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ABSTRACT 
What resources can commoners draw upon to start a commons? In this paper, we adapt a popular and 
respected startup resource, Business Model Canvas, to support commons “startups.” In response to criticism 
about the Global Northern ontology of existing commoning frameworks, we ask: How can we adapt the 
Business Model Canvas to support the emergence of pluriversal commoning? To answer this question, we 
first review existing commoning frameworks and the challenges posed by these frameworks to address 
pluriversal design issues. We then review several models for Indigenous wellbeing and social practice 
architecture as a starting point for embedding diverse ontologies and epistemologies within commoning. We 
then review previous adaptations to the Business Model Canvas and incorporate our learning from these 
adaptations into our proposed Commons Model Canvas. Finally, we test this Commons Model Canvas with 
an emerging commons to understand how this tool might evolve to support pluriversal commoning.  
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1 Introduction 
If you are trying to start or grow a commons, what resources can you and your community draw upon? The 
commons literature offers robust frameworks for analyzing commons, but these academically-crafted 
resources remain largely inaccessible to hopeful commoners. In this paper, we adapt a popular and respected 
startup resource, Business Model Canvas, to support commons “startups.” We call this adaptation a 
Commons Model Canvas. We use this process of adaptation to pursue an important ontological shift or 
“OntoShift” [1] as well. In response to criticism about the “one-world world” [2] ontology and epistemology 
of commoning frameworks, we consider how commoning can be reframed to support pluriversal commoning. 
That is, commoning that supports a range of human and nonhuman ways of being and knowing [3] and that 
recognizes that the individual is “a relational subject who is always already caught up in a world that is 
intimately shared” [4]. In particular, we consider how commoning can be reframed to subordinate social 
arrangements to the functioning of natural ecosystems. In this paper, we ask not only how an adapted 
Business Model Canvas might support the emergence of commoning but also: How can we adapt the 
Business Model Canvas to support the emergence of pluriversal commoning?  

2 Commoning frameworks 
Our starting point for reframing commoning is existing commoning frameworks. What are they, how do they 
currently frame commoning, and what needs to change to support the emergence of pluriversal commoning?  
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The two prevailing frameworks in the commoning literature are the Institutional Analysis and Development 
(IAD) framework and the Socio-Ecological Systems (SES) framework (Fig. 1). Both frameworks model how 
communities address collective action challenges instead of relying on states or private companies to do so. 
Both frameworks center this model on the “action situation,” which is a “pattern of interactions” around a 
specific collective action challenge [5]. The two frameworks name the inputs into these action situations 
differently, but they both frame humans as separate from nature. Nonhuman nature is labeled as “biophysical 
conditions” in the IAD framework and “resource systems” in the SES framework. 

 

 

Figure 1: IAD framework [6] and SES framework [7]. 

Understanding commons as evolving and interdependent action situations helps us, particularly designers, 
frame commoning as “a product of constant co-design by commons members” [8]. Viewing these 
frameworks as co-design processes led us to consider frameworks that make commoning more transparent 
and accessible to commons members. How can we reframe the visualization of commoning frameworks to 
support the emergence of commoning, such as navigating anticipated action situations and developing the 
practices of the action situations? 

The co-design question is only one part of reframing commoning. The other part is a participatory design 
challenge: who/what are the actors in these frameworks and whose action situations are the subject of this 
co-design process? The implicit assumption in commoning frameworks is that only humans can be actors 
and that only human action situations matter. The primary source of this assumption is textual. One can easily 
imagine relabeling the SES framework inputs with a pluriversal lens, e.g. “actors” becomes “human actors” 
and “resource systems” becomes “ecosystem actors.” The participatory design challenge is, at minimum, a 
discourse challenge. How can we reframe the discourse of commoning frameworks to support pluriversal 
commoning? 

Within the commoning literature, we found the work of scholars adapting these frameworks to address power 
and equity to be the most useful. For brevity, we show only Whaley’s Critical IAD (CIAD) framework [9] 
(Fig. 2). “Rules and Resources” (left) builds verbatim on Clement’s “politicised” IAD framework [10], 
adding “Political economy” and “Discourse” to contextual factors. “Social Situation” (right) addresses the 
framing of the action situation. Whaley’s CIAD, which draws heavily on structuration and social practice, 
emphasizes Values, Knowledge, and Emotions as behavioral drivers. In our reframing process, we considered 
how to incorporate discourse and social practice. 
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Figure 2: CIAD framework. Left: contextual factors revised as rules and resources; right: action situation 
revised as social situation [9]. 

