develop mecha-
nisms that ensure their sustainability. Traditional business strategies may not be effective in strik-
ing a balance between rapid scaling and sustainability; therefore, new frameworks are necessary
to align growth objectives with environmental, social, and economic goals (Stubbs, 2017). This re-

search aims to fill these gaps by exploring practical approaches to sustainable growth for startups.

1.2 Motivation for Research

Start-ups are one of the most vital drivers of economic development. They introduce disruptive
business models, create jobs, and drive innovation. In their rush to scale up as quickly as possible,
most startups often compromise their long-term viability by depleting resources, harming the en-

vironment, and exacerbating social inequalities. The World Economic Forum (2021) states that



most startups heavily rely on non-renewable resources, which accelerates environmental degrada-

tion in the pursuit of short-term profitability.

In the wake of growing concerns about climate change and social responsibility, governments, in-
vestors, and consumers alike have pressed businesses to adopt sustainable practices. Large corpo-
rations can afford to implement sustainability frameworks, but startups often struggle to balance
growth with environmental and social responsibility due to limited capital and intense competi-
tion. This research contributes to the broader discourse on responsible entrepreneurship by exam-
ining sustainable growth strategies for scaling up successfully while being environmentally and so-

cially responsible.

By identifying this gap, the thesis aims to provide practical contributions toward the development
of growth strategies by entrepreneurs, investors, and policymakers that align with long-term sus-
tainability goals, ensuring that economic development is not at the expense of the environment or

society.

Being keenly interested in the fields of business management and sustainability, | believe this re-
search will help bridge the gap between my academic and professional interests. This study con-
tributes to the academic realm and provides practical knowledge that could be useful in future en-
trepreneurial ventures. It will be motivated by the urge to bridge the gap between business

growth and sustainability principles.

1.3 Research Problem, Objectives, and Questions
1.3.1 Research Problem

Startups are key drivers of innovation and job creation, shaping the economic landscape through
the adoption of technology and disruptive business models (Acs et al., 2018). However, many
startups face significant challenges in scaling their operations quickly while maintaining sustainabil-
ity, which includes environmental responsibility, social equity, and economic stability (Bocken et al.,
2014). With increased awareness of sustainability globally, there is an increasing expectation that
the growth strategies of startups must be in tandem or congruent with the SDGs of the United Na-

tions (2015). This new turn of events requires businesses to balance rapid expansion with a long-



term focus on minimizing negative environmental impact, ensuring social welfare, and economic

viability (Kuckertz & Wagner, 2010).

The challenge results from a fundamental trade-off between speed and sustainability. Most scholars
view high growth as the primary metric of success for startups; therefore, entrepreneurs and inves-
tors tend to scale up rapidly (Morris et al., 2020). However, accompanying this growth is a rise in
resource consumption, environmental degradation, and increasing social inequalities (World Eco-
nomic Forum, 2021). Conversely, adopting sustainable business models typically requires higher up-
front investments, slower initial scaling, and a long-term strategic approach that may not always
align with the short-term expectations of venture capitalists, customers, and other stakeholders

(Ludeke-Freund et al., 2018).

Sustainable growth for immediate success has usually created tension for startups. In the context
of finding sustainable ways to grow companies, this article attempts to point out the main gaps in
effectively scaling a business rapidly while balancing long-term viability from an ecological, social,

and economic view.

1.3.2 Research Objective

The focus of the present research is to present ways in which startups can develop quickly while
pursuing sustainability. For instance, this study will include new technologies and business models
that serve to support sustainability on environmental, social, and economic grounds. To that end,
it will be useful for entrepreneurs, investors, and policymakers with practical insights regarding

how best growth and sustainability are balanced in the very early stages of a startup's life cycle.

1.3.3 Research Questions

To achieve these objectives, the study will address the following research questions:

Main Research Question:

¢ How can startups achieve rapid growth while ensuring long-term sustainability in terms of

environmental, social, and economic impact?



This is a very important question, for it encapsulates the very challenge startups face: rapid
business scaling together with environmental responsibility, social equity, and economic stability.
Most startups fail to balance growth strategies with sustainability due to market pressures,
investor expectations, and resource constraints. The study, therefore, tries to find practical
strategies that will enable startups to grow without compromising on sustainability and thus
provide insights for entrepreneurs, policymakers, and investors interested in fostering responsible

business practices.

Sub-questions:

1. What strategies can startups implement to ensure both rapid growth and sustainability?

The first research question follows from the above because detailed, practical ways need to be
identified to scale up a startup quickly without compromising on sustainability. In answering this
guestion, the research will identify concrete steps that startups can take to align their growth

ambitions with sustainable practices.

2. What challenges do startups encounter when adopting sustainable strategies, and how can

they overcome these challenges?

This question examines the primary challenges that startups face when incorporating
sustainability into their business models and proposes potential solutions. Startups often face
resource constraints, competitive pressures, and a lack of expertise in sustainable practices, which
makes it difficult for them to balance profitability with environmental and social responsibility.
Additionally, regulatory complexities and evolving consumer expectations further challenge their
ability to adopt sustainable strategies effectively. By testing the barriers, the research focuses on
uncovering practical approaches, such as innovative business models, strategic partnerships, and
policy support, that can help startups overcome these challenges and achieve long-term

sustainable growth.

The key research question and sub-questions were formulated to consider that while startups

need to grow quickly, many of their growth strategies are at odds with the increasing demand for



sustainable development. Limiting this to strategies and innovation will find practical solutions to
the problem at hand. It narrows down the inquiry further to identify strategic approaches and
technological interventions that startups can implement to achieve both growth and sustainability

objectives.

1.4 Significance of the Study

The importance of this study lies in its potential to make significant contributions to both academic
research and practical business applications. This research will add to the growing literature of sus-
tainable business practices concerning a startup ecosystem from an academic perspective. This
study, from a qualitative perspective, contributes empirical material and theoretical insights to sus-
tainable growth strategies, highlighting how startups can be strategically oriented toward long-term
success while maintaining a central focus on sustainability. It will draw on existing frameworks in
sustainable entrepreneurship, corporate social responsibility, and business model innovation,
providing further insight into the driving factors of sustainable growth in early-stage businesses. It
also seeks to map the literature gaps regarding the practical challenges faced by startups and how

sustainability can be integrated into their core business models.

This study will also constitute a source of important business intelligence from the perspective of
entrepreneurs, investors, and policymakers. Startups will learn how to implement sustainability
within their growth plans with actionable recommendations without necessarily affecting their prof-
itability. These recommendations will help entrepreneurs overcome common barriers to imple-
menting sustainable practices, such as limited resources or conflicting stakeholder interests, and
will provide practical guidance on how to align their sustainability goals with their business objec-
tives. By making it possible for investors to gauge just how sustainability practices will contribute to
increased long-term financial performance, brand reputation, and market competitiveness, inves-
tors will develop a finer sense of the value of investing in such startups. Finally, policymakers can
use the findings to create favorable environments for sustainable entrepreneurship through the
creation of incentives, regulations, or support systems which allow startups to adopt responsible

business practices.

The insights from this study will, therefore, be important in helping mold the future of responsible

business practices within the ecosystem of startups. It will help in influencing the development of



sustainable business models, enhancing ethical decision-making, and will also guide policies in the
future for a thriving and sustainable startup environment. It will therefore bridge the gap that ex-

ists between academic research and practical business applications, enabling more sustainable ap-
proaches toward growth from the stakeholders involved in the startup ecosystem to more socially

responsible and environmentally sensitive entrepreneurship.

1.5 Structure of the Thesis

The first chapter, Introduction, covers the background, motivation, objectives, and research ques-
tions of the research topic. It also gives a sneak peek at the methodology, significance, and struc-
ture of the thesis. The second chapter, Literature Review, covers existing theories and research on
strategies for startup growth, sustainability practices, and relevant business frameworks, which
form the theoretical foundation for the study. The third chapter, Research Methodology, explains
the research design, methods of data collection, and techniques of analysis clearly and can be rep-
licated. The fourth chapter, Findings, presents the research results and examines their implications
for startup growth and sustainability. Finally, the fifth chapter, Conclusion and Discussion, summa-
rizes the key findings, discusses study limitations, and offers recommendations for future research
and practical applications. The above-structured approach ensures that the logical development
from problem identification to solution development covers all important aspects of the sustaina-

ble growth of a startup.

2 Literature Review

The research describes the status of sustainable growth strategies for start-up firms; it will identify
key concepts concerning the matter in review by referencing prior literature in categories related
to startups in sustainable growth, innovation, and technology toward the issue of sustainability,
and proposed frames for paving an optimal balance between the two end-states of sustainability
and profitability. An illustrative frame of reference is established by defining and exploring each
container marker concept, drawing on academic and practical insights gained in the previous step,

to inform the research questions about each key concept in an informative manner.
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2.1 Key concepts
2.1.1 The Triple Bottom Line (TBL)

The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) theory, first introduced by John Elkington in 1994, provides a frame-
work for businesses to measure their success not only by profit but also by their social and envi-

ronmental impacts. This model includes three pillars:

e People: Social responsibility towards employees, customers, and the community.
e Planet: Environmental sustainability in operations.

e Profit: Economic performance that ensures long-term viability.

For startups, adopting the TBL approach can provide a structured way to integrate sustainability
into their business models from the very beginning. Unlike large corporations that often struggle
with restructuring existing business models to incorporate sustainability, startups have the ad-
vantage of agility and flexibility. This allows them to integrate sustainable principles in their opera-
tions, product development, and company culture from the outset. However, despite this ad-
vantage, the majority of startups also face enormous challenges in reconciling financial growth
with sustainability. Limited financial resources, pressure from investors to develop the business
quickly, and little awareness or know-how regarding sustainability can make it difficult for startups

to implement the TBL model effectively.

One of the biggest challenges startups have is figuring out how to prioritize sustainability without
compromising profitability. Most early-stage businesses have tight financial constraints and must
prioritize quick market penetration to stay alive. As a result, sustainability is framed as an after-
thought or an added expense rather than a core strategy. This study aims to debunk these myths
by investigating how startups can use the TBL framework to achieve growth and sustainability sim-
ultaneously. Through sustainable supply chain management, circular economy strategies, and so-
cially responsible business practices, startups can create long-term value while being financially

sustainable.
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Moreover, the TBL framework perfectly aligns with shifting customer and investor expectations.
Customers are today better informed about ethical and environmental issues, and numerous con-
sumers deliberately strive to help businesses with similar values. Investors also increasingly con-
sider Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) factors while investing. Startups that factor in
sustainability as part of their growth strategy can enhance their reputation, gain responsible inves-

tors, and create long-term customer loyalty.

With analysis of the TBL model as applied to start-ups, the current research aims to establish via-
ble strategies by which start-ups can grow effectively even while sustainability becomes a core
business axiom. This will include a case study examination of high-flying start-ups that have imple-
mented TBL tenets, establishing best practice, and making recommendations as to how start-ups
can counteract usual problems. Lastly, this study contributes to the growing body of literature on
sustainable entrepreneurship by showing that growth and sustainability are not antagonistic but

can be mutually enabled when approached strategically.

2.1.2 Sustainable Growth in Startups

Startups must be resource-limited and need strategic planning for sustainable scaling. Sustainable
business models are practiced by adopting principles that optimize long-term economic prosperity

while maintaining environmental and social sustainability.

For instance, Pathao's move to bring electric vehicles (EVs) and optimize delivery logistics is a stra-
tegic move towards green business practices, cutting its carbon footprint, and becoming regula-

tory compliant through offering services at an affordable price.

That is, sustainability in start-ups is not only about environmental issues but also about eco-nomic
and social perspectives. According to Bocken and Geradts (2020), a startup business model is cen-
tered on value creation, which is captured through the integration of ESG into sustainability issues.
Razzaq et al. highlight the role of digital transformation in achieving sustainability goals, where re-

source utilization is optimized while operational efficiency is enhanced in a firm's startup.
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Table 1. Dimensions of Sustainability and Their Impact on Startups (Bocken et al., 2014; Elkington,

1997; Schaltegger et al., 2016)

Dimension

Definition

Impact on Startups

Economic Sustainability

Maintaining profitability while bal-
ancing financial resources and
growth.

Essential for survival and long-
term growth, especially in com-
petitive environments.

Environmental Sustainabil-
ity

Implementing eco-friendly practices
to minimize negative impacts on the
environment.

Provides a competitive edge by
attracting eco-conscious custom-
ers, aligning with global trends.

Social Sustainability

Promoting equity, diversity, and posi-
tive social impact through inclusive
practices.

Building long-term loyalty and a
strong brand image is critical for
business sustainability.

2.1.3 Growth Strategies

Overall, businesses, particularly start-ups, have an increasing need to adopt an environmentally

considerate strategy and align with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as portrayed by the

United Nations. In addition, most of the startups are embedding sustainability into the core as-

pects of their business models to meet both consumer demand and regulatory requirements.

Growth strategies will be crucial for the startup to scale its operations and achieve long-term via-

bility. Parida et al. (2021) identify key growth strategies for startups, including business model in-

novation, ecosystem orchestration, and leveraging digital tools. These strategies enable a startup

to adapt to market trends and sustain a competitive advantage. Joyce and Paquin (2020) introduce

the triple-layered business model canvas as a tool for integrating sustainability into growth strate-

gies.
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Table 2. Growth Strategies and Their Relevance to Startups (Ansoff, 1957; Affise, n.d.; The Strategy

Institute, 2023)

Growth Strategy

Description

Relevance to Startups

Market Penetration

Expanding market share within existing
markets by increasing product use or cus-
tomer base.

Allows startups to multiply and build
a loyal customer base without exces-
sive investment.

Product Diversification

Adding new products or services to attract
different customer segments.

Critical for minimizing market risks
and creating multiple revenue
streams.

Strategic Alliances

Partnering with other businesses or stake-
holders to leverage their combined
strengths and resources.

Facilitates faster market entry, in-
creased resources, and sharing of
knowledge and networks.

Innovation and Technological
Advancement

Developing cutting-edge products or ser-
vices or enhancing operational efficiency
with new technologies.

Enables startups to stay competitive
in rapidly changing markets by effec-
tively addressing customer needs.

2.1.4 Challenges in Developing Economies

In developing economies, startups face an additional set of challenges that hinder growth and sus-

tainability. These challenges stem from the systemic level, including inadequate infrastructure,

regulatory complexity, and limited access to financing. These issues must be addressed for

startups to achieve sustainable growth, as they operate in environments that lack many of the

support mechanisms available in developed markets.

Inadequate Infrastructure: In developing economies, infrastructure constraints often pose signifi-

cant hurdles for startups. These include:

¢ Transportation Issues: Road conditions are poor, and public transportation is limited.

These, in turn, will make logistics and last-mile delivery hard. This factor of unaccounted-

for infrastructure can badly hurt a startup like Pathao, which relies heavily on timely deliv-

ery services and ridesharing.

o Energy Shortages: Frequent power outages disrupt business operations, especially for

tech-based startups reliant on uninterrupted internet access and reliable systems. This of-

ten requires that startups invest in expensive backup solutions, taking resources away from

core growth initiatives.
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o Digital Divide: This restricts Internet reach and the inability to get many affordable
smartphones in rural areas; it limits the circle of customers and digital presence for

startups.

Regulatory Barriers: Regulatory frameworks are often fragmented, unpredictable, and not easy to

navigate in developing countries. Some of the challenges faced by startups include:

e Bureaucratic Red Tape: Long procedures for the issuance of licenses, permits, and approv-
als reduce the speed of business operations. For startups like Pathao, compliance with sev-
eral somewhat overlapping regulations in road transport, taxation, and labor laws in-

creases administrative burdens.

o Policy Instability: The governmental policy is constantly changing and doesn't hold any sta-
bility, which creates uncertainty for the startups. For example, changes in fuel prices or tax

structures may render Pathao's financial planning and pricing strategy obsolete.

o Lack of Startup-Friendly Policies: Most developing economies lack policies that could facili-

tate startup incubation, innovation grants, or tax incentives that might spur innovation.

Limited Access to Financing: Access to affordable and adequate finance is one of the significant

challenges facing startups in developing economies. The key issues include:

¢ Limited Venture Capital: Investors in developing markets are generally risk-averse and re-
luctant to invest in early-stage startups. Due to this, startups of the ilk of Pathao often de-
pend on bootstrapping, personal savings, or small-scale local investors and thus have lim-

ited ability to scale up.

o High Interest Rates: Most conventional banking systems in these economies charge high
interest rates for business loans, which puts startups at risk of financial instability while

searching for debt financing.
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o Lack of Investor Awareness: Investors may be unaware of innovative startup models or

sustainability-driven initiatives, which also hinders funding opportunities.

Skilled Workforce Shortages: In developing countries, the human resource building system is not
properly developed. Developing economies are at a disadvantage because their educational sys-
tems struggle to keep pace with the rapidly evolving nature of industries that require talent in new
areas, such as technology, management, and sustainability. For Pathao, hiring skilled developers,

data analysts, and operational managers has become a constant pain.

¢ Brain Drain: Talented professionals often migrate to developed countries in search of bet-

ter opportunities, thereby further depleting the local talent pool.

e Training Costs: Startups must invest significant resources in upskilling employees to meet

industry standards, diverting funds from core business functions.

Social and Cultural Challenges: Specific cultural and societal norms in developing economies may

also pose special challenges:

e Acceptance of New Business Models: Most startups struggle to break through the mold.
For example, Pathao's ride-sharing model struggled to attract customers, as drivers were

initially unaware of the concept and skeptical about using digital payments.

e Customer Trust: Building customer trust is a big challenge in the market where digital liter-
acy and cybersecurity awareness are comparatively low. Most customers may be hesitant

to share personal information or use online services.

2.2 Theoretical Approaches to Sustainable Growth
2.2.1 Resource-Based View

The RBV posits that firms achieve a competitive advantage through the strategic management of
resources. Resources such as technology, human capital, and organizational knowledge have been

crucial to the success of startups. Emphasizing unique resources and capabilities enables startups
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to overcome resource constraints, competition, and market fluctuations, ultimately achieving sus-

tainable growth.

Pathao deploys technology and data analytics as strong resources to enhance operational efficien-
cies. They achieve this through continuous innovation aimed at optimizing their services and build-

ing a competitive advantage in this highly competitive marketplace.

