Bastian Halecker (Autor)
New Perspective and Insights on Business Model
Innovation using Systems Thinking and Action Case
Studies

https://cuvillier.de/de/shop/publications/7284
Copyright:
Cuvillier Verlag, Inhaberin Annette Jentzsch-Cuvillier, Nonnenstieg 8, 37075 Göttingen,
Germany
Telefon: +49 (0)551 54724-0, E-Mail: info@cuvillier.de, Website: https://cuvillier.de

INTRODUCTION
1. Situation and problem statement
In the 20th century, the dominance of firms in a market was based mainly on scale and
large resources (George & Bock 2011). In contrast, firm success in the 21st century is
influenced less by arguments about economies of scale in production and distribution
(McQuivey 2013; Jin Zhang et al. 2015). It has become more important to explore novel
ways of engaging customers and getting them to pay (Baden-Fuller & Mangematin 2015).
This is the age of the customer, and customers alone dominate the purpose of business
(e.g., Morris et al. 2005; Johnson et al. 2008). Today’s customers are no longer passive
recipients of products or services and consumers of technologies (Demil et al. 2015). They
have become increasingly involved in creating solutions for their perceived needs (Teece
2010). Drucker claimed more than 60 years ago that the purpose of a business is to create
customers and “it is only the customer who determines what business is” (Drucker 1954).
Several disruptive firms (e.g., Amazon) that use new digital tools and platforms to get
closer to customers and engage them more deeply have quickly adapted this customercentered perspective. These firms dominate the customer interface and are truly changing
the customer experience (Westerman et al. 2014) whereby incumbents have become
nothing more than suppliers of products and services (i.e., infrastructure). These disrupters
are competitors that can come from anywhere and are no longer large firms exclusively. In
principle, each person with a computer and Internet access can become an inventor and
entrepreneur in the digital era (Anderson 2013; Westerman et al. 2014). Setting up a digital
business and attacking the business of incumbent firms as well as changing the game in
established markets are easier and cheaper than ever before. New technology innovations
such as mobile Internet, sensors, location-based technology, and the overall digitization
trend are allowing new things to happen and changing the way humans live and work
and, accordingly, how firms interact with their customers (e.g., Yoo et al. 2012; Scoble et al.
2014). The progress and convergence of several technologies are reshaping traditional
markets and industries (Gambardella & Torrisi 1998). The combination of increasing
customer-centric view and new disruptive technologies is mainly driving this dramatic
transformation (Dobbs et al. 2015).
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Accordingly, the progression of technology (Pfeiffer 1971; Brynjolfsson & McAfee 2011)
and the new customer-centric view concentrating on value (Amit & Zott 2015) are the main
drivers of change. These developments force firms, especially incumbents, to
fundamentally rethink the way they do business, particularly the ways in which they
interact with customers and how they generate and deliver value, which is always
influenced by new technology developments (Amit & Zott 2001, 2015). It is at this precise
point where business models (BMs) come into play. Thinking about their BM offers firms a
promising way to renew their business logic and respond by innovating their BM in the
direction of upcoming and sometimes dramatic changes (Frankenberger et al. 2013). The
BM perspective shifts attention towards what happens inside and beyond firms and
market boundaries and re-emphasizes the relationship between the firms and their
customers (Teece 2010). Incumbents in particular are unaccustomed to such a holistic and
customer-centric view and, for the majority, the shift was unexpected (Bohnsack et al.
2014). Siemens recently realized it must involve customers as early as possible in the
business development process instead of focusing on, for example, improving the
efficiency of a large turbine by a few percent.1 Johannes Teyssen, CEO of E.ON, recently
decided to intensively rethink his firm’s BM from a customer perspective.2 It is somewhat
surprising that global leaders in industrial manufacturing (Siemens) and energy (E.ON) are
fairly late in realizing that the age of the customer and thus the time to renew existing BMs
has already begun. Mature industries are generally late adopters of digital technologies,
which determine the BM and manner of customer interaction when adopted. About 40% of
incumbent firms cite “lack of urgency” as a major obstacle to digital transformation
(Fitzgerald et al. 2013). For management in industries such as manufacturing and energy, it
is difficult to determine how to begin the process of (digital) transformation and thus how
to renew the BM (Fæste et al. 2015).
Renewing or innovating a BM is a complex and risky endeavour for incumbents because
they often need to move outside the comfort zone of their core business (Dewald & Bowen
2010; Klang & Hacklin 2013; Sabatier et al. 2012) and transform their BM more rapidly and
frequently than in the past (Doz & Kosonen 2010). They must often run two or more BMs
1
2
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in parallel (McQuillan & Sharkey Scott 2015) and must potentially manage the process of
cannibalization between competing BMs within the company (Velu & Stiles 2013).
Furthermore, renewing or innovating BMs requires new ways of thinking focused on BMs
as holistic systems composed of elements, linkages between these elements, and dynamics
(Afuah & Tucci 2001; Casadesus-Masanell & Heilbron 2015; Zott & Amit 2010).
The most common understanding of and the leading meaning of the term BM as it is used
in this dissertation is a systematic description of the logic of a firm, the way it operates, and
how it creates and captures value (e.g., Brea-Solís et al. 2015). In more detail and from an
aggregated point of view, a BM has three main components (Demil & Lecocq 2010; Morris
et al. 2005; Morris et al. 2013; Teece 2010; Zott et al. 2011): (1) value proposition – who are
the customers and what are their problems (i.e., what are the opportunity), with a focus on
“being different” (strategic model); (2) value creation – how is value created and delivered
(i.e., resources and capabilities) and how is the customer engaged, with a focus on “being
concentrated” (operation model); and (3) value capture – who is actually paying and what
is the logic of profit generation, with a focus on “being better” (economic model). All three
components determine how a firm does business (Magretta 2002), particularly regarding
the customer-firm interface (Aversa et al. 2015a). The BM and its components are the source
of competitive advantage and can independently and jointly enhance strategic position
(Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart 2010; Zott & Amit 2008). Since the early days of academic
research on BM, the BM debate has been tightly intertwined with technology and
innovation (Amit & Zott 2001; Baden-Fuller & Haefliger 2013; Chesbrough 2010). In the
academic literature, BMs are applied for three main reasons (Lambert & Davidson 2013):
(1) enterprise classification; (2) explanation of firm performance; and (3) business model
innovation (BMI).
When examining the literature about the BM as a concept (e.g., Baden-Fuller & Morgan
2010), it slowly becomes apparent what the BM is and what it is not (DaSilva & Trkman
2013). In fact, BM can describe and explain any type of business enterprise: a global
corporation, a technology start-up, a local restaurant, a soccer club, or a government
institution. It is clear that BMs are never 100% correct and there is no “ideal” BM type. As
Einstein once said, “All models are wrong, but some are useful”. Thus, a firm’s BM is not
set in stone but instead evolves over time (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom 2002; Mitchell &
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Bruckner Coles 2004). However, there remain more questions than answers regarding BMs
and research is still emerging. In recent years, three underlying research streams, which
simultaneously represent three different perspectives on the BM (i.e., BM change and BMI),
have evolved (see Table 1). These categories3 represent meaningful consensus about BM
views (Martins et al. 2015) shared by actors. In other words, they demonstrate various ways
of thinking about BM and different levels of perception.
Table 1 Different research streams and related views
Research stream