3 Business Model Canvas 
We started with the Business Model Canvas (Fig. 3) because it is a respected and widely-cited business 
development tool [11]. The Business Model Canvas (BMC) is also used in applied design, particularly service 
design [12]. The BMC visually represents an overall business model, or business logic, on one page. The 
success of the BMC is rooted in the reframing of business modeling as a collaborative, interactive, and visual 
process. It is worth noting that Osterwalder’s PhD thesis title that originated the BMC is, “The business 
model ontology: A proposition in a design science approach” [13]. Reframing the BMC for a commons 
means reframing ontology, not only between human members but also, as we seek to do, between humans 
and nonhumans. What is a pluriversal commons model ontology?  

	
Figure 3: Business Model Canvas [11]. 

The principal features of the BMC are:  

• Building blocks 
• Labels (e.g. Customer Segments) 
• Prompts (e.g. Who are our most important customers?) and keywords (e.g. mass market, niche market)  
• Positions (e.g. Customer Segments is connected to Value Propositions through Customer Relationships) 
• Icons (e.g. heart icon for Customer Relationships) 
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How have other scholars and practitioners adapted the BMC? There have been several adaptations for 
cooperatives and “sustainable businesses,” shown in Figure 4. The Cooperative & Mutual Enterprise Canvas 
(CME Canvas) changes the building blocks to focus on governance structure relevant to cooperatives [14]. 
The Ownership Model Canvas preserves the overall look and feel of the BMC but all building blocks focus 
on ownership issues [15]. The Sustainable Business Model Canvas [16] and Triple Layered Business Model 
Canvas [17] both seek to embed “sustainable business” into the BMC. The first does so by adding a second 
bottom row (“Eco-Social Costs” and “Eco-Social Benefits”) below Cost Structure and Revenue Streams. The 
second does so by creating two additional canvases with the same building block layout but different content 
to address social and environmental issues. 

	
Figure 4: Adaptations of the Business Model Canvas (BMC). Top left: Cooperative & Mutual Enterprise BMC 
[14]; top right: Ownership Model Canvas [15]; bottom left: Sustainable BMC [16]; bottom right: Environmental 
life cycle layer of Triple Layered BMC [17]. 

What did we learn from these adaptations? The CME Canvas and the Ownership Model Canvas illustrated 
alternative ways to reframe organizational ontology to recognize that cooperatives consist of members who 
are both service providers and customers. This ontology is similar to a commons, which also comprises 
members. The two sustainable business adaptations provided more of a cautionary tale. Both of these 
adaptations complicated the design elegance of the BMC to achieve their goals, conveying that sustainable 
business requires more work rather than different work. In creating this first draft of a Commons Model 
Canvas, we sought to preserve the features that make the BMC successful: a single-page layout with a 
maximum of nine building blocks. 

4 Pluriversal reframing 
Scholars across disciplines criticize commoning frameworks for embodying the ontology and epistemology 
of a “one-world world” [2]. Escobar argues that a pluriversal commons redefines relationships in two ways 
in particular: “it means the individual integrated within a community, the human within the nonhuman” [3]. 
Esteva argues that the commons is “not an alternative economy but an alternative to the economy” and 
signifies not a change to capitalism but a “whole new world” [18] with its own ways of being and knowing. 
How do scholars visually reframe these pluriversal alternatives, and what discourse do they use in these 
visual reframings? We identified two themes that helped us reframe commons to support the emergence of 
pluriversal commoning.  
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The first theme is Indigenous wellbeing. The visual frameworks we found the most useful were the 
conceptual model of Indigenous people’s connection with nature [19] and the model of integrated Indigenous 
economy and ecosystems [20] (Fig. 5). The conceptual model of Indigenous people’s connection with nature 
adds a dimension, Sacred World, that was missing from commoning frameworks. Also, the Human World 
includes forms of relationships ignored in commoning frameworks, e.g. kinship system and family 
relationship. In the model of integrated Indigenous economy and ecosystems , ecosystems surround the 
cultural, economic, and social worlds. This framing is similar to Raworth’s more famous Doughnut [21], 
which visually situates human activity within planetary boundaries. The challenge we sought to address in 
our reframing is transforming the abstract notion of human activity being embedded and subordinated to 
natural ecosystems into something actionable. How does a single community, aware of the situatedness of 
its activities within ecosystems, move forward without being overwhelmed? 

	
Figure 5: Left: conceptual model of Indigenous people’s connections with nature [19]; right: integrated model of 
Indigenous economy, social world and ecosystems [20]. 