2.2.2 Dynamic Capabilities Theory

According to the Dynamic Capabilities Theory by Teece et al. (1997), startups must continually
strive to develop dynamic capabilities in order to adapt to changing market conditions. These

include the following:

e Sensing opportunities in the market;
e Seizing opportunities by adapting business models;
e Transforming the organization to respond to external challenges.

For Pathao, the adoption of dynamic capabilities, such as Al-driven route optimization for food
delivery and scaling up EV integration, are key examples of how startups can leverage dynamic

capabilities for sustainable growth.

2.2.3 Business Model Innovation

Business model innovation refers to the development of new or revised business models that
address the needs of customers, respond to market trends, and align with sustainability
objectives. Innovation in a startup business framework not only enhances an organization’s

operational efficiency but also meets evolving consumer expectations.

Business model innovation will be proposed for Pathao by switching towards more eco-friendly

models, incorporating greener technologies, and improving efficiency in last-mile delivery.
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2.3 The Role of Innovation in Sustainable Growth
2.3.1 Technological Innovation

Startups can improve service delivery, reduce operational costs, and even minimize environmental
impact due to technological advancements. A firm adopting electric vehicles (EVs) within its
transport fleet is of an example of such advancement. The application of EVs aids in routing and
decreases fuel consumption while also greatly reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Rivian and
Arrival are among the companies leading this revolution by manufacturing EVs for commercial and
consumer use and furthering sustainable transportation. In addition, EVs are made easier and
more attractive due to further advancements in battery technology and charging infrastructure,

with Sila and EnviroSpark leading these developments.

2.3.2 Social Innovation

Social innovation means developing products or services designed to solve the crucial problems of
society or the needs that have been neglected for a long time. Startups centered around low-cost
transportation and food delivery not only benefit the users but also reach a wider audience and

provide jobs and access to basic services to the community.

Easy spare: LL startups working under the domain of low-cost transportation or easy food delivery
also expand the capabilities of doing something else in society. However, under the guise of
leisure and social responsibility, such startups often create low-paying jobs in conditions as non-

standard and somehow illegal.

Some examples are the sharing of individual rides, such as Uber and Lyft, which have reshaped the
mobility of the city by offering better access to and efficiency in transportation, thus reducing the
need for personal cars and by extension, cutting down carbon emissions. Additionally, food-
delivery services have been instrumental in channelling the support to the farmers and the local
producers and thus generating economic and environmental benefits that build community

connections while reducing transport emissions.
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2.3.3 Environmental Innovation

Environmental innovation is when new processes or technologies join forces to give ecological
sustainability. The introduction of EVs into a business is one of the examples of such from not only
directly saving costs in greenhouse gas emissions but also leading the way to achieve global
climate action. AmpUp, with its advanced, scalable charging system, is a firm that facilitates the
green transit transformation by eliminating the technical barriers of EV infrastructure and thus

allowing cleaner transportation to emerge.

On a related note, a group of companies that are the beneficiaries of a new battery recycling
technology is a great example of how they are tackling the most pressing environmental issues
related to electric vehicle adoption, thus making the whole battery material lifecycle management

process sustainable.

Not only does embracing tech, social, and eco innovations drive startups to give out a better
image in the market, but they also stand as active participants towards the well-being of the whole
society and the environment. This strategy of fostering the development of long-term
sustainability in the context of a contemporary business makes it an essential part of the real

truth.

2.4 Sustainable Growth: Digital and Ecosystem Strategies
2.4.1 Sustainability-Oriented Business Models

According to Bocken and Geradts (2020), the relevance of Sustainability-Oriented Business Models
(SOBMs) is emphasized as they are the ones that new companies can pursue in order to grow and
still abide by social and environmental responsibility. These models are specifically designed to
make social, ecological, and economic sustainability an integral part of the business operations of
a company, and this very sustainability is the factor that ensures that a start-up can grow by being
responsible and still have a positive influence on society and the surroundings of which they are a

part. Here are the key features of SOBMs:
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Resource Efficiency: This includes making the most out of the resources such as energy, water,
and raw materials, by cutting out waste and encumbrance to the environment. By leveraging bet-
ter resource efficiency, companies are in a position to lower business costs and, at the same time,

protect the environment.

Circular Economy Principles: A new idea is that we can change the old straight line linear models
of production and consumption to a spiral/cycle flow model where goods are made, used, and
then become waste. Instead, the circular economy ideas represent the regeneration, the reuse,
and the recycling concepts. Operating in a similar way, startups are not only able to cut down their

wastage but also take advantage of better resource utilization.

Stakeholder Co-Creation: In SOBMs, emphasis is placed on involving more than one stakeholder—
i.e., suppliers, customers, and local communities—when designing business processes. By
involving stakeholders, startups can design more sustainable products and services that respond

to the needs of all stakeholders.

For Bangladesh's ride-sharing firm Pathao, SOBM implementation will get the company to align its
business operations to be in line with sustainability goals. Of course, there are numerous vital
ways of achieving this, including maximizing carbon reduction optimization from its platform in a
manner that will keep the services offered low and yet affordable, thus available for customers.
Innovation in fleet optimization, route reduction, and electric vehicle promotion may enable all

this to an operation that will be more environmentally friendly.

Additionally, Liideke-Freund et al. (2021) provide a circular economy business model type typology
that can be applied to various industries, including start-ups. The typology offers various practices
and strategies that start-ups can adopt in an attempt to integrate circular economy ideologies into

their business models and thereby further harmonize their operations with sustainability goals.

Joyce and Paquin (2020) also extend the traditional business model framework by including
environmental and social layers along with the economic layer. The multi-layered framework
enables startup businesses to understand trade-offs and synergies between elements of

sustainability and have a greater understanding of business performance. For new companies like
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Pathao, this structure is helpful when it comes to conceptualizing and analyzing the way the
business might balance economic advancement with environmental preservation and social

justice, especially for a developing country like Bangladesh.

2.4.2 Digital Transformation as a Growth Enabler

The role of digital transformation in helping startups grow in the long term is pivotal. Via their
research, Razzaq, Magbool, and Shafait (2020) ascertain that technological advancements like big
data and cloud computing can help startups in growing their businesses. These are the tools that
enable a company to produce, manage performance, and make decisions based on data, which
allows for efficient team expansion and customer base attraction. The computerization also helps
an enterprise by automating, reducing costs, and maximizing resource allocation profitably and

efficiently.

Digitization makes it possible for startups to not only adapt their models but also quickly enter
new markets, say Schaltegger, Beckmann, and Hansen (2020). Through these tools, startups can
create new value propositions, become market-oriented in terms of changes, and communicate
differently with customers. Pathao can now use the Al-based route optimization to decrease the
fuel consumption, improve the work of the driver, and, as a result, have a smaller carbon
footprint. Furthermore, the addition of mobile payment systems can easily conduct customer
transactions, hence enhancing the customer experience and bringing more convenience to the

customers.

A digital-based process affords Pathao a better way of collecting data about the company's riders,
commuting trends, and emissions. This information will be useful in evaluating the environmental
performance, measuring the impact of sustainability actions, and detecting the regions of the
operation where correction is necessary. For instance, Pathao can conduct digitalization to
monitor fuel efficiency, assess the environmental impact of its fleet, and check the regions for

electrification or the introduction of cleaner vehicles.



21

2.4.3 Ecosystem-Oriented Growth Strategies

The definition of sustainable development is empowering of business to establish collaborative
networks among various stakeholders, for instance, suppliers, customers, and government
officials. A further perspective is presented by Parida et al. (2021) who recognize that ecosystem
orchestration is the most essential element in startup development. Ecosystem-based approaches
emphasize the value-adding partnership between all parties, which subsequently drive innovation
and sustainability. For the startups, these partnerships facilitate access to external resources,
professionals, and networks who - in turn - help the companies grow and speed up the incubation

to the market.

Pathao's success in Bangladesh as a popular ride-sharing app can be a good example to illustrate
the good use of an ecosystem-based strategy to solve the mobility problems in cities. Not only is it
allowed to participate in public affairs like infrastructure with the local government and other
NGOs for the betterment of sustainability, but it is also feasible to pull in corporate clients and the

delivery service sector for the multiple benefits of the ecosystem.

Moreover, the work of Kanda et al. (2020) also emphasized the power that business ideas have in
terms of the uptake of green technologies and economic and social sustainability across sectors.
These ideas make sure that companies are not only working towards being environmentally
sustainable but are also focused on creating shared value, which is a crucial driver of sustainability,
and are capable of realizing gains in the social and environmental areas from its business activities.
For instance, prompting the adoption of sustainable practices such as fleet management based on
electric models or the use of EV (electric vehicles) by the manufacturer in Pathao, will create an
intelligent mode of operation, thus resulting in an economical and green transportation way in the

future.

2.4.4 Challenges in Developing Economies

Clearly, regulatory frameworks and successful funding access seem to be the issues that startups
in high-income economies are facing, while their counterparts in emerging economies also find it
harder because of the matters that directly concern them. Goyal, Rahman, and Kazmi (2021) have

gathered the viewpoints of experts from a finance provider on the barriers they face in giving
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credit. It is important to note that these barriers consist of such factors as lack of access to finance,
high-interest rates, and the underdeveloped venture capital market. The authors also point out
that the use of the so-called clean technology, e.g., electric vehicles or renewable energy, to

power the fleet is another difficulty faced by Pathao beyond those described by the authors.

Lazarevic and Valve (2020) concentrate on the important role that policy frameworks play in
pushing startups toward sustainable business models. Governments of developing economies
must create an enabling environment that is conducive to startups transitioning to sustainability.
This includes providing financial incentives, developing green technology infrastructure, and
introducing regulatory reforms that facilitate the adoption of green-friendly practices. For Pathao,
these government subsidies in Bangladesh would involve subsidies to use electric vehicles, tax
incentives for green-friendly business operations, or developing charging infrastructure to support

a greener fleet.

In startup sustainability theory, ecosystem orchestration and shared value creation perspectives
are helpful and complementary frameworks to observe how firms can scale sustainably within
resource-constrained and institutionally dispersed ecosystems. These frameworks are particularly
helpful in emerging economies like Bangladesh where firms like Pathao operate in unstable but

infrastructure-starved ecosystems.

Ecosystem orchestration refers to a firm's ability to strategically coordinate and align a complex
web of internal and external stakeholders—suppliers, NGOs, regulators, customers, and tech
partners—to create value that none of them could create individually (Parida, Wincent, &
Kohtamaki, 2021). Unlike the static value chain management, orchestration involves dynamic
cross-industry partnerships, sharing of resources, and shared goal alignment. For Pathao, this is
seen in its partnerships with electric vehicle vendors, third-party service providers, and city
governments. These partnerships have been instrumental in overcoming infrastructure
asymmetries, such as a lack of EV charging stations or regulatory backing, as well as facilitating the
company to scale up innovative sustainability solutions like electric mobility and Al-powered
logistics. Orchestration enables Pathao to leverage external capabilities and overcome crucial

resource and knowledge gaps that would otherwise hinder sustainable growth.
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Together with the ecosystem involvement strategy, there is something called shared value
creation. Consequently, the coauthor of the shared value creation theory, Michael E. Porter, and
Mr. Mark R. Kramer, in a famous article in Harvard Business Review, published a typology cutting-
edge concept that constitutes "a win-win situation," meaning companies can still be more
competitive only if they perform their activities by also doing a social good. Another way of
describing the concept given above is the companies' ability to create long-term benefits and

maintain their competitive power by creating economic value for society at the same time.

Through such a practice, the companies practically act as citizens that create social value. Shared
value is the advantage that a company derives from both qualitative and quantitative value to the
social structure, and environmental goals are completely incorporated into the main areas of
activity, and strategy of the company For an exemplification of the above, Pathao's case can be a
very good example how the company uses its tech competence as a tool to secure maximum
efficiency in the last mile delivery—saving the operation cost and minimizing the carbon footprint

correspondingly.

Furthermore, the company's partnerships with NGOs in the areas of road safety and digital literacy
have the dual effect of addressing the localized issues of the community and significantly
improving Pathao's brand equity as well as public recognition. These endeavors thus extend
beyond the creation of reputational value and seek to acquire social capital, establish market
access, ease the shifting of consumer expectations, and thereby insulate the company against

becoming a victim of an ill society.

First, it is common knowledge that system orchestration enables creators to reach out to the
entire market and get the power needed to carry out all the necessary operations, even though
what was in the past considered only by cross-terminal operators. Pathao appreciates the dual
effects of ecosystem orchestration in the delivery business and showed that, because of the major

hardware changes of the last mile traffic, the same operator can also win the whole business.

Consequently, Pathao has realized that it can become eco-friendly without needing to increase its
expenses by making sure that a logistical revolution and a contemporary culture are revealed to

the local drivers and their users in a spirit of cooperation.
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From resource orchestration and creation of shared value, the strategic framework has been
developed that is used by Pathao not only to thrive but also to respond to the community's needs.
During this essential procedure, the company's end goal is high profits, and these will be

sustainable only when the company makes the responsible choice for its resources.

Moreover, the companies' innovative strategy has revealed ready options to promote quick
growth and cater to the unstable features that the legal sphere possesses, while also enjoying

substantial benefits from already existing industries and lawmakers.

Finally, the sustainable development route that start-ups like Pathao in emerging economies need
to take is a strategy that can be intentionally initiated due to the implementing of business
models, the synchronization of digital platforms, partnerships of ecosystem and the creating of the
policy environments that will enable reliable and successful execution of such business and
economic models. Of course, numerous challenges are yet to be tackled, however, there are still
high hopes for startups to repair the existing level of the ecosystem to a level where sustainability
will be attainable once they manage to eliminate the barriers to sustainability and make efficient

use of the resources at their disposal.

2.5 Synthesis and Critical Assessment
2.5.1 Global Perspectives on Startup Growth

Startup culture has, in recent years, taken a drastic direction towards the emphasis on
sustainability while searching for business growth. Jones et al. (2023) argue that today's startups
face the dual challenge of becoming rapidly expanding and yet sustainable. This is particularly
acute in the technology sector, where development happens extremely rapidly and there exists a
challenging competitive scene. In this case, startups rely on technological innovation as a major
component of their business model because they aim to create and expand their market presence.

With this comes the need to also sustain such growth.

United Nations' 2020 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) once more stated that firms,
including start-ups, need to factor environmental sustainability into their business model. Though

the SDGs not only constitute a worldwide call for action to counteract issues such as climate
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change and poverty, but also are a business guide to coordinating strategy with world agendas of
sustainability,. For start-ups, this intersection of place is no longer an ethical choice but a market
difference that can propel their brand value, fuel conscious consumers, and underpin long-term
profitability. Startups, therefore, have to position themselves in this advanced environment,
innovating in a way that results in environmental and social responsibility while making their

business model scalable and competitive.

For tech startups, market penetration and innovation are found to be the most critical strategies
of success. For instance, startups that invest in green technology or technology that propels
sustainability are more competitive. Furthermore, the ability to access new markets but with
attention to sustainability opens new revenues and paints the startup in a better light with

consumers who increasingly value ethical consumption.

2.5.2 Regional Focus: Sustainable Growth in Bangladesh

For the Bangladesh example, the startup ecosystem has seen tremendous progress in the last dec-
ade, particularly owing to the development of tech business ventures. Pathao, the leading rides-
haring and delivery startup, is an excellent example of a startup that incorporated sustainable
growth into its business model with great success. Rahman and Karim (2022) report that startups
in Bangladesh are plagued by a variety of problems, from limited finance availability, regulatory
problems, to insufficient advanced infrastructure. Such limitations can lead to the startup failing to
upscale and adopt sustainability practices. In spite of this, however, Pathao has demonstrated that

one can seek sustainability-driven strategies despite a developing economy.

In comparison to the startups of the rest of Bangladesh, which find it difficult to implement sus-
tainable business models, Pathao has incorporated sustainability as the essence of its operations.
Pathao has invested in fuel optimization for its delivery business as a deliberate effort, which is
one of the fundamental initiatives to reduce the environmental impact of its operations. Utilizing
sophisticated technologies, Pathao is able to reduce fuel consumption and optimize its ride-shar-

ing and delivery operations to help it reduce its carbon footprint.
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Other than this, Pathao's sustainability also comes from investing in electric vehicles (EVs), which
is a good step towards reducing greenhouse gas emissions in a nation with comparatively high lev-
els of pollution. The organization is also promoting the use of eco-friendly products in its business

so that its business model still complies with global sustainability standards.

Its social sustainability is also a typical aspect of the business model. In its offerings of flexible jobs
to thousands of riders, some of whom are recruited from marginalized groups, Pathao has intro-
duced social inclusion and economic empowerment. Riders, largely on a gig basis, have the possi-
ble advantage through the flexibility of earning a livelihood in the mobile-first employment re-
gime. This strategy for sustainability exhibits Pathao's ability to contribute to economic
development and social justice and hence is an ideal example of a startup leveraging sustainability

for growth and social good.

2.5.3 Sustainable Innovation in Pathao’s Business Model

Innovation is at the center of Pathao's growth and sustainability strategy. Alam et al. (2021) argue
that growth-focused startups must be concerned not only with efficiency in operations but also
with developing innovative business models that can provide environmental and economic sus-
tainability. In Pathao's situation, the company developed a unique Al-based algorithm that focuses
on optimizing route planning for its ridesharing and delivery operations. This technology is adding

to the savings of fuel, reducing wait times for customers, and eventually increasing efficiency.

This technologically enabled path optimization is the perfect case for technology as an engine of
growth and enabler of sustainability. With digital technology like Al and Pathao, operations can
increase with a exceedingly minimal carbon imprint. This builds on the global trend of deploying
Tech for Good to drive solution to critical social as well as environmental challenges. This technol-
ogy-driven focus not only keeps Pathao competitively positioned among the fast tech startup sec-
tor, but it also allows the company to contribute towards sustainability goals via emissions reduc-

tion as well as inducing the use of resources.

Pathao's emphasis on electric vehicles (EVs) and green infrastructure integration are critical com-
ponents of its innovative business model. Alam et al. (2021) point out that business model innova-

tion and technological solution innovation are critical for startups to compete in sustainability-
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based markets. In South Asia, where startup competition is growing rapidly, having a sustainabil-

ity-driven, tech-enabled business model is becoming a competitive advantage.