The second theme is social practice architecture. Whaley’s CIAD draws on social practice, and we wanted 
to further explore the role of social practice in commoning. Our hypothesis for reframing commoning 
frameworks is that the relationship between variables and action situations must be inverted. In the 
commoning frameworks, a great deal of attention is paid to the input variables. The SES framework offers 
40 second-tier variables across the four first-tier variables (e.g. Actors, Resource Systems), but only 11 
variables for the entire action situation. In earlier work by the authors, we focused on how to infrastructure 
community exploration of these inputs as a route to explore action situations [8, 22]. In this case, we consider 
action situations as the starting point. We found the model for the media and spaces in which sayings, doings, 
and relatings exist the most helpful [23, 24] (Fig. 6). Notably, this model groups interactions using the same 
three labels as the model of integrated Indigenous economy and ecosystems (Fig 5, right): cultural world vs 
cultural-discursive arrangements, economic world vs. material-economic arrangements, and social world vs. 
social-political arrangements. In reframing commoning, we asked how could we provoke considerations 
about sayings, doings, and relatings in lay terms? 
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Figure 6: The media and spaces in which sayings, doings, and relatings exist [23, 24]. 

5 Commons Model Canvas 
This first draft Commons Model Canvas (CMC) aims to address two challenges: (1) to represent the 
epistemological and ontological issues raised in this paper, and (2) to operationalize these issues so a 
community can practically engage with them. We review the features of this CMC and then present a 
completed version of the CMC using an emergent commons, the Soil Trust commons in Hong Kong. 

	
Figure 7: Commons Model Canvas. 

5.1 Building blocks 
There are seven building blocks in the CMC (Fig. 7): 

1. Knowledges 
2. Assemblages 
3. Members 
4. Shared Purpose 
5. Practices 
6. Challenges 
7. Customs 
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There are two notable changes. The first change is the removal of the bottom row of the BMC, formerly Cost 
Structure and Revenue Streams. We removed this row because a commons is outside the private market and 
not inherently subject to costs or profits. In order to escape the gravity of the familiar capitalist market system, 
we felt that it was better to remove any building blocks or labels that would limit people from thinking outside 
capitalist terms. In the case study, we found that Assemblages might represent costs and that paying for inputs 
might be raised within Challenges. To illustrate this issue quickly using the case study: where does rice bran 
come from as microbial bedding for bokashi fermentation? If we see a Cost Structure label, we might 
intuitively place rice bran under this category as an input; however, without this building block, we might 
think about other ways to obtain rice bran. 

The second notable change is the reduction in size of Value Propositions to the now-smaller Shared Purpose. 
We made this change to direct the commoner’s focus to other building blocks, because: “Through 
commoning, a shared purpose eventually emerges. It is not necessarily self-evident or knowable in advance.” 
[1] From completing the CMC case study, we observed that building block size might change over time. For 
example, Shared Purpose might increase in size as the commons matures, while Challenges might require 
more space at the outset but shrink over time as commoners develop practices to resolve challenges. 

5.2 Labels and prompts 
The labels of the CMC incorporate our observations from other frameworks discussed above. One feature of 
the other frameworks that has been incorporated through labels and prompts rather than as a building block 
is discourse, sayings, and narratives. As a generative rather than analytical framework, asking a community 
to consider discourse outright seemed problematic. Instead, we distributed discourse across CMC labels and 
prompts. 

Knowledges: This building block combines what we observed about Indigenous wellbeing models and 
practice architecture. The use of the plural, which some may think is a typo at first, is intended to provoke 
consideration of knowledge diversity. The keywords encourage the user to consider different types and 
sources of knowledge. The prompts also incorporate skills or competences from practice theory as a type of 
knowledge. 

Assemblages: This building block is intended to provoke the user to consider both practice materials as well 
as immaterial inputs. For example, Farm Care Mornings from the case study is an assemblage of skills, people, 
tools, and places.  

Practices: This label draws directly from practice literature. Practices are similar to Key Activities from the 
BMC, but we relabeled this building block to prompt consideration for the repeated, patterned interactions 
that are core to commoning frameworks. The prompts encourage the user to consider human as well as 
nonhuman practices, e.g. what are the practices of soil-penetrating earthworms that the rest of the soil care 
commons can support? 

Shared Purpose: The prompts in this building block seek to shift focus from immediate purpose to multi-
generational purpose, a technique we observed in the Commons Yardstick [25]. 

Members: Similar to cooperatives, a commons consists of members. As Author points out, the capitalist 
division between customer and service provider is dissolved in a commons, which requires rejigging many 
design tools for this different relational system [26]. Another problematic boundary this building block seeks 
to blur is between human and nonhuman nature. Nonhuman species and ecosystems are named Members of 
the commons who equally engage in Practices. 