For Pathao, the deployment of end-to-end computer systems covering delivery and ridesharing
businesses and huge infrastructural expenditures on electrical vehicles positions the company at
the forefront of sustainable innovation within South Asia. Such innovations do not only ensure
that operations become more efficient, but they also position Pathao at the pinnacle of the green
economy, and it can therefore differentiate itself from its competitors that have not as yet made

sustainability a priority.

Pathao's focus on innovation extends to product or service development alone; rather, it focuses
on re-fashioning its very business model towards incorporating sustainability as a core value prop-
osition. Such is consistent with global trends demonstrating startups employing technologically en-
abled solutions to achieve sustainable growth, particularly in the face of emerging markets like
Bangladesh. Pathao is thus an attractive case study that other startups wishing to infuse innova-

tion and sustainability into their growth models might learn from.

2.5.4 Analysis of Growth Strategies

Table 3: Growth Strategies: Global Research Findings and Pathao’s Implementation

Growth Strategy Global Research Findings Pathao’s Implementation

Market penetration strategies are
Market Penetration key to rapid growth in established
markets (Smith et al., 2021).

Pathao expanded its presence across
major cities in Bangladesh.

Entry into new geographical mar- | Pathao extended its services to multi-
Market Development kets helps startups diversify reve- | ple regions of Bangladesh and neigh-
nue streams (Wang, 2022). boring countries.
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Diversification reduces risks and
Product Diversification taps into different consumer
needs (Lee & Knight, 2020).

Pathao diversified from ridesharing to
delivery and logistics.

Technological innovation is es- Pathao's Al-driven optimization system
Innovation sential to gaining a competitive and electric vehicle fleet are prime ex-
edge (Jones, 2023). amples.

Collaboration with stakeholders Pathao has partnered with various local

. . can provide startups with the businesses, including those in the retail
Strategic Alliances . ) . . .
necessary resources (Martinez & | and food industries, to provide delivery
Tomlinson, 2020). services.

3 METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Approach

This study employs a qualitative research approach to explore opportunities for sustainable
growth for start-ups, with Pathao being a case in point. Qualitative research is optimally used in
the exploration of intricate business phenomena as it allows for an in-depth examination of per-
spectives, processes, and environmental factors (Creswell, 2014). It aids in examining subjective
experience, organizational culture, and strategic decision making, which are at the core of sustain-

able business growth.

Case study research design was embraced because it will enable close examination of Pathao's
sustainable growth strategies in its real business environment (Yin, 2018). Case study is equally
highly effective at revealing the business decision-making and adaptation processes amidst a dy-
namic marketplace. Pathao as a leading startup in Bangladesh offers a real setting to identify the

drivers of sustainable entrepreneurship.
The case study methodology enables:

Contextual Understanding: One of the greatest advantages of using the case study method is that

it is able to provide a better picture of the environment. According to Yin (2018), case studies offer
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a detailed examination of the internal and external variables influencing the operations of an en-
terprise. By focusing on a single organization or event, the case study method allows for in-depth
analysis of the environment that a startup like Pathao exists in, including its market environment,

regulatory environment, and socioeconomic context.

As an example, Pathao's business model could be discussed in terms of the Bangladeshi startup
environment, which is typified by limited and unique problems such as limited access to capital
and infrastructural backlogs. Through its case study, there is a possibility to examine how these
externalities dictate the growth trajectory of Pathao, namely its effort to adopt green practices in

a developing nation (Rahman & Karim, 2022).

Multiple Data Sources: An additional benefit of case study research is its ability to integrate multi-
ple data sources, thus enhancing the analysis's validity and completeness. According to Stake
(1995), case studies become stronger when combining mixed qualitative and quantitative data
such as interviews, fiscal statements, and market studies. A multimethod strategy allows research-
ers to adopt a method for triangulating data that can produce a deeper level of understanding

concerning the reasons for a startup's success or failure.

For instance, in studying the expansion and sustainability of Pathao, a case study may point to in-
terviews of stakeholders (i.e., executives, employees, customers), accounting reports (e.g., pattern
of revenues, investments for sustainability), and marketing studies (e.g., market competition in
Bangladesh's ride-sharing sector). By combining these various sources of information, a more com-
prehensive picture of the company's operations and strategic direction is obtained, which can be

used to identify key drivers of success and potential barriers to growth (Yin, 2018).

Exploratory Analysis: Case study methodology also facilitates exploratory analysis and is thus best
suited to examining nascent trends and themes in industries like sustainable business practice. Ei-
senhardt (1989) argues that the case study approach is most useful in exploring new or poorly re-
searched phenomena because case studies allow researchers to see the object of their study in a

natural environment, to identify patterns, and formulate theories about shaping the industry.

For the case of Pathao, the utilization of a case study can assist in understanding how sustainabil-
ity business models (SOBM) are being adopted in emerging markets, particularly in the South
Asian setting of the tech startup ecosystem. Exploratory investigation enables researchers to iden-

tify the changing sustainability patterns and innovative approaches being utilized by startups like
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Pathao to address challenges in terms of resource efficiency, social inclusion, and environmental

impact (Alam et al., 2021).

Why Qualitative Research is Suitable for This Study

Qualitative research is the appropriate and optimal way to analyze this study's research questions,
given that it provides a systematic approach to understanding the complexity regarding how
Pathao implements sustainability-strategic thinking. Compared to quantitative approaches, where
the primary emphasis is on mere numbers, qualitative research presents the opportunity for long
and detailed explanations and descriptions concerning the "why" and "how" in Pathao's strategy
towards pursuing sustainability as an integral part of its business framework. Sustainability is a
multi-dimensional, multi-faceted concept encompassing environmental, social, and financial as-
pects. ldentifying how a startup like Pathao aligns its operations within these dimensions entails
something more than statistical analysis; it requires a finer, more intimate scrutiny of the choices
and plans that drive sustainable action. Qualitative research permits the examination of underly-
ing motives, obstacles, and achievements that enable Pathao to drive its sustainable expansion,

which could be challenging to detect with quantitative measures.

The reason that qualitative research can gather multiple perspectives makes it even more relevant
to this study. This research is not limited to a single data source but instead integrates insights
from various stakeholders involved in or affected by Pathao’s business model. By conducting inter-
views with executives, managers, employees, and industry stakeholders, the study provides a rich
and diverse set of viewpoints on Pathao’s sustainability efforts. These different perspectives are
vital because they reveal how different levels of the organization understand and implement sus-
tainability. Executives and managers may have high-level strategic insights, while employees or
riders on the platform can offer practical, on-the-ground experience. Players in the industry—such
as policymakers, investors, and customers—can also illuminate the overall external drivers of
Pathao's sustainability decisions. This multi-layered approach allows the study to capture the full
spectrum of insights and form a more holistic understanding of Pathao’s sustainable business

practices.

A second advantage of qualitative research is the convenience with which it can perform thematic
analysis, which turns out to be of high importance to identify patterns, trends, and correlations in

highly intricate business phenomena, e.g., sustainability. Thematic analysis will uncover repeating
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patterns relating to practices of sustainability efforts in the present study. For example, Pathao op-
timizes fuel consumption, has invested in electric vehicles, and promotes social equity through
varied job opportunities. These patterns can be hard to find with the application of quantitative
data but can be revealed through diligent qualitative analysis. Thematic analysis also enables the
research to venture into emerging trends yet to be fully understood or documented in past litera-
ture, for instance, the effect of Al route optimization on environmental issues or the specific way

Pathao's sustainability efforts influence consumer behavior.

In order to maintain the methodological rigor of the research, the research design, data collection,
and analysis procedures strictly follow the best practices. The research works within the paradigm
of interpretivism, where emphasis is placed on comprehending the subjectivist meanings assigned
to one's experiences and activities. Interpretivism as a methodology is extremely suitable in exam-
ining business strategies since it is well known that individual thought, social situation, and the
prevailing culture are factors that contribute to the decision-making processes. As Denzin and Lin-
coln (2011) confirm, qualitative re-search allows one to delve deep into data, and hence the re-
searcher can form a better pro-funder understanding of business strategies' actual-world implica-
tions and impacts. Through such interaction with stakeholders, the research attains the richness of
capturing Pathao's strategy towards sustainability and business growth, providing insights that are

rich as well as grounded in the lived experiences of stakeholders.

Concerning reliability and validity, the research utilizes a number of measures to make sure the
findings from the research are reliable and a true reflection of the phenomenon of interest. To
start with, the research adopts triangulation of data sources, where findings from various tech-
niques and sources are cross verified. This entails data from interviews, secondary re-search, as
well as company reports. Triangulation minimizes bias and maximizes study validity through ensur-
ing that findings derived are consistent in different ways of information and sources. Additionally,
the study is carried out systematically in order to gather data, using a structured but flexible inter-
view guide. This ensures that the interviews are kept focused on the research objectives while of-
fering enough flexibility to explore new discoveries emerging during dialogue. Qualitative inter-
view sensitivity is also significant since it allows for the probing of emergent themes and points of

view, which typically offer the most insights in complex business phenomena research.

In addition, the research is transparent in its methods by documenting its data collection and anal-

ysis procedures explicitly. This way, other researchers can trace the study's procedure, determine
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the study's level of rigor, and reproduce the research if necessary. Direct documentation of each
phase of the research process—from the choice of interviewees to data coding—guarantees that
conclusions from the study are based on sound, reproducible procedures and can be tested for re-
liability and consistency. Such transparency also makes it easier to discuss in-depth potential limi-
tations or research biases included in the research process, thereby providing a well-rounded per-

spective of findings.

Qualitative research is especially well-suited to examine the complex, multilateral nature of
Pathao's sustainability approaches. It enables one to attain a deep understanding of the strategic
decisions and operating behaviors that sustain long-term growth and capture the perspectives of
various stakeholders. By adhering firmly to methodological requirements, the study ensures that
its findings will contribute positively towards knowledge about how startups in emerging econo-
mies, such as Bangladesh, can embrace sustainable business models that will be harmonious with

global sustainability goals.

3.2 Interviewee Selection

Participants for the interview were drawn from the contacts of the author through a purposive
sampling technique, with the guarantee that they were directly engaged with Pathao's business
strategy and operations. Cozby (2009, p. 141) describes purposive sampling as the selection of in-
terviewees based on specific criteria. Tuomi and Sarajarvi (2018) highlight that purposive sampling
is particularly useful in qualitative studies to ensure that interview participants have relevant ex-

pertise on the research topic.
Criteria for Selecting Interviewees:
1. Experience: Minimum three years in a strategic or managerial role.

2. Involvement: Direct participation in business expansion, sustainability, or financial plan-

ning.

3. Diversity: Representation from multiple departments (e.g., operations, finance, CSR, tech-

nology).

Additionally, a snowball sampling technique was tested, where one interviewee was asked to rec-

ommend another from their network for an interview (Mason, 2002). However, this led to only
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one successful interview, with two invitees canceled at the last moment. Knowing that the inter-
viewees seemed to encourage active participation and contributed to a trusting and open discus-

sion environment.

To uphold ethical integrity, the author selected only individuals with whom she had no close pro-
fessional ties. This decision supported objectivity and ensured participant anonymity. Before con-
ducting the interviews, participants were provided with detailed information about the study’s
purpose, confidentiality agreements, and the right to withdraw at any time, in line with Cozby’s

(2009, 42) recommendations.

Each participant received a Microsoft Teams invitation that included:

A brief on the study’s objectives.

e Assurance of anonymity.

e Consent for the anonymous use of interview material.

¢ Notification of recording and secure data deletion within two years, per Jamk’s research

data policy.

Demographics of the Interviewees:

Table 4. Profile of Interview Participants

Participant Position Experience Area of Expertise

Interviewee 1 Senior Executive 6+ years Business Development

Interviewee 2 Operations Manager ||5+ years Logistics and Expansion

Interviewee 3 Marketing Lead 5+ years Branding and Customer Engagement
Interviewee 4 Financial Analyst 4+ years Financial Sustainability

Interviewee 5 CSR Manager 5+ years Corporate Social Responsibility
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The total number of interviews conducted was five, with an average work experience of 5+ years.
The diverse backgrounds of the interviewees provided a broad spectrum of insights into Pathao’s

sustainable growth strategies.

3.3 Interview Process

The interview process for this study was designed to gather rich, qualitative data on Pathao's sus-
tainable growth strategies. The process was organized to extract the depth and width of partici-
pants' knowledge while at the same time making the interviewees comfortable and free in their

discussion.
Pilot Interview and Refinement of Interview Framework

Before the execution of the main round of interviews, piloting was performed. The pilot acted to
simplify the interview structure by rendering questions unambiguous, relevant, and capable of
eliciting elaborate replies. Bryman and Bell (2015) explain that piloting is meant to uncover any
ambiguities or gaps in the questions for the interview and provide room for the adjustment of the
interview process. In response to pilot interview feedback, some questions were reworded, and
additional questions were introduced to pursue emerging themes. The interview format was

changed to create a logical and thematic sequence, so that the process was organized but flexible.
Interview Structure

The interviews were semi-structured, with flexibility within questions posed without compromis-
ing consistency around the central themes. This ensured that, in effect, the same base areas were
covered in each interview, yet still allowed the participants to more discursively discuss their expe-
riences and opinions. Each interview also had a consistent format, including the following ele-

ments which are:

1. Introduction and Demographic Information: The interviews were initiated with a brief in-
troduction, in which the purpose of the study and the steps taken to ensure confidentiality
were explained, and permission to record the interview was requested from the interviewee.
Basic demographic information, such as years of experience and role within Pathao, was col-

lected at this stage to provide context for the responses.
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2. Building an Understanding of Sustainable Growth Strategies: Before delving into the core
guestions, it is essential to establish a mutual understanding of the concept of sustainable
growth. Instead of using technical terms like “sustainable growth,” the interviewer framed
the concept in more straightforward language to ensure clarity, referring to it as long-term
business growth emphasizing responsibility and impact. This helped avoid confusion and

ensured participants were on the same page when discussing strategies.

3. Interview Questions: The core of the interview focused on gathering detailed insights into
Pathao’s sustainable growth strategies. In designing the interview questions for this study,
a semi-structured qualitative approach was adopted to gain in-depth insights into Pathao’s
sustainability strategies. The questions were crafted to align closely with the central re-
search objectives—specifically, to explore how startups implement sustainable growth
strategies, the challenges they encounter, and how these challenges are navigated within a
real-world business context.To achieve this, the interview guide was designed around sev-
eral thematic areas derived from the literature review and theoretical frameworks, such
as the Dynamic Capabilities Theory, Resource-Based View (RBV), and sustainability-ori-
ented innovation models. Each thematic area aimed to elicit insights into specific dimen-

sions of sustainable business practices.

Initial questions were designed to uncover how Pathao defines and integrates sustainability

within its business model. These aimed to explore the company's long-term vision, operational
philosophy, and strategic decisions that reflect its commitment to sustainable growth. The goal
was to determine whether sustainability was embedded as a core value or treated as a second-

ary concern.

To gain a concrete understanding of how sustainability is applied on the ground, follow-up ques-
tions focused on specific strategies and initiatives Pathao had implemented in recent years. This
included inquiries into the use of technology (e.g., Al and EVs), corporate social responsibility
(CSR), eco-efficiency, and internal process innovations.

Understanding challenges and barriers was critical for answering the research question. Therefore,
guestions were designed to probe the financial, technological, and regulatory difficulties Pathao
faced. Just as importantly, they aimed to reveal how the company responded through internal ad-

aptation, external partnerships, or phased implementation approaches.
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Another set of questions targeted the role of various departments (operations, marketing, CSR,
etc.) to understand how sustainability was operationalized across functional boundaries. These
helped assess whether sustainability was siloed or integrated into the company culture and deci-
sion-making structure.

To evaluate the influence of ecosystem factors, such as investor expectations, customer behavior,
and policy environments—questions were designed to encourage interviewees to reflect on the
external pressures and internal dynamics that shape sustainability decisions. This offered insight

into how strategic choices are made in an evolving business and regulatory landscape.

Lastly, some questions were aimed at gathering personal experiences and contributions of each
interviewee regarding sustainability. These were considerations that supplemented the data with
context-specific examples, giving it a deeper appreciation of organizational behavior and personal

initiative.

By setting the guide for the interview around these topics, the study ensured that not only would
the answers be in a descriptive context but also related to the grand thesis goal: examining and

studying sustainable growth practices in startups in the context of a case study—Pathao.

4. Eliciting Contextual Examples: To confirm that actual-life instances of use of sustainable
development approaches were illustrated, the interviewees were asked to give direct ex-
amples from practice. By asking for direct circumstances, the hope was to find out about
the "how" and "why" of the decisions made, not the theoretical points. This helped to en-

sure that the data were rich in context and detail (Bryman & Bell, 2015).
Example question:

o Could you provide an example of a time when Pathao had to adapt its business

strategy in response to market changes or new sustainability initiatives?

5. Closing the Interview: At the end of the interview, the participants were offered an oppor-
tunity to provide any last comments or additional information that they believed was rele-
vant to the study. This provided interviewees with an opportunity to explain any infor-
mation that they had not previously stated. All participants were thanked for their time

and assured that their responses would be treated confidentially.

Interview Environment and Data Collection
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All interviews were conducted using WhatsApp, Microsoft Teams, or Zoom to accommodate the

remote nature of the research. These platforms enabled recording, fostering a more personal con-
nection, and allowing for the observation of non-verbal cues, which helped capture emotional nu-
ances and enhance the quality of the data (Myers, 2013). Video conferencing also allowed flexibil-

ity, ensuring that the interview process was convenient for participants.

To preserve anonymity, | only began recording after collecting basic demographic information and
ensuring that informed consent was given. Interviews were conducted in both English and Bengali,
the participants' native language, to ensure comfort and clarity. The recordings were securely
stored on the Microsoft Teams platform in line with Jamk’s research data policy, which stipulated

that the recordings must be retained for two years and not deleted during that period.
Challenges in the Interview Process

Some challenges were encountered during the interview process, mainly due to network connec-
tivity issues. On two occasions, the internet connection was poor, which slightly affected the flow
of the interview. Despite this, the video interviews were otherwise uninterrupted, and participants

were accommodated when rescheduling or experiencing technical difficulties.

3.4 Data Analysis

The data analysis in this study employed qualitative content analysis (QCA), a method particularly
suited for the systematic interpretation of non-standardized textual data, such as interview tran-
scripts, reports, and other qualitative materials (Schreier, 2012). This approach enabled a struc-
tured process of identifying, coding, and categorizing key themes and patterns within the data,
which were then interpreted about the study goals and existing academic studies. Below, | will ex-
plain how the QCA approach was applied throughout the analysis process and highlight how the

data-driven and theory-assisted approaches were utilized to refine the insights and conclusions.
Data Analysis Process

It was ensured that the interview recordings were transcribed promptly after each interview. A
transcription was done by playing and pausing the recordings to capture the responses verbatim,
except for thinking pauses and non-meaningful phrases (such as “um” or “uh”). Typing the re-

sponses ensured the avoidance of accidental data manipulation.
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After transcription, a thematic analysis approach was employed to analyze the data. This involved
coding the responses and identifying recurring patterns, themes, and significant insights related to
the sustainable growth strategies employed by Pathao. The interview data were cross-verified
with secondary sources, such as company reports and industry analyses, to ensure the reliability

and validity of the findings (Yin, 2018). The practical process was performed using Microsoft Excel.
3.4.1 Transcribing and Organizing Data

Transcribing the interview recordings was the first step of the data analysis process. At the end of
each interview, the interviews were transcribed verbatim in order to represent participants' re-
sponses in as faithful a way as possible, without omitting non-meaningful words (e.g., "um" or
"uh") or thinking pauses. This helped maintain authenticity in responses and avoided accidental
data manipulation. Every response of each participant was thoroughly noted and put together in a
well-structured manner to make sure that all relevant observations concerning sustainable growth

strategies used by Pathao were included.

Transcription was a critical part of the process since it provided the groundwork for analysis to
come by presenting a coherent and clear text that could be analyzed systematically for recurring

patterns and themes.
3.4.2 Initial Coding

Once the data were transcribed, the next stage was initial coding, where | systematically read
through the transcripts in order to identify common themes, ideas, and keywords throughout sus-
tainability and growth strategies. This involved the selection of specific comments and grouping

them into categories based on resultant themes.

e The codes were developed through direct quotation or significant statements made by

participants. For example.
o Data analytics and green fleet were put under the sustainability practices theme.
o Financial struggles and investments fell under the theme of sustainable growth barriers.

This primary coding enabled key concepts that were relevant to the study's underlying research

guestions to be identified. The data-driven approach was utilized at this stage, wherein the
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themes emerged naturally from data itself, whereby no preconceptions were permitted to affect

the process.
3.4.3 Hierarchical Classification

The data was classified into hierarchical levels to properly arrange it. The process started with
broad subjects (main classes), which were further divided into narrower categories (first-class and
subclass categories). The hierarchical arrangement gave a better, more precise understanding of

the information and how it ties in with sustainable growth.
¢ Main Class: Sustainability Practices
o First-Class: Eco-friendly fleet, Technological innovations
o Subclass: Use of data analytics, Green technology investments
e Main Class: Barriers to Sustainability
o First-class: Financial challenges, Technological limitations
o Subclass: Securing funding, Adoption of new technologies
3.4.4 Theme Development

The next step was the development of central themes from analyzing positive and negative forces
on Pathao's sustainable growth initiatives. The key themes were derived using a process that in-
volved combining coding with thematic analysis, that is, processes like discovering patterns and

relations between the data.

The most significant themes that were derived from the data were:

1. Sustainability-Driven Innovation: Pathao's focus on adopting sustainable practices by virtue
of technological advancements, such as green vehicles and data-driven initiatives. This
thread highlighted how Pathao has merged sustainability into its operational and technol-

ogy-driven processes.
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2. Financial and Technological Challenges: This theme highlighted the key barriers to imple-
menting sustainable practices, including securing funding for green projects and overcom-
ing technological hurdles. The interviewees identified these challenges as critical factors

that hindered the company’s full adoption of sustainability strategies.

3. Cross-Departmental Collaboration for Sustainability: The final core theme emerged around
the importance of interdepartmental collaboration. It highlighted how operations, CSR,
and marketing departments need to work together to promote sustainable growth within
Pathao effectively. This theme emphasized the need for a holistic approach, where various

departments collaborate to develop and execute sustainability initiatives.
3.4.5 Refinement of Insights Using a Theory-Assisted Approach

After the initial thematic analysis, the next step involved using a theory-assisted approach to
refine and deepen the analysis. This stage was crucial for interpreting the emerging themes in light
of existing literature. The theories of ecosystem orchestration and shared value creation were
employed to understand how Pathao’s collaborative efforts with suppliers, customers, and
policymakers aligned with broader sustainability goals (Kanda et al., 2020; Parida et al., 2021).
Overall, the theory of digitization for sustainable innovation (Schaltegger et al., 2020) helped. In.
Addition. To. With. The. Examination. Of. Pathao's. Cloud. And. Al-based. Route. Optimization.
And. Formulated. An. Additional. Link. Between. Empirical. Evidence. And. Theoretical.

Frameworks.

Through the integration of theoretical models, the results of the analysis were placed, helping to
explain why certain strategies succeeded in sustainable growth and ensuring that the outcomes

were not only data-driven but also connected to previous research.

3.5 Validation

The structure of coding experienced a rigorous validity process aimed to protect against both the
integrity of the accuracy as well as the integrity of the consistency of themes discovered and
collected data from conducting interviews. The step was an essential one meant to ensure that the
gualitative analysis was valid in that it was able to draw a close equivalence between the
conceived themes from data and real feedback given by participants. By re-reading the transcripts

carefully, | ensured that each theme accurately represented the opinions and experiences of the
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participants. This avoided any potential bias or misinterpretation of data, as the emerging themes
had to be based on the participants' own words and not affected by preconceived assumptions or
theoretical preconceptions (Schreier, 2012). The process of validation also involved cross-
referencing the emerging themes' findings with literature on sustainable growth strategies and
business models. This was to ensure that the findings were consistent with the general body of
academic literature on the topic and could be suitably contextualized within the current body of
literature. This cross-referencing between empirical evidence and existing literature helped to
enhance and strengthen the findings of the insights obtained from the interviews. It ensured that
the themes that were identified were not only grounded in the real-life experiences of the
participants but also consistent with the already established theoretical frameworks and concepts

in the field of sustainable business practice (Yin, 2018).

A sample of this process of validation appears in the form of the "Financial and Technological
Challenges" theme. This theme emerged very clearly through the interviews, as many participants
talked about how Pathao finds it difficult to arrange suitable funding for its sustainability initiatives
and how technological hurdles limit it from implementing greener methods successfully. To
validate this theme, | compared it with what is already established about tech firms' sustainability
barriers, namely Yin's (2018) article on how finances and technical competence are always cited as
stringent barriers to implementing sustainable practices. Through comparison, this theme was

validated as existing as well as being consistent with general study findings in the field.

By confirming the coding structure in this way, the analysis guaranteed that the results not only
represented the interview data but also were underpinned by existing research, thus increasing
the robustness and credibility of the findings of the study. This rigorous validation process also

added to the overall research rigor, guaranteeing that the conclusions reached were sound and

trustworthy (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).

3.6 Verification of findings

For verifying the findings, a strict, multi-step process was adopted for the purpose of ascertaining
that the findings of the study were not just accurate but also consistent, satisfying the condition of

consistency of findings and correctness of interpretations. Consistency, in this context, refers to
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the manner in which frequently the research results can be replicated. Simultaneously, validity
pertains to the way authentic and truthful are the interpretations drawn out of the data are (Yin,
2018). In order to tackle these facets, a number of strategies were utilized to limit bias, maximize

transparency, and guarantee the stability of the outcomes. The strategies wear:

Triangulation of Data Sources: One of the key strategies used to verify the findings was triangula

tion, which involves comparing data across multiple sources to confirm the consistency of the re-
sults. Triangulation enhances qualitative research quality and trustworthiness as it ensures the
findings are not derived from a single point of data but rather express a larger and more compre-
hensive picture (Yin, 2018). Triangulation was achieved within this research through inter-blending
interview details with secondary materials, such as company reports, business magazines, and
scholarly studies of sustainable growth methods. This cross-validation of multiple data points ena-
bled greater insight into Pathao's sustainable growth efforts without any specific source unfairly

biasing the findings.

Member checking: This was another crucial method used. After the conduct of the interviews, a
preliminary analysis of the findings and themes was presented to the selected interviewees to en-
sure that their answers had indeed been precisely recorded and understood. This enabled partici-
pants to confirm, rectify, or supplement their initial statements, and their opinions were portrayed
genuinely (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Member checking is crucial to increasing the credibility of the
study since it makes sure that the researcher's interpretations are consistent with the original in-

tentions of the participants.

Peer Debriefing: Peer debriefing was also a crucial component of the validation process. It in-
volved participating in discussions with other colleagues or researchers who knew about the re-
search topic but were not conducting the study themselves. These third-party reviewers were also
constructive critics of the analysis, the coding scheme, and the provisional themes. Their re-
sponses provided the opportunity to catch on to blind spots, bias, or overlooked considerations in
the research process and thus enhance the study's rigor (Mor-row, 2005). Peer debriefing dimin-

ishes the likelihood of researcher bias and improves the overall credibility of the findings.
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Constant Comparison Method: Constant comparison methodology was applied in the entire pro-
cess of data analysis, whereby there is ongoing comparison of new with existing data in regards to
consistency regarding emerging themes. The cycle continued to assist in determining whether new
themes were representative in particular in terms of accurately depicting participants' experience
and were not abstracted from random or extraneous cases (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The process
of constant comparison allowed for a detailed analysis of the emergent themes to ensure they
were comprehensive and applied uniformly across all interview data, thereby ensuring maximum

validity of findings.

Clarification of Researcher Bias: To be responsible for guaranteeing the quality of the research, |
made a deliberate effort to reflect on and consider any preconceptions or possible biases that may
have played a role in the process of interpreting the data. The reflexivity was essential in ensuring
that findings were derived from the data and not altered by the researcher's own beliefs or
theoretical orientations (Finlay, 2002). By directly addressing any probable sources of bias, |
ensured that the analysis was receptive and open to the data and not inappropriately tinted by

preconceptions.

Verification with Literature: In addition to the aforementioned methods, the emerging themes
were also compared with the available scholarly literature to further confirm findings. This in-
volved checking the emerging themes developed against conventional theories and research on
sustainability in business, e.g., when the "Financial and Technological Challenges" theme emerged,
it was compared with the available literature on the sustainability hindrances in tech companies,
including Yin's (2018) research. This verification process had the function of guaranteeing that re-
sults not only reflected participants' experiences, but also well-established theoretical frameworks

used in sustainability research.

Clear Documentation of Data Collection and Analysis Procedures: Finally, to complement the re-
search study, the transparency and replicability, all data gathering and analysis methods were
well-documented. This clear and detailed chronicle presented a record of methodology that ena-

bled other scholars to reproduce or replicate the study. Providing an open and comprehensive ac-
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count of the research process is crucial for establishing a foundation from which credible and de-
pendable results originate with a basis in rigor and reproducibility of qualitative research (Denzin

& Lincoln, 2011).

By the use of these methodologies, the research offered guarantees of validity and reliability in
the results by grounding them on empirical measures' evidence and solidly established theoretical
frameworks. The multi-phased verification method ensured the research was credible. This en-
hanced its methodology and offered guarantees in the quality of the result as well as the transfer-

ability to the outside world of sustainable business models.

3.7 Ethical Considerations

Ethical Considerations in the Interview Process

Ethical considerations are a part of any research with human participants. In the present research,
utmost care was taken throughout the interview process at each step to ensure the findings were
valid and reliable. These ethical standards were used in all steps of the research process, right from
the recruitment of participants to the collection of data and were particularly relevant to ensuring
the rights and anonymity of the participants. This is an in-depth account of ethical implications car-

ried out in the process of conducting the interview process within the research setting:

Informed Consent: Informed consent was of paramount importance, such that the participants
ought to have a clear understanding of the aim, extent, and possible risks of the study before they
could agree to participate. Informed consent is part of good ethical research since it safeguards
the autonomy of the participants and ensures that participants volunteer for participation. In the
current study, all participants were provided with a clear explanation of the research objectives,
his/her role, and the kind of data to be collected via the interview. Participants were also informed
that their involvement was entirely voluntary, and they could discontinue at any point without any
negative consequence. This openness was important because it ensured that participants were
free to make their own decision of whether to be included or not, according to a general compre-
hension of the character of the study and its effects. The participants were also promised that

withdrawal would neither affect their relationship with the researcher nor with the organization.



45

By getting informed consent, the research maintains the research ethics for human subjects stud-
ies to guarantee that the rights of all the participants are assured and that they have control over
participation. This also adds validity to the research by ensuring that the data collected are true

examples of voluntary and informed contributions from participants.

Confidentiality: The other paramount ethical consideration was confidentiality, which was at the
heart of winning the participants' trust and maintaining the integrity of the research process. Par-
ticipants' anonymity was maintained rigorously throughout the research. That is, none of the par-
ticipants' names, titles, or any other personally identifying information was divulged in the reports
or results of the research. The other steps to ensure participants' identities were protected were
that all the data was anonymized before analysis, and pseudonyms were used for the interviewees
when presenting the results. Confidentiality of the interview data was of the highest order in en-
suring the participants' comfort in providing honest and open responses without fear of any con-
sequences. Apart from that, all recordings and transcripts of interviews were stored in secure stor-
age with restricted access to the research team alone to avoid unauthorized usage or leakage of
sensitive information. The confidentiality maintenance extends beyond protecting personal identi-
fiers; it even covers the sensitive information that has been shared by the participants during the
interview sessions. All of the views, organizational strategies, or internal information that could be
sensitive were treated with confidentiality so that all responses were maintained privately
throughout the research. This is in line with research ethical guidelines to ensure the rights of pri-

vacy and confidentiality of participants are upheld.

Recording Consent: Before the interviews were conducted, explicit consent was obtained from all
participants to have their participation captured. Under the ethical process, participants were in-
formed in advance that their interviews would be recorded to ensure data validity and to allow for
a close analysis. Re-recording the interviews is also done in qualitative research, as it concerns re-
cording responses as accurately as possible and allowing greater probing of the data. But partici-
pants must be informed of this practice and consent explicitly before anything is recorded. In the
course of this research, the recording process was disclosed to the participants beforehand, in-
cluding the purpose for which they were being undertaken, and measures for protecting their pri-
vacy. Participants were assured that they would use only the recordings for research and would
neither pass them to anybody outside the research team nor hand them over to other bodies. Be-

sides oral consent given while conducting the interview, written consent was also elicited during
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the entire informed consent process. This dual layer of consent—both verbal and written—en-
sures that participants were fully aware of the recording and agreed to it freely, without any coer-
cion or pressure. By adhering to this ethical standard, the study respected the rights of its partici-

pants and ensured that the data collection process was transparent and ethically sound.

4 Results

This chapter presents the study's findings based on five in-depth interviews with key stakeholders
at Pathao. Each theme is directly linked to the research question: "How can startups achieve rapid
growth while ensuring long-term sustainability in terms of environmental, social, and economic
impact?" The themes have been derived based on the structure and flow of the interviews. Each
section includes relevant interview questions to provide context, followed by the participants' re-

sponses, supported by thematic interpretation.

4.1 Strategic Integration of Innovation for Sustainable Growth at Pathao

Sustainability has become integral to Pathao’s business model, particularly its innovation
strategies. Across the interviews, it was evident that technological and operational innovation was
not just a response to external pressures but a deliberate strategy to embed sustainability into
core business functions. The participants consistently emphasized that sustainability and
innovation were intertwined, with technology as both an enabler and a driver of long-term

ecological and economic balance.

Interviewee 1, a senior executive in business development, highlighted the strategic intent behind

technology adoption at Pathao:

“Our growth strategy is built on two things—diversification and innovation. Moreover, for us,
innovation always has a sustainability angle. We are using Al to scale and optimize fuel use, re-

duce congestion, and improve service delivery.”

This quote reveals how Pathao perceives innovation not merely as a tool for expansion, but as a
way to ensure efficiency and reduce negative environmental impact. Route optimization powered

by Al was cited in interviews as a significant advancement that has significantly lowered
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operational costs and carbon emissions. Pathao reduces idle time, improves delivery speed, and

lowers fuel consumption by mapping optimal delivery and ride-sharing routes.

Interviewee 2, the operations manager, reinforced this by stating:

“One of our biggest innovations is the routing engine. It saved us fuel, time, and helped with en-
vironmental goals. We initially did it for cost reasons, but the environmental impact was huge.

Later, it became a part of our sustainability plan.”

The unintended positive environmental outcome, which later became a planned strategy,
exemplifies how startups like Pathao evolve towards sustainability through iterative learning. The

company was able to sense the value of sustainable innovation, seize it, and transform it into an

integrated business practice.

Another important innovation discussed was the integration of electric vehicles (EVs) into the

Pathao delivery fleet. Interviewee 3, the marketing lead, explained:

“When we piloted electric bikes, the goal was to test new technologies. But once we saw the
benefits—zero emissions, fewer breakdowns, and cost efficiency- we started thinking bigger.

Now it's a key part of our long-term strategy.”

This proactive shift toward EVs highlights a dual benefit: environmental responsibility and

operational efficiency. The adoption of EVs directly supports environmental innovation.

Interviewee 5, the CSR manager, also pointed out that Pathao’s commitment to sustainability is a

differentiator in the competitive Bangladeshi market:

“It is not just about technology. We position ourselves as a green brand. We talk about sustaina-
bility in our campaigns because our younger users care. Our innovations are a message—we are

not just a ride-sharing company, we are a responsible business.”

This assertion proves that Pathao employs innovation for not only operating improvement but also
for developing an image of being sustainable. Results reveal that the sustainability-driven
innovation of Pathao operates at three levels: operation (e.g., optimizing routes), technology (e.g.,
embracing EVs), and symbol (e.g., being a green tech company). These innovations address short-

run issues of efficiency and decide long-run directions of development.
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Figure 1. Types of sustainability-driven innovation at Pathao. OpenAl (2025).

This figure outlines how Pathao embeds sustainability in its core innovation framework, covering
not only operational upgrades but also customer-facing services and business strategy
transformations. It visually reinforces the multidimensional nature of sustainability-driven

innovation at the company.