Challenges: This label represents action situations from the commoning frameworks. The prompts encourage 
users to consider the interplay of human-human as well as human-nonhuman action situations. 

Customs: This label incorporates what we observed from the Indigenous wellbeing frameworks into the 
commoning frameworks. In principle, rules-in-use (IAD) and governance systems (SES) include rituals, 
taboos, and other customary rules, so this change is another example of a discourse change rather than a 
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visual change. We re-labeled this building block as Customs to recognize that even seemingly permanent 
laws are ultimately social constructions that can be contested and changed. 

5.3 Positions 
We moved Members and Practices to the center of the CMC, an inversion of the BMC ontology. The BMC 
frames a business’s activities and its customers as opposite sides of the canvas. For a commons, in contrast, 
members create the commons and its value through the practice of commoning. This positioning also reflects 
commoning frameworks, which all place action situations at the center of the framework. 

The left side of the canvas roughly mirrors practice architecture, with Knowledges and Assemblages 
embodying practice architecture’s materials and competences. We located these building blocks to the left 
side because they are direct features of Members rather than Practices, i.e. Members can draw on Knowledges 
and Assemblages to perform Practices. 

The right side of the canvas roughly reframes the remaining components of the commoning frameworks. 
Since the CMC reframes nonhuman nature as Members, the remaining input into practices is rules-in-use 
(IAD) or governance systems (SES). Challenges have been positioned to the side since the purpose of the 
CMC, like the BMC, is to help a community visualize and generate a functional commons. Challenges 
provide a space to constantly identify current or anticipated challenges and consider how these challenges 
are resolved in Practices. 

5.4 Icons 
We changed the icons for the building blocks to convey the meanings of the CMC building blocks, using the 
Noun Project for all icons [27]. We omit explanation of our thought process for these icons because, as pure 
visual communication tools, we will leave it to you, the reader, to decide how effective they are! 

6 Soil Trust 
Responding to the absence of household-level organic waste recovery in Hong Kong, Soil Trust (泥玩) is 
university-endorsed design research facilitated by one of the authors and his colleagues. Soil Trust is building 
a commons around recovering food scraps that brings together food consumers and producers for mutually 
invigorating local soils. Particular attention is paid to the processes involved to make grassroots nutrient-
cycling desirable for urban households without land access. Mindful of storage limitations, cultural 
acceptance issues, and the subtropical conditions of Hong Kong, Soil Trust applies bokashi fermentation to 
ensure cleanliness and soil regeneration. In bokashi fermentation, layers of kitchen scraps (of all kinds) are 
pressed with alternate layers of inoculated rice bran into an air-tight bucket for maturation. What effectively 
is an anaerobic, pH-lowering pickling process locks up nutrients over time, and thus: prevents methane and 
malodors; proliferates valuable fungi and microbes essential to soil life; functions independently from any 
electricity and chemicals; integrates flexibly as compost input, soil conditioner, or animal/insect feed; and 
affords direct community engagement since bokashi production is a pleasant and social experience [28].  
 
For exploring bokashi fermentation as metabolic link between urban households and local production farms, 
Soil Trust launched the university-endorsed urban soil care pilot Belonging-To-The-Field (回歸田嘢) in 
autumn 2021. For stimulating agricultural innovation with bokashi, Soil Trust established a field trial inside 
the Kangmiao Organic Farm (康苗有機農場) with 17 member households of the community-supported 
agriculture (CSA) platform TinYeah (回歸). At the bi-weekly Farm Care Mornings, the families are invited 
to produce their bokashi bedding, tend to compost, mulch the soil, and raise the vegetables grown out of it. 
At their homes, families source-separate, collect, and bokashi-ferment their kitchen scraps, as well as self-
document their experience. Families unable to attend Farm Care Mornings send their bokashi-filled bins and 
receive empty bins as well as bedding supply through the CSA’s weekly vegetable delivery system. The Soil 
Trust team with the support from the Research Institute for Future Food (香港理大未來食品研究院) 
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provides the necessary know-how transfer, scientific validation, social arena, and material supplies for 
orchestrating this “native” bokashi collective. “Native” bokashi means to “upcycle waste with waste” [29] 
and source all inputs and tools locally from recovered materials, including: rice bran (bedding), citrus peels 
(enzyme starter), sawdust (composting), cardboard (mulching), and recycled plastic containers 
(fermentation). 
 