In summary, Pathao exemplifies how strategic innovation can bridge rapid growth and sustainable
development. Where cost and efficiency were initially drivers, Al-based logistics and EVs have now
emerged as strategies for long-term sustainability. Further, the symbolic value of sustainability-
driven innovation, i.e., branding efforts, adds a social and reputational element to Pathao's im-
pact. And that's how it shows that emerging economy startups can integrate sustainability in
growth plans through employing innovation not just as a means of responding to constraint but to
create responsible business strategies beforehand. Innovation driven by sustainability isn't an add-

on at Pathao—it's a key facilitator of both environmental sustainability and economic success.

4.2 Financial and Technological Barriers

Although Pathao has gone a great distance in leading the way in sustainability in its operations,
the path has not been smooth, with very critical challenges. The most striking among the
challenges identified by the interviewees were finance and technology constraints—two of the
usual hindrances that keep the company from expanding sustainable innovations. All these

barriers resonate with the broader issues found in the literature for startups in emerging
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economies, in which access to capital and infrastructure remains the biggest bottleneck for
sustainable business models. Of all the important ones, the most significant was the expense
involved in switching to electric vehicles (EVs). While interviewees appreciated the long-term

savings of EVs, the initial procurement and maintenance costs were quoted as a significant barrier.

Interviewee 4, the analyst, stated:

“It's costly to commit to at the start. EVs need specialized maintenance, charging systems, and

trained personnel. We can't use it at scale since the investment would have a materially negative

impact on our near-term profitability.”

This financial concern echoes the tensions discussed in the Resource-Based View (RBV), where
firms struggle to transform valuable resources into competitive advantages due to budgetary
limitations. For Pathao, the resource (green fleet) is strategically aligned with sustainable growth,

but its full deployment remains constrained by capital availability.
Interviewee 2 elaborated further, pointing out the technological infrastructure gap:

“Even if we want to go full EV, the infrastructure isn’t there. Charging stations are rare; power
outages are common. We would have to build the system ourselves in some areas. That’s not

easy for a startup—even a big one like us.”

This challenge aligns with the literature term infrastructure asymmetry—a condition in which
developing economies lack the foundational services needed to support sustainable technology
deployment. It limits the company's current capacity and future planning, as innovation becomes

reliant on external, slow-moving systemic improvements.

Beyond technology, securing financial backing for sustainability projects is also a problem.

Interviewee 5, the CSR manager, noted:

“Investors usually ask how a project impacts revenue in the next quarter. They don't get excited
when we say it’s a green investment with long-term benefits. Getting internal or external buy-in

is difficult unless we frame it as a cost-saving tool first.”

This sentiment reflects the short-termism many startups face, especially those backed by venture

capital or operating under high growth pressure.
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In addition to funding gaps, technical skill limitations also hinder sustainability implementation.
According to Interviewee 1, “You need data scientists, system engineers, EV specialists—and they
are difficult to find. We sometimes must outsource, which is expensive and slows us down.” This
guote underscores another layer of the challenge: human resource scarcity, especially in
sustainability-related fields. As identified in the Dynamic Capabilities Theory, the ability to sense
and seize new opportunities partly depends on the firm’s internal knowledge and adaptability.
Without local expertise in emerging green technologies, startups like Pathao face delays and

inefficiencies in implementation.

TECHNOLOGICAL BARRIERS
TO SUSTAINABILITY AT PATHAO

HIGH EV C S INFRASTRUCTURE
GAPS

High upfront investment Limited availability of
for electric vehicles charging stations and
and charging setups unreliable power suppaly

FUNDING SKILL
CHALLENGES SHORTAGES

Difficulty in securing Lack of expertise in

support for long-term emerging green

sustainability projects technologies

Figure 2. Financial and technological barriers to sustainability at Pathao. OpenAl (2025).

This infographic presents a dual-axis layout contrasting financial and technological barriers that
hinder sustainability implementation at Pathao. On the left, it lists financial challenges such as high
upfront costs, lack of green funding, and limited ROI visibility. To the right, it identifies technology
constraints like obsolescence of infrastructure, lack of R&D resources, and platform interoperabil-

ity challenges.

The diagram includes icons for every challenge, connected to a middle "Sustainability Ambition"

node by dashed lines to represent partial fulfillment due to such challenges.

In addition, regulatory uncertainty brings an extra level of complexity. Interviewee 3 explained:
“We had an EV fuel subsidy project lined up with a municipal partner, but after several months,

the policy switched. We had to drop it altogether. That kind of uncertainty stifles momentum.”
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This parallels the broader concerns within the literature on policy instability in emerging
economies, where startups exist against the backdrop of volatile policies that frustrate efforts at

sustainability, even if they are viable and potentially transformative.

Technological and financial barriers are intimately interconnected in Pathao's pursuit of
sustainability. Green technology's prohibitive upfront cost, lack of infrastructure, talent scarcity,
and policy uncertainty constrain the company from embracing sustainable innovation
wholeheartedly. The findings constitute a classic sustainability-growth quandary for startups: the
mechanisms that facilitate long-term success are difficult to justify and realize in the short term.
And yet Pathao's efforts to circumvent these hurdles—through cautious pilot programs,
incremental rollout, and tactical rebranding—are a testament to perseverance and forward

thinking.

4.3 Cross-Departmental Collaboration for Sustainability

Pathao's integration of sustainability goes beyond a single function or department and is instead
an organization-wide, cross-cutting priority requiring proactive coordination between internal
units. All the interviews strongly conveyed this theme and formed a pillar of the firm's
sustainability narrative. Rather than being left entirely in the CSR team's hands, sustainability
becomes a "shared responsibility" needing to be instilled in operations, technology, finance,
marketing, and top management. This interdepartmental collaboration ensures that sustainability

goals are not isolated ambitions but embedded in the company's decision-making processes.

Interviewee 5, the CSR Manager, summarized this dynamic:

“Sustainability is not just our department’s job. Operations need to change how they dispatch,
finance needs to budget for green projects, and marketing needs to communicate impact. If one

part does not cooperate, it does not work.”

This quote underscores the importance of integrated thinking. It reflects what the literature terms
internal ecosystem orchestration, where departments must align around common strategic goals
to realize the benefits of sustainability. Without this alignment, sustainability efforts can remain
fragmented or symbolic rather than transformational. Cross-functional integration is essential for

complex initiatives like sustainability, which cut across traditional silos.
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Interviewee 2 (Operations Manager) offered a practical example of this collaborative model in

action:

“When we started optimizing routes to save fuel, we worked with the tech team to redesign the
algorithm, with CSR to measure emissions reduction, and with finance to track cost savings. It

wasn’t just an ops project—it became an org-wide initiative.”

This instance demonstrates how sustainability-related innovation, here, Al-based route
optimization, required multi-departmental input to succeed. It also highlights how collaboration
amplifies value creation by ensuring that environmental benefits (fuel efficiency), technological
innovation (Al development), and financial outcomes (cost savings) are all measured and aligned.
This process reflects the Dynamic Capabilities Theory, particularly the ability of a firm to

reconfigure its internal resources to adapt to changing strategic priorities like sustainability.

Interviewee 3 (Marketing Lead) further emphasized the communication implications of internal

collaboration:

“The more we learn from other teams, the more effectively we can message our sustainability
initiatives. If we do not understand the backend changes, we cannot meaningfully communicate

the impact to customers.”

This insight illustrates that sustainability is not just about operational changes but also brand
narrative and stakeholder communication. The marketing department at Pathao relies on real-
time collaboration with other teams to accurately and authentically communicate the company's
environmental and social initiatives. It supports brand-driven sustainability, which shows that
customer trust and loyalty are often built through consistent, transparent, and informed

messaging.

Despite these collaborative efforts, the lack of a formal sustainability governance structure was

identified as a gap. Interviewee 1 (Senior Executive) commented:
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“We’re working toward a sustainability roadmap. However, it is still a bit fragmented—different
teams are doing great things, but sometimes there is no alignment. We need a central vision to

guide all departments.”

This reflects a common challenge in high-growth startups. While active sustainability champions in
various departments are a strength, the absence of a centralized roadmap or sustainability office
may hinder coherence and scalability. Without formal coordination, efforts are liable to be
duplicated, synergies lost, or collapse because there are no shared metrics. Pathao's relaxed,
adaptable culture, however, has been the primary facilitator of cooperation. Interviewee 4

(Financial Analyst) stated:

“We are not a typical hierarchy. | directly ping the CSR or ops if | require something from them.
Speed and transparency there make it easier to collaborate, especially for projects related to sus-

tainability, where timing is everything.”

This is also highlighted by the following quote, which highlights one of the most critical
characteristics of startups: organizational agility. Pathao's decentralized culture and open
communication have enabled rapid problem-solving, rapid implementation of new ideas, and
loose cross-departmental collaboration strategy. These loose structures are not standardized but
offer speed and flexibility—two attributes that are valuable in environments where growth and

survival are strategic necessities.

Cross-Departmental
Collaboration for

Sustainability
I
Shared
Responsibility
\L—) 4 4 ﬁ«
Operations | |Technology Finance Marketing

Figure 3. Cross-departmental collaboration model for sustainability at Pathao. OpenAl. (2025).
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This flowchart infographic is centered with the concept of "Sustainability as Shared Responsibility"
being at the center. Other departments like CSR, Operations, Finance, Technology, Marketing, and
Senior Management are all connected to this node, reflecting their shared responsibility. It
recognizes that although it is possible to have limits of formal arrangements, culture founded on
speed, openness, and shared accountability assists in creating innovations and trending towards

sustainability.

In conclusion, cross-functional cooperation has proven to be a backstop driver of Pathao's
sustainability strategies. The convergence of various teams—operations, finance, CSR, tech, and
marketing—has allowed the company to imagine, implement, and share its sustainability strategy
well. While traditional arrangements such as a separate sustainability office or strategic plan are
still yet to be established, the transparency in the company's culture, peer-to-peer accountability,

and quick communication have allowed high levels of operational cooperation.

These findings suggest that open communication, internal alignment, and agile collaboration are
as important as external collaborations or capital investments for startups adopting sustainability.
The example of Pathao indicates how shared culture and deep informal relationships can replace

lacking formal structures during the early phases of sustainable transformation.

4.4 Digital Transformation as a Growth Lever

Digital innovation has come forward as a backbone of Pathao's strategy toward ensuring scalability
alongside sustainability. This dual-purpose strategy—leveraging technology to grow the business
while minimizing environmental impact—resonates with contemporary research on digital
entrepreneurship and sustainability in emerging markets. The interview data confirmed that
Pathao’s digital tools, platforms, and processes have played a significant role in reshaping its
operational model, enhancing customer engagement, reducing emissions, and informing data-

driven decision-making across departments.

Interviewee 1 (Senior Executive, Business Development) emphasized the foundational role of data
analytics, “Everything we do is based on data—rider behavior, delivery times, fuel use. We track it,
analyze it, and then optimize based on that. It’s how we move fast and sustainably.” This digital-

first mindset has enabled the company to build dynamic, feedback-driven systems that improve
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decision-making in real time. The ability to monitor, evaluate, and improve internal operations
through analytics provides a strong backbone for continuous improvement and sustainable

innovation.

A standout innovation frequently mentioned in the interviews was Pathao’s Al-powered route
optimization system. Interviewee 2 (Operations Manager) explained, “Al suggests to our riders
the most efficient, quickest route. Not only is that good for the business—it cuts fuel

consumption, emissions, and keeps our expenses minimal.”

This system exemplifies dual-value creation, a concept found in the literature on Business Model
Innovation. It enhances the quality of customer satisfaction and services through quicker delivery
times and is beneficial for sustainability with less emission of carbon, operational waste. The
implementation of Al-based logistics solutions showcases how Pathao is using advanced

technology not merely for efficiency but also as a driver of environmental impact reduction.

Beyond backend logistics, Pathao’s customer-facing platforms—especially its mobile app—serve as
a critical channel for sustainability engagement. Interviewee 3 (Marketing Lead) noted, “Our pri-
mary channel of influence is the app. It enables us to communicate green initiatives, promote

green behavior, and obtain instant feedback for new sustainability features.”

This observation illustrates how online instruments are being leveraged for interactive
sustainability communication. The customers are not passively receiving but are actively engaged
in the sustainability system. Green ride alternatives, eco-badges, and reward points in the event of
frequent usage of electric vehicle rides facilitate behavior change and encourage customers to

support Pathao's greater cause.

Pathao also automated its financial processes to enable sustainability efforts' ROl tracking and
accountability. Interviewee 4 (Financial Analyst) added, “Where we invest in a product such
as electric cars or server efficiency, we are able to digitally observe savings in the long run.

This helps us to support further investment in sustainability.”

This is an emerging practice of evidence-based justification of sustainability management. This is
through electronic infrastructure that companies are able to quantify green projects and report

performance to internal as well as external stakeholders like investors, consumers, and regulators.
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It is notable in startups, where allocation of resources is highly justifiable and investments are

long-term and scrutinized.

Secondly, Pathao's digital marketing has played a key role in solidifying the brand image of Pathao

as a sustainable and cutting-edge tech business. Interviewee 3 explained further,

“We use SEO, social media, and mobile-based marketing to inform and attract our audience.
Our sustainability message is now fully integrated into our brand identity—and especially with

our younger customers.”

This branding strategy is consistent with digital sustainability branding literature, whereby
companies apply digital sources to advertise openness, instruct users, and create cultures around
common values. Pathao’s use of interactive digital content, customer testimonials, and impact
reports enables the company to forge deeper relationships with eco-conscious consumers and

differentiate itself from competitors.

However, while digital transformation has enabled substantial progress, the interviews also

revealed important limitations. Interviewee 5 (CSR Manager) pointed out:

“Digital tools are only as good as the data and the people using them. In Bangladesh, tech literacy

varies a lot. Sometimes our riders or users do not fully benefit because they are not comfortable

with all the features.”

This cautionary note highlights the persistent digital divide in emerging markets. While Pathao has
made significant strides in digital innovation, its impact is partially limited by digital literacy and
access disparities. Riders, drivers, and customers in rural or underserved areas may struggle to
adopt or fully utilize the platform’s advanced features. This reinforces the need for inclusive design

and capacity-building initiatives, such as digital user training and simplified interfaces for low-tech

environments.
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Figure 4. Role of digital transformation in scaling sustainable startup operations. OpenAl. (2025).

Figure 4 shows how technology helps startups like Pathao balance growth with sustainability. This
infographic displays a core hub symbolizing 'sustainable operations', surrounded by the key
enabling components: Al, data analytics, cloud computing, and digital platforms. These tools
appear in the form of enhancing operational efficiency (e.g., route optimization, resource
management), data-driven decision making, improving internal teamwork, and customer
participative relationship management through transparency and sustainability tracking features.
The diagram emphasizes that digital transformation is not only an enabler of innovation, but it also
drives agility and integrated collaboration, which strengthens burn rate management and flexible

multi-silo collaboration needed for startups in constantly evolving markets.

The ethical sacrifice of data was an underlying issue which did not receive much attention from
the interviewees. With the ongoing advancement of their digital systems, companies like Pathao
will have to develop strong data governance policies to prevent user data abuse and privacy
violations, particularly concerning sensitive behavioral and location information, for data

governance policies may lead to data misuse frameworks.

Pathao transforming digitally has achieved great strides in both growth and self-sustained
operational effectiveness. The firm has integrated sustainability within its digital infrastructure,

enabled by Al-powered logistics, interactive mobile participation, digitalized finance surveillance,
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and strategic digital branding. These initiatives bolstered the overarching argument of the thesis
that, through purposeful integration, technologies in their essence, digitally, operationally, and
strategically, should not only function as tools but rather be used to nurture a sustainable business

model.

At the same time, in order to realize the expected benefits, startups are advised to work on gaps in
inclusion, the ethics of data usage, and the development of capabilities offered by emerging
technologies. Pathao’s case illustrates both the possibilities and limitations of digital sustainability
in an emerging market context, providing valuable lessons for startups seeking to scale sustainably

in similar environments.

4.5 Ecosystem Strategies and External Partnerships

While internal innovation and collaboration form the foundation of Pathao’s sustainability efforts,
the company’s ability to sustain and scale these efforts also depends heavily on its interactions
with the broader ecosystem. This includes collaborations with suppliers, technology partners,
government agencies, NGOs, local businesses, and even its customer base. In the context of a
developing economy like Bangladesh, where infrastructural deficits and policy instability are

common, these partnerships are not simply beneficial but essential.

Interviewee 1 (Senior Executive, Business Development) expressed this need clearly, “We can’t
build sustainable growth in isolation. From EV vendors to city transport authorities, we must work

with others who influence our system.”

This perspective aligns closely with the concept of ecosystem orchestration (Parida et al., 2021),
which holds that sustainable startups must cultivate and coordinate value across a network of
interdependent actors. For Pathao, these external stakeholders are not peripheral—they are

central to the execution of its sustainability strategy.

One of the most frequently cited examples of ecosystem engagement was Pathao’s collaboration
with electric vehicle (EV) suppliers. Interviewee 2 (Operations Manager) shared, “We’re not manu-
facturing EVs—we rely on external vendors. Our job is to make sure we are collaborating with sup-

pliers who can offer quality, affordable, and sustainable solutions.”
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This reflects a form of supply-side sustainability integration, where Pathao actively selects partners
whose values and practices align with its sustainability goals. These collaborations not only help
reduce emissions and fuel costs but also distribute the burden and benefits of sustainability
investments—an embodiment of shared value creation. Suppliers gain new business opportunities

while Pathao improves its environmental performance.

Interviewees also discussed government partnerships, though often with a degree of frustration.
Regulatory support is critical for implementing larger sustainability infrastructure, but engagement

with the public sector has been inconsistent. Interviewee 4 (Financial Analyst) included:

“We've attempted to get local governments on board for EV infrastructure or regulation of ride-
sharing. At times, we're making headway, but the policy landscape is volatile. It's difficult to con-

struct anything in the long term.”

This brings attention to the critical obstacle in emerging markets - institutional uncertainty. Even in
the case that startups are cosiderate, policy changes, inconsistent implementation, and
bureaucratic sluggishness can undermine foresighted planning. This problem is also discussed in
the context of the regulatory voids within developing economies (Goyal et al., 2021). The authors
describe how entrepreneurs often have to fill gaps created by inadequately designed regulation

asjeeitsivate action.

With all these hurdles, Pathao has managed to strengthen partnerships with NGOs and other local
organizations, especifically considering the CSR and the community impact initiatives. Interviewee

5 (CSR Manager) described:

“When we partner with green brands or NGOs, our reputation is boosted. We are seen by users

as not just a company but as part of the solution. It creates loyalty.”

“Our CSR team works very closely with our NGOs on road safety initiatives, computer literacy, and
even on environmental clean-up drives. These partnerships enhance our credibility and take our

social influence beyond profit.”

These efforts help achieve social sustainability, which falls under the “people” and “planet”

components of the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework. In addition, they offer reputational
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advantages, constructing Pathao’s legitimacy and social capital, prized resources in developing

economies with scant trust in private businesses.

Ecosystem partnerships also have strategic value for brand equity. Interviewee 3 (Marketing Lead)

shared the branding advantages:

This insight is consistent with the research on sustainability branding and stakeholder reputation,
which posits that consumers tend to support companies with such a proven ethical record as
undertaking socially responsible activities. Those are Pathao’s marketed goals, and along with

these partnerships, the narrative the marketing team seeks to build is a distinguishing one.

What | found surprising is that the ecosystem goes beyond institutional partners to also include
customers, whom the company’s sustainability policy increasingly relies on. As noted by
Interviewee 2, “Users now expect companies to be responsible. If we’re not showing progress on

sustainability, they will call us out. We get feedback on our carbon impact almost weekly.”

This reflects a broader trend of consumer co-creation in sustainability, where customers actively
influence the direction of corporate behavior. The feedback loop created by app ratings, reviews,
and direct messaging fosters a level of transparency and accountability that reinforces Pathao’s

commitment to improvement.

Moreover, Pathao’s interactions with customers are not merely reactive. Interviewee 3 explained
how digital tools are used to involve users proactively, “We include sustainability metrics in the
app. Users can see the impact of choosing electric rides or making eco-friendly decisions. It is not

just data—it’s empowerment.”

By integrating these metrics into the customer interface, Pathao enables its users to become co-
participants in sustainability. This supports the literature on interactive sustainability platforms,

which promote awareness, education, and behavioral change through user engagement.

In addition to customers and NGOs, Pathao collaborates with technology providers to pilot and
scale digital innovations related to sustainability. These include data analytics platforms, fintech
partners, and mobility tech firms. Although not all partnerships were mentioned by name, several
interviewees confirmed that third-party collaborations are instrumental in upgrading the

company's tech stack while remaining resource-efficient.
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Despite the promise of these ecosystem strategies, there remain critical limitations. Several
interviewees pointed to the lack of alignment between internal goals and external capabilities.
Interviewee 1 mentioned, “Sometimes we move faster than our partners. We have to go slow be-

cause not everyone’s on the same page—especially government or older institutions.”

Dissimilarities along these lines have the potential to limit scalability from otherwise competent
pilots. As measures to neutralize such risks, Pathao is exploring long-term memorandums of
understanding and more formal arrangements to define responsibility and continuity along

partner networks.

Pathao's external partnerships are not on the fringe of business—they are at the forefront of its
long-term sustainable growth. From sustainable material sourcing and policy influencing to value
co-creation with NGOs and engagement with customers, these partnerships go further, are more
robust, and act more responsibly. The study discovers that collaboration in ecosystems enables

startups to scale up sustainability measures that cannot be done alone.

But this strategy is not without its difficulties. Regulation volatility, capacity mismatches, and
shifting stakeholder expectations are ongoing challenges and must be negotiated and reconciled.
And yet, Pathao's experience demonstrates that active, inclusive, and strategic engagement with
ecosystems can be a high-leverage facilitator of sustainable development in low-resource

environments.

4.6 Operationalizing Sustainable Growth: Pathao’s Strategic Response to Startup
Challenges

This research, based on five indepth interviews of Pathao's significant stakeholders, paints the
image of an extensively integrated and dynamic strategy of sustainable growth. These insights

collectively respond to the central research question:

How can startups achieve rapid growth while ensuring long-term sustainability regarding

environmental, social, and economic impact?

To answer this, the study identifies five interdependent themes that together form Pathao’s
Integrated Sustainable Growth Framework. Each theme reflects a core capability or strategic

response observed in the company’s operations and innovation processes.
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Figure 5. Pathao's Integrated Sustainable Growth Framework. OpenAl. 2025.

This diagram visualizes the five interconnected pillars through which Pathao drives sustainable
growth: innovation, digital transformation, cross-department collaboration, ecosystem partner-

ships, and responses to financial and technological barriers.

Key Themes and Contributions

To deepen understanding of how sustainability is operationalized at Pathao, the following table
synthesizes key themes identified through stakeholder interviews and maps them directly to stra-
tegic business contributions. This thematic mapping illustrates how sustainability is not treated as
a peripheral initiative but as an integrated component of the startup’s value creation process.
Each topic reflects a clear link between ecological or social activity and measurable strategic result,
presenting actionable insights to other startups who are experiencing identical growth-sustainabil-

ity challenges.
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Table 5. Mapping Pathao’s Sustainable Innovation Strategies to Business Outcomes.

Theme

Core Insight

Strategic Contribution

Sustainability-
Driven Innova-

tion

Pathao integrates Al, route optimization,
and EVs into its business to reduce costs

and environmental impact.

Enables eco-efficiency, technological
competitiveness, and brand differen-

tiation.

Financial and
Technological

Barriers

High upfront costs, limited funding, and
infrastructure gaps constrain the pace of

green innovation.

Reveals the importance of phased
innovation, lean investment models,

and adaptive financing.

Cross-Depart-
mental Collabo-

ration

Sustainability initiatives require active co-
operation among operations, finance,

marketing, and CSR.

Promotes internal alignment and
shared ownership of goals across de-

partments.

Digital Transfor-

Al, data analytics, and mobile tools are

used to drive growth while monitoring

Enhances performance tracking, op-

erational efficiency, and user en-

Strategies &

Partnerships

mation and optimizing environmental perfor-
gagement around sustainability.
mance.
Ecosystem Pathao leverages partnerships with suppli-||Strengthens resource access, co-cre-

ers, NGOs, and public institutions to ex-

pand its sustainability efforts.

ation of solutions, and community

impact.

This table answers the thesis question—What sustainable growth strategies are effective for

startups globally?"—by mapping Pathao's sustainability efforts directly with some of its important

business outcomes. It vindicates the fact that the sustainable growth of startups, with the example

of Pathao, is based on embracing technology, collaborative strategic work, and ecosystem engage-

ment. Each of the topics in the table, e.e, Al-enabling innovation, internal collaboration, and part-

nerships, demonstrates how sustainability is being worked out both in terms of its environmental

impact as well as company performance. Such findings indicate that startups can sustainably scale

up by incorporating sustainability into their core strategy, acquiring departments' unity of purpose

by getting them onto the same goal, overcoming limitations of resources via phased innovation,
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and leveraging electronic tools to measure and amplify progress. Lastly, the table verifies that sus-
tainable strategies are both feasible and advantageous for startups with constraints in resources

and high growth rates, thus fulfilling the thesis question through empirical knowledge.

5 Conclusion and Discussion

5.1 Pathways to Sustainable Growth for Startups

This study aimed to answer the research question: How can startups grow rapidly while ensuring
long-term viability with respect to environmental, social, and economic impact? By using data
gathered through interviews with Pathao's stakeholders, three operational enablers became evi-
dent. The first is sustainability-focused innovation. Pathao uses electric vehicles (EVs) and artificial
intelligence (Al) for route optimization and eco-efficient logistics technologies to reduce emissions
and costs, while adhering to the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) principle of profit, planet, and people
products model (Elkington, 1997). The second is digital transformation and the digital capabilities
of the firm that raise the ability to scale sustainably. Pathao uses digital tools like mobile apps,
real-time data analysis, and ubiquitous cloud services to improve engagement with users, monitor
emissions, and optimize emissions and operations, thus aligning with Bharadwaj et al. (2013), who
confirmed the role of digital infrastructure in enhancing strategic agility. The third is sustainability
through incremental implementation and learning. Pathao often runs green initiatives in con-
trolled pilot mode prior to larger market rollout, essentially implementing a lean innovation strat-
egy modeled in terms of the Dynamic Capabilities Theory (Teece, 2007), which emphasized adapt-

ability in dynamic situations.

The findings not only identified new knowledge on technology and innovation but also the organi-
zational and ecosystem level dynamics that underpin the ability of startups to manage the dual ob-
jectives of speed and sustainability. First, cross-departmental collaboration emerged as a key suc-
cess factor. Sustainability is embedded across finance, operations, marketing, and CSR units,
fostering shared ownership, goal alignment, and integrated execution. This collaborative model
aligns with systems thinking and strengthens resilience. Second, strategic partnerships and ecosys-
tem engagement were found to be indispensable. Pathao actively collaborates with NGOs, suppli-
ers, and public institutions to share resources, co-develop solutions, and scale sustainable prac-

tices—illustrating the Resource-Based View (RBV) (Barney, 1991), where networks and
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relationships are critical assets. Third, managing the tension between growth and sustainability is
a recurring theme. Pathao adopts a “smart scaling” approach by embedding environmental and
social considerations into its core business decisions, reflecting a strategic balance between long-
term vision and short-term performance. This suggests that startups can grow responsibly by inte-

grating sustainability into their DNA—not as a trade-off, but as a competitive advantage.

5.2 Managerial Implications for Startups Pursuing Sustainable Growth

The case study of Pathao offers valuable managerial insights into how startups can successfully in-
tegrate sustainability into their core business strategies and operations. Pathao has exemplified
how embedding sustainability into its decision-making processes and across its operations can
lead to not just environmental performance, but operational efficiency, customer loyalty, and ulti-
mately long-term growth. Pathao debunks the idea that sustainability is something companies
need to wait until they are large and established to pursue, or that it is an added burden for start-
ups working within resource-constrained contexts. Pathao shows that start-ups can transact sus-
tainability and use it as a differentiator in a competitive marketplace, even in resource-constrained
contexts. This section outlines a bigger picture view applicable to every manager aspiring to de-
velop sustainable practices and long-term value while navigating the challenges of growth and in-
novation. We will discuss three important managerial implications from the Pathao case that build
upon initial research questions: integrating sustainability into business strategy, implementing
lean and piloting innovation towards sustainability, and realizing that collaboration internally and
ecosystem partnerships can provide sustainability scaling. Each implication offers a series of ac-
tionable recommendations for managers to follow through on creating long-term value and sus-

tainable practices.

5.2.1 Integrating Sustainability into Core Business Strategy

The Pathao case study shows how incorporating sustainability into the fabric of the business
model can yield real dividends in efficiency, customer trust, and longer-term viability. Rather than
applying environmental responsibility as a secondary CSR intervention, Pathao embedded sustain-
ability within its operational decision-making, particularly through route efficiency and pilot-scale
testing of EVs. These efforts led to both a measurable reduction in fuel consumption and an im-

provement in delivery efficiency, directly supporting profitability. This approach aligns with Elking-
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ton’s (1997) triple bottom line framework, which advocates for balancing economic, environmen-
tal, and social outcomes to drive sustainable success. For managers, this suggests that embedding
sustainability into core strategic thinking is not only ethically responsible but also economically ra-

tional.

Startups typically operate under high uncertainty and resource constraints, making it tempting to
postpone sustainability considerations until after initial growth stages. However, the evidence
from Pathao contradicts this tendency, demonstrating that early adoption of sustainable practices
can lead to enhanced operational performance and differentiation in competitive markets. Moreo-
ver, environmentally-conscious strategies, such as eco-routing, support cost reduction while simul-
taneously improving the customer experience—an essential aspect in logistics and mobility ser-

vices.

Another strategic implication concerns brand reputation. As revealed in the results chapter,
Pathao’s sustainability efforts contributed to a positive public image and increased trust among
urban consumers, especially younger users who are more environmentally aware. This reinforces
findings from past studies indicating that sustainability practices can serve as a form of reputa-
tional capital (Porter & Kramer, 2011). Managers should take note: adopting environmentally and
socially responsible models early in a startup’s life cycle can contribute significantly to brand build-
ing and stakeholder engagement. When sustainability is woven into the value proposition and not

treated as an afterthought, it becomes a key driver of long-term growth and resilience.

5.2.2 Applying Lean, Pilot-Based Innovation to Sustainable Practices

One of the key managerial insights from Pathao's experience is the success of lean startup tactics
in providing sustainability. Pathao's choice of rolling out sustainability-oriented innovations such
as electric vehicles and intelligent route optimization through pilot stages before expanding it is a
cost-effective and learning-based strategy. As discussed in the chapter on results, pilot projects
enabled the company to extract operational data, conduct feasibility tests, and incorporate vital
tweaks without committing vast quantities of financial capital upfront. This process aligns with
Blank's (2013) lean startup mentality, which is centered on iterative experimentation, validated

learning, and quick adaptation as fundamental to startup growth strategies.
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For start-up managers, this approach provides a realistic framework for incorporating sustainabil-
ity that balances innovation with financial prudence. Rather than launching complete-scale green
initiatives that can strain available resources or encounter unforeseen problems, pilot-based im-
plementation makes it possible to experiment in real-world operating settings. For Pathao's exam-
ple, testing EVs within high-density areas where there existed long-standing logistical issues al-
lowed the firm to gain insight into infrastructure limitations, availability of charging points, and

consumer feedback before expanding.

Besides, these pilots created a culture of experimentation, intra-organizational learning, and ongo-
ing improvement, drivers which are critical to rapidly evolving markets. Lean also reduced risks to
new technologies and allowed Pathao to make evidence-based decisions. For example, emission
monitoring software and user feedback data collected in the pilot were utilized to calibrate the

company's broader sustainability strategy.

This experience demonstrates that pilot-based innovation is not only an expense-saving initiative
but a strategy enabler for sustainable expansion. It can create agility and responsiveness while en-
suring that investment in sustainability is connected to real needs and readiness in the market.
Managers can implement this model to create capacity incrementally, de-risk the innovation pipe-

line, and guarantee that sustainability initiatives are yielding impact and performance.

5.2.3 Fostering Internal Collaboration and External Ecosystem Partnerships

A second major managerial lesson of the case study is the importance of organizational alignment
and collaboration within an ecosystem in driving sustainability goals. Pathao's ability to mobilize
cross-functional teams that cut across the spectrum from logistics to finance and marketing ena-
bled a more integrated and embedded sustainability strategy. As brought out in the results chap-
ter, these in-house partnerships enabled quicker decision-making, smoother project execution,
and a more passionate cultural commitment towards environmental goals. This concurs with the
reports of Epstein and Buhovac (2014), which argue that organizational integration is the main de-

terminant of sustainability implementation.

Managers must encourage shared cross-departmental ownership of sustainability objectives

through shared key performance indicators (KPIs) as well as open channels of communication.
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Pathao's experience is that if sustainability is not departmental but shared, it gets ingrained in eve-
ryday activities better. In startups, where flexibility and coordination are essential, collaboration

and silo-busting are required to sustain green innovations in the long term.

Externally, Pathao's strategic partnerships also helped overcome infrastructure limitations and
knowledge gaps. Technical competence, access, sources of funding, and regulatory support came
through partnerships with NGOs, universities, and government organizations. This illustrates Ad-
ner's (2017) ecosystem approach, where organizational success relies on the ability to effectively
partner with actors in the broader innovation ecosystem. In practice, these partnerships allowed
Pathao to accelerate pilot implementation, reduce project costs, and increase credibility with con-

sumers and regulators.

The case thus points to the fact that sustainability is a network as opposed to an isolated effort.
Managers should actively seek out stakeholders—whether public, private, or civic—who can co-
create value and expand the firm’s impact capacity. In emerging markets where institutional sup-
port is growing, leveraging external collaborations is not only beneficial but increasingly necessary

for scalable and effective sustainability initiatives.

5.3 Theoretical Reflections on Pathao’s Sustainable Growth Path

The findings from the Pathao case study align with and expand upon several key themes in the lit-
erature on sustainable growth strategies for startups. First, the integration of sustainability into
core operations supports Elkington’s (1997) triple bottom line framework, which argues that suc-
cessful businesses balance economic, environmental, and social objectives. Pathao’s strategic fo-
cus on eco-efficiency—demonstrated by route optimization and early-stage adoption of electric
vehicles (EVs)—illustrates how sustainability can be positioned not merely as an ethical responsi-
bility but as a source of competitive advantage. This is consistent with findings from Porter and
Kramer (2011), who emphasize that creating shared value can simultaneously improve business

performance and generate societal benefits.

Additionally, Pathao's early adoption of eco-friendly practices and their alignment within the com-
pany reflect the increasingly abundant literature promoting "sustainability-by-design" philosophies

in start-up formation (Bocken et al., 2014). Instead of retrofits to go green following expansion,
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Pathao actually integrated these early on in the business model. This differs from more conven-
tional notions that place sustainability as a distal goal available only upon eventual financial secu-
rity (Hall et al., 2010). Results point to the possibility that in emergent markets like Bangladesh,
adopting sustainability from an early stage may produce a form of market differentiation and legit-
imacy all its own and support claims made by Cohen and Winn (2007) about resource constraints

and environmental conditions fueling innovation and new venture possibility.

A further area of alignment with ongoing research is Pathao's pilot-based innovation strategy in
implementing sustainability practices. The method is analogous to Blank's (2013) lean startup prin-
ciple, whereby frequent testing and experimentation reduce risk and allow continuous learning.
Pathao's step-by-step introduction of environmentally friendly logistics practices confirms the real-
ity that startups can start to go out there and innovate as long as they prioritize experimentation
and data-driven decision-making. This is in line with Ries' (2011) perspective that pilot implemen-
tation learning is essential for survival and growth in uncertain startup contexts. It also affirms re-
cent empirical research (Fichter & Tiemann, 2020) that green startups are likely to leverage lean

experimenting to further refine sustainability-driven value propositions before scaling.

Pathao's sustainability cross-function integration also demonstrates more recent research on in-
ternal organizational alignment. Epstein and Buhovac (2014) have also noted that successful sus-
tainability programs require departmental alignment and leadership endorsement. Pathao's ability
to involve finance, operations, marketing, and CSR in collective sustainability efforts gives weight
to the argument that silo-based strategies are ineffective. The alignment within the company ap-
peared to have facilitated faster adoption of green practices and improved monitoring of out-
comes. This finding provides additional empirical evidence for the thesis that sustainable innova-
tion must be ingrained in organizational culture and governance systems, as opposed to being a

standalone function.