Launched in November 2021, the Soil Trust organizers are exploring ways to extend the bokashi field trial 
since initial research funding expires in spring 2022. This CMC research responds to the organizers’ need to 
justify this fledgling, soil-building commons to insiders and outsiders (including the government), find ways 
to sustain its care practices (by redistributing responsibilities), secure new funding (or substitution models), 
and tailor follow-up interventions with the insights gained (since soil health depends on long-term 
commitment). The CMC was developed to evaluate and stimulate the self-enabling processes involved for 
equipping people with agency to self-manage place-bound, pluriversal commoning. 

7 Soil Trust Commons Model Canvas 
Figure 8 shows a first iteration of the Soil Trust Commons Model Canvas. This short paper cannot convey 
the richness of the discussions behind the completion of this CMC and focuses instead on our key 
observations from the process. Similar to a real startup using the BMC, the authors are commoners using this 
CMC as a live, iterative tool to support pluriversal commoning. 

	
Figure 8: Soil Trust Commons Model Canvas.  

Overall, we found it easiest to organize ideas around sites or places of practice, e.g. the farm versus the home. 
Using sites of practice correlates to the IAD/SES action situation, which is also place-bound. Overall, 
therefore, we observed that incorporating sites of practice as guidance might be useful in further iterations. 

Knowledges: This building block was the most successful building block in terms of feeling both that we 
had represented the diversity of knowledges used by members and that there was space to write them all 
down. 
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Assemblages: We had too many ideas to put in this building block. Ideas ranged from farm tools to more 
complex workshops. Does everything need to be listed here? If not, what is the basis for inclusion in the 
CMC, versus in a more detailed plan like an operational plan? In the BMC, for example, a startup might list 
“newsletter” in the Channel building block, and then all of the specifics of managing that newsletter might 
go into a marketing plan.   

Members: How do we prioritize who the nonhuman members are? The focus of Soil Trust is soil ecology, 
so we focused on soil ecology as the member; however, there are clearly other nonhuman members affected 
by this commons. 

Shared Purpose: We found that this text included broader cultural concerns, such as how this commons 
contested food and waste culture. Perhaps future prompts might incorporate counterpower or contestation, 
using more lay language. 

Practices: We had previously used practices as a way to think through the Soil Trust commons. Practices 
preceded members in our thought process. There is no right starting point for a BMC or CMC though. We 
noted that even our soil ecology practices still relate to humans. Do we accept anthropocentricity, or are there 
prompts to change our mindset? 

Challenges: This building block label and/or prompts may need to change, as many initial ideas dealt with 
farming challenges like weather. Weather is a challenge, but the point of action situations is the management 
of conflicts. We cannot stop a typhoon but we can adapt our behavior to mitigate the damage caused by the 
typhoon. One option is to rephrase ideas in this building block as questions. For example, rather than 
“weather,” we might state, “How do we protect crops from typhoons?”  

Customs: Similar to Assemblages, we developed too many ideas to fit in the building block. Our discussion, 
however, generated really important and useful insights, such as the impact of Hong Kong’s British colonial 
history on perceptions about household waste, i.e. keeping a bokashi container in the house is considered 
uncivilized behavior. 

8 Conclusion 
We return to our original question: How can we adapt the Business Model Canvas to support the emergence 
of pluriversal commoning? To answer this question, we first reviewed existing commoning frameworks and 
the challenges posed by these frameworks to address pluriversal design. We then reviewed several models 
for Indigenous wellbeing and social practice architecture as a starting point for embedding diverse ontologies 
and epistemologies within commoning. We needed to make a turn from these analytical frameworks to 
frameworks that support the emergence of commoning. In making this “generative turn,” we selected the 
Business Model Canvas (BMC) as a popular and respected generative framework for startups. We reviewed 
other adaptations, particularly for cooperative and sustainable businesses, and incorporated our learning from 
these adaptations into our proposed Commons Model Canvas (CMC). We attempted to complete the CMC 
using the case of Soil Trust, an emerging commons of which one of the authors is a member, and detailed 
our top observations from this process. Visually center-staging human and nonhuman Members involved and 
closely relating them to respective care-giving Practices provokes helpful discussions on what constitutes 
mutually enriching, socio-material interactions (Assemblages) and the influence of given or desirable norms 
(Customs). In concert, this dialogical tool assists in rendering the importance of shared ownership (of 
Knowledges as well as Challenges) and self-implicating mission (Shared Purpose) as the seeds of a 
pluriversal commons. Ultimately, experimenting with the CMC as a collective strategizing tool is meant to 
put householders, fellow practitioners, and nonhuman companions into a position – in supportive as well as 
excitable [30] ways – where they can prototype new ways of thinking with, relating to, and doing alongside 
the biophysical foundation they mutually depend upon. 
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