Externally, Pathao's partnerships with NGOs, government agencies, and universities are consistent
with Adner (2017) ecosystem theory in the sense that innovation, particularly sustainability, re-
quires partnerships outside the company. The case shows the extent to which ecosystem engage-
ment could replace shortcomings in in-house capability, legitimize, and accelerate adoption. This is
in line with research by Liideke-Freund et al. (2018), who argue that startups that have access to

broader networks of stakeholders are in a better position to upscale sustainability innovations.
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Pathao's case develops this idea further by showing how ecosystem partners also enable startups

to overcome infrastructural and regulatory issues, particularly in emerging economies.

However, there are a few inconsistencies with respect to the earlier literature. While much of the
literature discusses the long gestation periods and costs for sustainability transitions (Geels, 2011),
Pathao's experience demonstrates that transitions can be implemented quickly with the appropri-
ate use of digital platforms and data. This suggests that in the right method, technology-enabled
start-ups can accelerate their sustainability adoption timelines if they incorporate analytics and
agile practices. While literature generally concentrates on policy as a major facilitator or barrier to
sustainability (Kivimaa & Kern, 2016), Pathao's relative level of autonomy suggests that start-ups
can take a proactive role in sustainability without corresponding policy instruments and incen-
tives—though Pathao did establish partnerships with public institutions, albeit an ancillary support

role.

In summary, the case study findings largely reinforce existing academic perspectives on sustaina-
ble startup growth while offering novel insights into how digital mobility platforms in emerging
markets can operationalize these principles. Pathao’s trajectory demonstrates that when startups
embed sustainability into strategy, apply lean methods, and engage both internal teams and exter-
nal stakeholders, they can overcome typical resource constraints and institutional gaps. These
findings contribute to the ongoing refinement of sustainability theory in the context of rapidly

scaling startups, particularly within developing country ecosystems.

5.4 Limitations of the Research

While the research provides significant insights into the sustainable growth strategies of Pathao,
several limitations must be acknowledged, which may affect the generalizability and depth of the
conclusions. These limitations provide context for interpreting the study’s findings and suggest ar-

eas for further research.

1. Limited Generalizability

One of the primary limitations of this study is its reliance on a single case study—Pathao, a digital
mobility startup operating within the specific context of Bangladesh. While the detailed analysis of

Pathao provides valuable insights, the findings may not be universally applicable to all startups,
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particularly those in different industries or regions. Each startup operates in a unique socio-eco-
nomic and cultural context, which influences its sustainability strategies and growth trajectories.
The market maturity in Bangladesh, with its evolving infrastructure, regulatory challenges, and so-
cial norms, may differ significantly from that of more developed markets. Consequently, the con-
clusions drawn from this study may not be applicable to startups in more stable economies or in-
dustries unrelated to mobility services. For example, a startup in the tech industry may face
different challenges and opportunities in integrating sustainability practices compared to a logis-
tics-focused startup like Pathao. Future research could expand this study by exploring multiple
case studies across different industries or geographical locations to determine whether the find-
ings are generalizable or specific to Pathao’s context (Yin, 2018). This approach would provide

more robust insights into how startups globally can implement sustainable growth strategies.

2. Data Availability and Reliability

The second shortcoming of the study is that it is based on publicly disclosed data and interviews of
Pathao's senior officials. Although such data provided some interesting qualitative observations,
the study was plagued by limited availability and disclosure of some important data, namely, fi-
nancial performance data and more detailed operational data. For instance, although Pathao un-
covered valuable information about its sustainability practices, internal financial reports, long-
term performance metrics, and confidential data on the impact of such practices on profitability as
well as market growth were restricted. This limitation does not enable a stronger investigation of
the direct financial impact of sustainability practices, which is a critical field to understand the
overall value of such efforts for startups. Financial metrics such as return on investment (ROI) and
cost savings due to sustainability programs would provide more information on the economic ben-
efit of embracing sustainability in business models. Absence of these numbers of limits making
conclusive conclusions about Pathao's financial sustainability in embracing green practices. Subse-
guent research can surpass this limitation by adopting a more diverse set of data sources, such as
financial reports, customer activity data, or comparative analysis of similar firms, to assess the ma-
terial impacts of sustainability efforts (Eisenhardt, 1989). This will increase the analysis and deliver

a full picture of the economic impact of sustainability.

3. Subjectivity in Qualitative Data Analysis
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This study relied primarily on Pathao's management team interview, qualitative data, and second-
ary data in the form of company reports, press releases, and industry publications. While qualita-
tive research provides rich insights into the company's experience and strategy, it has the inherent
drawback of subjectivity in interpreting data. Despite efforts to maintain the validity and reliability
of the analysis, e.g., through systematic coding and data source triangulation, there remains a pos-
sibility that researcher bias influences qualitative data interpretation. The interviewees' percep-
tions, although insightful, will contain some organizational bias since they were directly involved in
Pathao's sustainability efforts. Secondly, qualitative work can be undermined by the subject
knowledge of the researcher, having an unconscious bearing on what findings are drawn from it.
As a counteract to this pitfall, follow-up research can employ a mixed-methods study with qualita-
tive research and quantitative data in the guise of surveys, financial data, or market analysis. This
would help in triangulating the findings and enabling a more balanced and objective study of the
efficiency of sustainability initiatives (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Quantitative data analysis
would also enable a more robust analysis of the correlation between sustainability activities and

business performance.

4. Limited Exploration of External Factors

While this research focused on the internal approaches of Pathao in following sustainable growth
strategies, it did not scrutinize the external environment that would have influenced these strate-
gies. Government policy, market competition, economic climate, and social trends are some of the
major determinants that form the environment for sustainability for startups. For example, poli-
cies and incentives offered by the government to promote sustainable transport within the mobil-
ity industry may have affected Pathao's decisions regarding the adoption of electric vehicles and
route optimization. Similarly, competitive pressure from other mobility firms or the introduction of
green technology may have affected the way Pathao approaches sustainability. Whereas the inter-
nal strategies of Pathao were analyzed in depth, the possible role of external stakeholders, such as
regulators, industry associations, and consumers, was not explored properly. These external fac-
tors are often critical in determining the success or failure of sustainability initiatives, as startups
typically operate in dynamic and interconnected environments. Future research could address this
limitation by incorporating an external analysis of the regulatory, economic, and competitive land-
scape in which Pathao operates. A broader perspective would provide a more holistic view of the
factors influencing sustainability strategies, including how startups navigate external pressures

and opportunities (Kivimaa & Kern, 2016). Additionally, understanding how policy incentives or
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market shifts impact sustainable innovation would contribute to the development of more effec-

tive frameworks for startup sustainability.

5.5 Recommendations for Future Research

Based on the research results and findings, there are some future study directions evident. These
recommendations are provided to further develop an understanding of sustainable growth strate-

gies in startups and add to theoretical development and applied knowledge.

1. Comparative Cross-Industry and Cross-Geographical Case Studies

Given that this study focused on Pathao, a single case within the digital mobility industry in Bang-
ladesh, future research could explore comparative case studies across different industries and ge-
ographical regions. While the results from Pathao offer valuable insights, the sustainability chal-
lenges and solutions implemented in other sectors, such as tech, manufacturing, or consumer
goods, might differ significantly. A cross-industry comparison would help determine whether the
strategies observed at Pathao are unique to the digital mobility sector or applicable to a broader
range of startups. Additionally, examining startups in different geographical contexts—particularly
in developed economies or emerging markets with differing infrastructure and regulatory environ-
ments—would offer insights into the adaptability of sustainable growth practices. Cross-geogra-
phy research can also indicate the manner in which regional indicators like government policies,
market demand, and environmental concerns influence the formation of sustainable strategies.
Such a comparative study can facilitate stronger generalizability and identify industry-level or re-

gion-level trends for startup sustainability (Yin, 2018).

2. Longitudinal Studies on the Impact of Sustainability Campaigns

Although this study provided valuable and important insights into the current sustainability prac-
tices of Pathao, it did not examine the longer-term impacts of such practices on business perfor-
mance and growth. Longitudinal studies following startups over time would allow researchers to
understand the extent to which sustainability practices affect company profitability, market share,
and overall growth. Longitudinal studies could shed light on whether the original effects or bene-
fits of sustainability (e.g., cost savings or enhanced brand reputation) eventually become longer-

lasting competitive advantages. In addition, longitudinal methods could highlight some of the un-



74

intended consequences of sustainability practices in business that could have added costs or chal-
lenges when trying to scale up. By examining long-term implications, future literature could exam-
ine trade-offs and benefits regarding sustainable businesses over longer periods (Bocken et al.,

2014).

3. Exploration of External Factors and Ecosystem Dynamics

Future research should further explore external drivers of sustainable startup growth. While this
study focused primarily on Pathao's internal strategy, drivers such as government policy, market
forces, consumer attitudes, and sector trends have a huge impact on a startup's strategy towards
sustainability. Research can explore how policy incentives, regulatory policies, and public-private
partnerships influence sustainable practices among startups. Additionally, the role of ecosystem
forces, such as partnerships with research institutions, suppliers, and NGOs, in driving innovation
and sustainability must be investigated. Understanding how outside stakeholders promote or un-
dermine the path of a startup toward sustainability would inform the broader sustainability land-
scape. Rework on the dynamics of ecosystems can also consider the manner in which startups nav-
igate collaborations with large enterprises, governments, and community organizations to achieve

scalable and effective sustainability outcomes (Adner, 2017).

4. Examining the Role of Digital Tools and Data Analytics

The findings of this study underscore the importance of evidence-based decision-making for the
establishment of sustainability practices. Future research could explore digital solutions, analytics,
and Al usage to propel sustainability practices within startups. For instance, Al, machine learning,
or big data analytics could be utilized by startups in various industries to make processes more ef-
ficient, reduce emissions, or maximize the allocation of resources. Research could take into ac-
count how startups implement these technologies to make indicators of sustainability more scala-
ble and accurate, and the challenges that they face in utilizing such technologies. A deep dive into
the digital transformation of sustainability practices could provide insights into how tech-driven
solutions can complement traditional green initiatives and accelerate the path to sustainable

growth.
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5. Examining Financial Metrics and ROI of Sustainability Initiatives

Finally, future studies could focus on the financial metrics and return on investment (ROI) associ-
ated with sustainability initiatives in startups. As demonstrated in this study, while qualitative data
on the implementation of sustainability practices was readily available, quantitative data such as
financial performance indicators was limited. Exploring the financial returns on sustainability in-
vestments—such as cost savings from energy-efficient technologies, increased customer loyalty,
and improved brand equity—would provide valuable insights for managers and investors. Under-
standing the ROI of sustainability initiatives is crucial for convincing stakeholders to commit to
long-term investments in green practices. Future research could involve financial modeling or case
studies that track the economic outcomes of sustainability practices, thereby filling an important

gap in the literature on the financial viability of sustainable growth strategies for startups.

In conclusion, the recommendations for future research outlined above will enhance the academic
understanding of how startups can successfully integrate sustainability into their growth strate-
gies. These areas of research will not only provide deeper theoretical insights but also offer practi-
cal guidance for managers seeking to create value through sustainability. Future studies that ex-
tend the scope of this research and address the identified limitations will contribute to a more

comprehensive framework for sustainable startup growth.
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Ques-
tion No.

Question

Response

Notes/Follow-up

Canyou introduce yourself
and your role at Pathao?

How many years has Pathao
been operating?

[JLess than 1 year (1 1-3 years (14~
6 years [1 More than 6 years

What were the key motiva-
tions behind launching
Pathao?

What are the core services of-
fered by Pathao?

[ Ride-sharing (I Food delivery (1 E-
commerce logistics [ Digital pay-
ments [ Other (please specify)

What has been Pathao's pri-
mary strategy for sustainable
growth?

How has Pathao adapted its
business model to compete
with global and local compet-
itors (e.g., Uber, Shohoz)?

What role does innovation
play in Pathao’s business
model?

How did Pathao secure its ini-
tial funding, and what funding
strategies have helped en-
sure sustainability?

[ Bootstrapped [1 Angel investors [J
Venture capital ( Government
grants [] Other (please specify)

What challenges has Pathao
faced in securing investment
or financial sustainability?

10

How does Pathao manage
operational costs while main-
taining growth?

11

What strategies have been ef-
fective in acquiring and re-
taining customers?

12

Has Pathao expanded to in-
ternational markets? If yes,
what challenges did it face?

[1Yes I No (If yes, please specify
challenges)
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What has been the most suc-
cessful marketing and brand-
ing strategy for Pathao?
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14

How does Pathao measure
the success of its market ex-
pansion efforts?

15

What technological innova-
tions has Pathao imple-
mented to scale its opera-
tions?

16

Has Pathao adopted Al, auto-
mation, or data-driven deci-
sion-making processes?

OYes ONo (Ifyes, please elaborate)

17

How does Pathao leverage
digital tools for operational
efficiency?

18

What are the biggest chal-
lenges in hiring and retaining
talent for sustainable growth?

19

How does Pathao maintain a
strong company culture to
support long-term success?

20

What external factors (e.g.,
regulations, economic shifts,
global crises) have signifi-
cantly impacted Pathao's
growth?

21

How has Pathao adapted to
economic downturns, fuel
price hikes, or regulatory
challenges?

22

Do you think government poli-
cies and the startup ecosys-
tem in Bangladesh support
sustainable startup growth?

OYes I No (If no, what improve-
ments would you suggest?)

23

What steps has Pathao taken
to ensure environmental sus-
tainability in its operations?

24

Has Pathao implemented any
CSR (Corporate Social Re-
sponsibility) initiatives? If yes,
what impact have they had?

[1Yes I No (If yes, please specify)
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What advice would you give
to early-stage startups aiming
for sustainable growth in a
competitive market?

25

Where do you see Pathao in

26 the next five years?

What key lessons has Pathao
learned fromits journey in
building a sustainable
startup?

27

Appendix 2. Interview Transcript

Interviewee 1: Senior Executive (Business Development)
Date: [15/04/2025]

Duration: 40 minutes

Role: Senior Executive at Pathao

Topic: Sustainable Growth Strategies, Business Development

Introduction

Interviewer:
Thank you for joining me today. To start, could you introduce yourself and tell us about your role
at Pathao?

Interviewee 1:

Sure, thank you for having me. I’'m [Name], and I’'ve been with Pathao for over six years now. | cur-
rently serve as a Senior Executive in the Business Development team. My role mainly revolves
around identifying new business opportunities, forming strategic partnerships, and exploring ways
for the company to diversify its revenue streams. | work closely with various teams to drive the
company’s expansion and sustainable growth strategies.

Interviewer:
That’s great! Could you tell me more about how Pathao started and what motivated the launch of
the company?

Interviewee 1:

Pathao was launched in 2015 with the idea of solving a very basic problem: inefficient transporta-
tion. At that time, Bangladesh lacked a reliable and affordable transportation system, and we
wanted to change that. We started as a ride-sharing platform, but over time, we saw potential to
expand into other services, like food delivery and logistics. Our motivation has always been to fill
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gaps in the local market, providing more convenience to people while also creating business op-
portunities.

Interviewer:
What were some of the key motivations behind expanding beyond ride-sharing into other ser-
vices?

Interviewee 1:

Great question. Initially, our focus was purely on the ride-sharing aspect. But as we gained more
customers and built brand recognition, we started to realize that diversifying into other areas
could mitigate risks and increase our market presence. For instance, food delivery services are a
natural extension of ride-sharing. We already had the delivery infrastructure in place, and it made
sense to offer food delivery as well. Similarly, expanding into e-commerce logistics was another
step toward creating a full-service platform. Diversification has allowed us to build more stable
revenue streams, especially when one service faces market fluctuations.

Sustainable Growth Strategy

Interviewer:
What would you say has been Pathao’s primary strategy for ensuring sustainable growth?

Interviewee 1:

Pathao’s growth strategy is based on two major pillars: diversification and innovation. Diversifica-
tion has been key to our success, as | mentioned before. We don’t want to depend on just one
stream of revenue. By introducing services like Pathao Food and Pathao E-commerce, we’ve been
able to capture more market share and expand into sectors with less competition. The second pil-
lar is innovation. We constantly look at new technologies to improve our services and customer
experience. For example, we’ve invested heavily in route optimization algorithms, Al, and machine
learning to streamline our logistics and ride-sharing operations. These innovations help us reduce
costs, improve efficiency, and scale faster.

Interviewer:
Can you explain a bit more about how technology, specifically Al, plays a role in your business
model?

Interviewee 1:

Sure! Al is embedded into our operations at several levels. One major application is in route opti-
mization for our ride-sharing service. We use Al to calculate the most efficient routes for our driv-
ers, which helps reduce fuel consumption and overall operational costs. Al also plays a role in our
food delivery service. By analyzing customer preferences and ordering patterns, we can predict
demand and optimize delivery schedules. Essentially, technology helps us make data-driven deci-
sions that improve service efficiency and customer satisfaction.
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Interviewer:
That’s fascinating! Now, Pathao has seen rapid growth. How have you managed to sustain this
growth in a highly competitive market?

Interviewee 1:

It’s been a combination of factors. First, we’ve been able to maintain a strong local presence. Un-
like global competitors like Uber, we understand the local market’s dynamics, needs, and prefer-
ences. We can adjust our services and operations to meet those needs quickly. Additionally, we
have a deep connection with our customers, which allows us to improve our offerings based on
real-time feedback. Our growth has also been sustained by our ability to innovate and diversify, as
| mentioned earlier. We have built a loyal customer base, and we continue to enhance our brand’s
value through new services, promotional strategies, and loyalty programs.

Challenges and Competition

Interviewer:
What would you say are the biggest challenges Pathao faces in maintaining its growth, especially
considering competition from companies like Uber and local startups like Shohoz?

Interviewee 1:

The competition is definitely fierce. Uber is a global player with deep pockets, and Shohoz is a
strong local competitor. One of the biggest challenges we face is maintaining differentiation. Many
of these competitors offer similar services, so the key for us is to remain agile and responsive to
market needs. Another challenge is scaling operations, especially in new cities or international
markets. Logistics and customer acquisition can be more difficult in those areas, and you have to
ensure that the infrastructure is ready to handle the growth. But as | mentioned earlier, our local
knowledge and ability to adapt quickly give us an edge. We keep a close eye on the market and
make decisions based on what’s best for our customers.

Interviewer:
What steps has Pathao taken to differentiate itself from global competitors and local players?

Interviewee 1:

Our differentiation strategy revolves around understanding our customers better than anyone
else. We've invested heavily in data analytics to understand customer behavior and preferences.
For instance, we personalize offers and incentives based on user data. We've also focused on de-
veloping a strong local brand identity. Pathao is not just a service; it’s a part of the local culture.
Whether it’s through our partnerships with local businesses or our involvement in community ini-
tiatives, we try to align ourselves with the values and needs of our customers. We’ve also made
sure that our services remain affordable, and we offer flexible payment options, which appeal to a
wide demographic in Bangladesh.

Conclusion of Interview
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Interviewer:

It’s clear that Pathao’s growth has been driven by both innovation and a deep understanding of
the local market. Before we wrap up, what advice would you give to early-stage startups looking
to achieve sustainable growth?

Interviewee 1:

| believe the best advice would be to remain customer focused. If you know your customers' re-
guirements, you can design your services and operations to suit them. Diversification is necessary,
but do not lose sight of your core offering. And lastly, invest in technology from the very start. It's
natural that you would want to delay investments in technology because they are costly, but if you
wish to scale, technology is something that you cannot do without.

Interviewer:
Thank you so much for sharing your insights today. Your experience and thoughts will be invalua-
ble for this research.

Interviewee 1:
You're welcome! It was a pleasure.

Interview Transcript: Interviewee 2

Interviewee 2: Operations Manager (Logistics and Expansion)
Date: [15/04/2025]

Duration: 40 minutes

Role: Operations Manager at Pathao

Topic: Sustainable Growth Strategies, Logistics, and Expansion

Introduction

Interviewer:
Thank you for joining me today. Could you please introduce yourself and tell us about your role at
Pathao?

Interviewee 2:

Absolutely. My name is [Name], and I've been with Pathao for over five years. As the Operations
Manager, my responsibilities involve overseeing logistics, managing expansion into new territories,
and ensuring that we have the necessary infrastructure to support our growth. I’'m deeply involved
in managing the supply chain, ensuring that all logistics are efficiently aligned, and handling the
operational challenges that arise during our expansion phases.
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Interviewer:
That sounds like a crucial role! Could you describe the main motivations behind Pathao's decision
to expand into new regions?

Interviewee 2:

The decision to expand was driven by a few factors. First, we saw the potential to capture a larger
market by extending our service beyond Dhaka. There’s an increasing demand for our services
across Bangladesh, and we wanted to be the first to tap into these new markets. Expansion was
also a way for us to diversify our revenue sources and reduce risks associated with market satura-
tion in our initial regions. The challenge, however, was ensuring that we maintained service quality
and operational efficiency in these new areas.

Sustainable Growth Strategy

Interviewer:
Pathao has grown significantly in a short amount of time. What has been your role in ensuring the
company’s growth is sustainable?

Interviewee 2:

Sustainable growth has been at the heart of our expansion strategy. We’ve made it a priority to
ensure that as we grow, we maintain operational efficiency and high service standards. This in-
volves making sure that our infrastructure can handle the increased demand and that we’re scal-
ing our operations in a manageable way. We’ve also focused on building strong local teams in each
new area, which helps us remain adaptable and responsive to the specific challenges each region
presents.

Interviewer:
How do you ensure that Pathao’s logistical operations are aligned with the company’s growth
strategy?

Interviewee 2:

Logistics play a crucial role in our growth, especially as we scale our services. We make use of data
analytics to optimize routes for delivery and ride-sharing. This helps in reducing operational costs
and improving delivery speed. Additionally, as we expand into new regions, we make sure that
we’ve built the infrastructure — such as warehouses and partner networks — before launching
our services. This ensures that there are no gaps in service delivery. We also regularly update our
supply chain processes to improve efficiency and scale sustainably.

Challenges in Expansion and Competition
Interviewer:

As Pathao continues to expand, what are some of the biggest challenges you face in logistics and
regional growth?
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Interviewee 2:

One of the biggest challenges is maintaining consistent service quality during rapid expansion. For
example, in a new market, there might be initial teething problems such as delays in deliveries or
driver shortages. We’ve had to invest in local teams and training programs to ensure our services
are up to standard. Another major challenge is infrastructure. While we have the technology to
scale, physical infrastructure like warehouses, transportation, and local partnerships must be set
up efficiently to support growth. We also face competition from other local players, so we need to
offer value that others aren’t providing.

Interviewer:
How does Pathao plan to manage these operational challenges and maintain its competitive edge?

Interviewee 2:

Our plan is to focus on a few key areas: efficiency, technology, and customer satisfaction. By con-
stantly optimizing our logistical operations through data, we ensure we’re not just growing in
terms of geographical reach, but also improving service quality. We're always testing new ways to
make our operations more efficient, from route optimization to automated inventory manage-
ment. By keeping costs low and service high, we’re able to offer better value to customers than
many of our competitors. Additionally, our deep understanding of local dynamics gives us a unique
advantage that global competitors like Uber don’t have.

Conclusion of Interview

Interviewer:
Before we conclude, what advice would you give to early-stage startups looking to scale their op-
erations efficiently?

Interviewee 2:

My advice would be to build a solid foundation first. Focus on creating a robust logistical and oper-
ational infrastructure that can handle growth. Make sure that your systems, whether it's technol-
ogy or human resources, are scalable. Also, don’t underestimate the importance of local
knowledge — understanding the market and customer needs is crucial. Finally, always prioritize
customer satisfaction. If your customers are happy, they will help fuel your growth.

Interviewer:
Thank you for your insights today. This has been incredibly helpful.

Interviewee 2:
You’'re welcome! | hope the information helps with your research.
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Interview Transcript: Interviewee 3

Interviewee 3: Marketing Lead (Branding and Customer Engagement)
Date: [17/04/2025]

Duration: 40 minutes

Role: Marketing Lead at Pathao

Topic: Sustainable Growth Strategies, Branding and Customer Engagement

Introduction

Interviewer:
Thank you for speaking with me today. Could you introduce yourself and tell us about your role at
Pathao?

Interviewee 3:

Of course! I'm [Name], and | have been with Pathao for about five years. | lead the marketing de-
partment, where my main focus is on branding, customer acquisition, and retention. | manage all
our marketing strategies, campaigns, and public relations efforts. Our goal is to build a strong, rec-
ognizable brand while ensuring that we’re meeting customer expectations and continuously im-
proving our engagement with them.

Interviewer:
How has Pathao's branding evolved over time, and what strategies have been key to building a
strong brand?

Interviewee 3:

Our brand has evolved significantly. Initially, we were known simply for offering affordable ride-
sharing services, but as we expanded, we wanted to ensure that our brand communicated more
than just convenience. We wanted to be seen as a trusted partner for our customers’ daily needs.
Our key strategies have been focused on customer-centric messaging and community-building ef-
forts. For example, we’ve hosted local events, partnered with influential figures, and made sure
that our communication is always authentic and engaging. We also use data to personalize offers
and create targeted marketing campaigns, which helps us connect with customers in a more
meaningful way.

Sustainable Growth Strategy

Interviewer:
What role has marketing played in Pathao's sustainable growth strategy?

Interviewee 3:
Marketing has played a huge role in sustaining our growth. We focus on long-term customer re-
tention through loyalty programs and personalized campaigns, which is far more sustainable than
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short-term marketing pushes. We also build our marketing strategies around feedback and data
analysis, so we’re always adapting to changing customer preferences. This helps us stay relevant
and ensure our customers remain engaged with the brand, leading to more consistent growth
over time.

Interviewer:
Can you explain how Pathao’s digital marketing strategies support its expansion and long-term
growth?

Interviewee 3:

Digital marketing is a cornerstone of our strategy. We’ve used social media to build brand recogni-
tion, but we’ve also leaned heavily into search engine optimization (SEO) and app-based marketing
to ensure that we’re always visible to our target audience. Additionally, we’ve developed targeted
campaigns through digital channels such as Facebook and Instagram, which allow us to directly en-
gage with customers. Through app push notifications and in-app offers, we encourage customers
to use our services more frequently, which enhances their loyalty. This constant engagement has
been vital in ensuring our services remain top of mind for users, even as we expand into new re-
gions.

Challenges and Opportunities

Interviewer:
What have been some of the biggest challenges Pathao has faced in terms of customer acquisition
and retention?

Interviewee 3:

The biggest challenge we face is the high level of competition in the market. As the ride-sharing
and food delivery sectors grow, more players enter the market, which increases customer expec-
tations. To overcome this, we’ve had to continually innovate our marketing strategies and improve
customer engagement. We also face challenges in maintaining service quality, which impacts cus-
tomer retention. Ensuring that we have enough drivers, fast deliveries, and excellent customer
service is crucial for keeping our users satisfied.

Conclusion of Interview

Interviewer:
Before we wrap up, what advice would you give to early-stage startups looking to build a strong
brand and maintain customer engagement?

Interviewee 3:
I’d say focus on authenticity and customer feedback. Build a brand that resonates with people on
an emotional level, not just on a functional level. Engage with your customers frequently, listen to
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their concerns, and adapt your strategies based on their needs. Consistency is key — if you can
consistently deliver value, customers will stay loyal.

Interviewer:
Thank you so much for sharing your thoughts today!

Interviewee 3:
It was my pleasure! Good luck with your research.

Interview Transcript : Interviewee 4

Interviewee 4: Financial Analyst (Financial Sustainability)
Date: [17/04/2025]

Duration: 40 minutes

Role: Financial Analyst at Pathao

Topic: Sustainable Growth Strategies, Financial Sustainability

Introduction

Interviewer:
Thank you for your time today. Could you start by introducing yourself and your role at Pathao?

Interviewee 4:

Sure, my name is [Name], and I've been working at Pathao for four years. As a Financial Analyst,
my role involves managing the financial health of the company, analyzing cash flow, forecasting
financial needs, and advising on sustainable financial strategies. | work closely with our manage-
ment team to ensure we have the resources to scale while also maintaining profitability.

Interviewer:
How has Pathao secured its initial funding, and what strategies have been employed to ensure fi-
nancial sustainability?

Interviewee 4:

Pathao initially secured funding from a mix of angel investors and venture capital. This allowed us
to invest in infrastructure and technology to scale our services. Over time, we’ve focused on diver-
sifying our revenue streams to reduce dependency on one single service. We also prioritize cost
efficiency, especially in logistics and operations, which helps us maintain healthy margins. Finan-
cial sustainability is key, and we balance growth with managing our expenses to ensure we’re
building a business that can thrive long-term.

Sustainable Growth Strategy
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Interviewer:
How does Pathao manage its financial risks while pursuing expansion and growth?

Interviewee 4:

Managing financial risks is critical, especially when scaling. We do this by constantly monitoring
our cash flow, diversifying our services to reduce reliance on one area, and keeping a close eye on
operational costs. We also seek funding in rounds so we’re not over-leveraged. Expansion brings a
lot of uncertainty, but we try to mitigate this through detailed financial planning and risk assess-
ments.

Challenges and Competition

Interviewer:
What are the major financial challenges Pathao has faced, particularly during its growth phase?

Interviewee 4:

One of the biggest challenges has been managing cash flow during periods of rapid expansion.
When you expand quickly, there are high upfront costs, especially related to infrastructure and re-
cruitment. Balancing these with the revenue generated is a constant challenge. We’ve also faced
competition for funding, as many startups are vying for investment. To manage this, we ensure we
have a clear financial strategy and continue to show potential investors that we are on a path to-
ward long-term profitability.

Conclusion of Interview

Interviewer:
What advice would you offer to early-stage startups looking to ensure financial sustainability while
scaling?

Interviewee 4:

My advice would be to plan your financials meticulously. Don’t chase growth for growth’s sake —
make sure you can sustain that growth over time. Diversify your revenue sources, monitor your
cash flow carefully, and always have contingency plans in place for financial risks.

Interviewer:
Thank you so much for your insights today. This has been extremely valuable for my research.

Interviewee 4:
You're welcome! I’'m glad | could help.

Interview Transcript : Interviewee 5: CSR Manager (Corporate Social Responsibility)
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Date: [20/04/2025]

Duration: 40 minutes

Role: CSR Manager at Pathao

Topic: Sustainable Growth Strategies, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

Introduction

Interviewer:
Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. Can you start by introducing yourself and
explaining your role at Pathao?

Interviewee 5 (CSR Manager):

Absolutely! My name is [Name], and I've been with Pathao for the past five years. As the CSR Man-
ager, | oversee all of our corporate social responsibility initiatives, which are focused on promoting
social and environmental sustainability. My role is about ensuring that we’re contributing posi-
tively to the communities in which we operate, and that our growth aligns with ethical and sus-
tainable practices. | work closely with our sustainability and community outreach teams, ensuring
that we are both meeting business objectives and making a positive impact on society.

Interviewer:
What is Pathao’s approach to CSR, and how does it tie into the company’s sustainable growth
strategy?

Interviewee 5:

At Pathao, our approach to CSR is integrated into our overall business strategy. We believe that
long-term success isn’t just about financial growth, but also about giving back to the community
and maintaining ethical business practices. We focus on three main pillars: social responsibility,
environmental sustainability, and employee welfare. For instance, we run initiatives to provide
mobility solutions for underserved communities, reduce our carbon footprint, and ensure fair la-
bor practices for all employees. All of this is aligned with our mission to grow sustainably and con-
tribute to a better society.

Sustainable Growth Strategy and CSR Impact

Interviewer:
Can you provide some examples of specific CSR initiatives that Pathao has implemented to support
sustainable growth?

Interviewee 5:

Yes, of course. One major initiative we’ve implemented is our electric vehicle (EV) program. As
part of our commitment to reducing our carbon footprint, we’ve started transitioning some of our
ride-sharing fleet to electric vehicles. This not only reduces emissions but also sets a positive ex-
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ample for other companies in the industry. Another key initiative is our community-based pro-
grams, where we partner with local organizations to provide job opportunities to marginalized
groups. This helps to support economic development in underserved areas, while also providing
our drivers with more opportunities for stable work.

In terms of employee welfare, we have several programs aimed at ensuring a healthy work-life
balance and offering professional development opportunities. We’re also committed to ensuring
gender equality within the workplace, and we’ve implemented policies that support diversity and
inclusion across all levels of the company.

Interviewer:
How does CSR play a role in retaining customers and attracting new users?

Interviewee 5:

CSR is a vital part of building trust with our users. Many consumers today are more socially con-
scious and prefer to do business with companies that are ethical and environmentally responsible.
By demonstrating that we care about the environment and society, we build a stronger connection
with our customers. We also believe that our CSR efforts lead to customer loyalty because people
are more likely to continue supporting a company they see as contributing positively to society.
For example, our electric vehicle program has garnered positive feedback from users who are par-
ticularly interested in supporting eco-friendly initiatives. Our community outreach programs also
resonate with people who are passionate about social impact.

Additionally, our CSR efforts are often highlighted in marketing campaigns, which helps to attract
customers who share our values. The more we align our operations with sustainability and social
responsibility, the more we attract like-minded individuals who value these principles.

CSR Challenges and Solutions

Interviewer:
What are some of the biggest challenges that Pathao faces in implementing CSR initiatives, espe-
cially as the company scales?

Interviewee 5:

One major challenge is ensuring that our CSR initiatives are sustainable and scalable. As we ex-
pand into new markets, it’s essential to adapt our programs to the specific needs and challenges
of each region. For example, while electric vehicles may be a feasible solution in Dhaka, it may not
be as practical in rural areas where charging infrastructure is limited. So, we need to tailor our sus-
tainability initiatives based on regional capabilities.

Another challenge is managing the costs of implementing these programs, especially when we’re
in a competitive industry where margins can be tight. However, we view CSR as an investment in
our long-term success. We believe that by focusing on sustainability and social responsibility, we
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are building a more resilient business. These efforts also lead to greater customer loyalty, brand
equity, and employee retention, which in turn support our growth.

Interviewer:
How do you measure the impact of your CSR programs?

Interviewee 5:

Our CSR programs are evaluated using a mix of qualitative and quantitative indicators. We meas-
ure the reduction in CO2 emissions from our electric vehicle program or an increasing number of
electric vehicles with tracking participation deployed through the fleet. We also conduct qualita-
tive surveys to get real feedback from customers on how they perceive us on the environmental
scale.

On our community programs, we track the total number of people which own benefited from ca-
reer prospects and measure social mobility gains among marginalized groups. We measure em-
ployee satisfaction by conducting surveys and retention rates to evaluate the success of our inter-
nal welfare programs.

We keep stakeholders and the wider public fully apprised of our progress on these measures
through regular CSR reporting, which we know will assist in delivering transparent, robust stand-
ards for CSR efforts.

Role of CSR in Long-Term Sustainability

Interviewer:
In your view, how does CSR contribute to the long-term sustainability of Pathao?

Interviewee 5:

CSR is essential for Pathao’s long-term sustainability because it builds a strong foundation of trust,
loyalty, and brand equity. By embedding CSR into our business model, we’re not just focusing on
short-term profits but on creating value for society and the environment. This helps to protect our
reputation and fosters goodwill with both customers and employees.

Additionally, our CSR programs align with the global shift towards sustainability. Consumers and
governments are increasingly focusing on sustainability and responsible business practices. By
leading in this space, Pathao is positioning itself as a forward-thinking company that is prepared
for future regulations and market demands.

Furthermore, CSR contributes to a positive work culture, which is crucial for retaining talent. Em-
ployees feel more motivated and aligned with the company’s values when they see that the com-
pany cares about more than just profits.
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Conclusion of Interview

Interviewer:
What advice would you give to startups about integrating CSR into their growth strategy from the
beginning?

Interviewee 5:

Startups should think about CSR from the outset, not just as a set of nice-to-have initiatives, but as
an integral part of their business strategy. By doing so, they can differentiate themselves from
competitors and build a loyal customer base that supports their values. Even if you don’t have the
resources of larger companies, there are still many ways to contribute to social and environmental
causes on a smaller scale. It’s important to be authentic and transparent about your efforts — con-
sumers and employees can tell when a company is genuinely committed to making a difference.

Also, keep in mind that CSR doesn’t always have to be costly. Simple actions like supporting local
communities, promoting employee well-being, or adopting environmentally friendly practices can
go a long way. And as the company grows, you can expand and scale these initiatives.

Interviewer:
Thank you so much for your time and valuable insights. Your input will be helpful for my thesis.