Main actors

View on BM and BM change (BMI)

category (theoretical

(authors and

(based on Martins et al. 2015, who determined

perspective)

publications)

theoretical schools from strategy research)

Activity system –

(Afuah & Tucci

Rational positioning view (system view,

instrumental, material

2001; Zott &

including causality)

Amit 2008, 2010)
Configuration of

Sees BM as a purposefully designed system of

firms’ activity systems

activities (Zott & Amit 2010) (i.e., the result of

(boundary-spanning

external changes (shocks)) or mobilization of

nature, interaction

new technologies (e.g., Gambardella &

with environment)

McGahan 2010)
BM change represents a search for a new
optimal design that repositions a firm in
response to changing interdependencies
caused by exogenous environmental or
ecosystem changes

3

For more details about categorization in research, see Durand and Paolella (2013)
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Objective (real)

(Demil &

entity

Lecocq 2010;

Describes what firms
do and the way they

McGrath 2010;

Evolutionary view
Focuses on the role of experimentation and
learning in the generation and change of BM

Sosna et al. 2010)
BM development is an initial experiment

operate

followed by constant fine-tuning based on
trial-and-error planning (Sosna et al. 2010)
Changes in BM are generated by external
uncertainty and are not the result of a master
plan
Incremental process of refining BMs to
improve fit

Cognitive –

(Chesbrough &

mental model

Rosenbloom

BMs as models and
cognition – how BMs
are used by managers

2002; BadenFuller &
Morgan 2010;

Cognitive view
Conceptualizing the BM as a cognitive
instrument that represents the activity system
(rational positioning view) (Aversa et al.
2015a)

Baden-Fuller &
Haefliger 2013;
Teece 2010)

Reflects managerial mental models, which
describe what managers think they are doing
“BMs stand as cognitive structures providing
a theory of how to set boundaries to the firm,
of how to create value, and how to organize
its internal structure and governance” (Doz &
Kosonen 2010, p. 371)

The activity-system research stream (rational positioning view) and the cognitive research
stream represent the two poles of BM research. The activity-system stream views the BM as
a system of activities (material aspects such as strategy, operations, and network activities
are highlighted) and the cognitive stream views the BM as a cognitive representation of the
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activity system (cognitive aspects, including the meaning and structure that managers
retain about BM components) (Furnari 2015). A cognitive BM is typically encoded in text
and visual or physical objects that managers use to articulate the BM (Doganova &
Eyquem-Renault 2009). The evolutionary view sees the BM as an objective real entity and is
located between these poles. This view responds to specific problems or opportunity
(similar to the rational positioning view) but the primary focus is on the role of
experimentation and learning for the development of an appropriate BM (McGrath 2010).
It also recognizes that managerial cognition is a potential source of an initial BM (Sosna et
al. 2010). The evolutionary view uses a trail-and-error approach to search for incremental
modifications that improve the activity system.
These three theoretical perspectives are important because they provide relevant insights
and shed light on how to distinguish and categorize the existing literature. Actors or
research groups can use these categories to navigate the emerging research field and
clearly assign membership to a single category or multiple categories. These three
perspectives have alternated in recent years. In the early stage of BM research until 2010,
the activity-system view dominated the discussion (Amit & Zott 2001; Zott & Amit 2008,
2010). After the Long Range Planning special issue in 2010, the evolutionary path emerged
(Demil & Lecocq 2010; McGrath 2010; Sosna et al. 2010) because firms became interested in
the field but were searching for practicable solutions (i.e., through experimentation and
trial and error). Realizing that working with BMs is a difficult task, the cognitive (model)
perspective received increasing attention. In 2015, several BM research publications
focused on or addressed the cognitive perspective (e.g., Baden-Fuller & Mangematin 2015;
Demil et al. 2015) and examined the BM as a cognitive device, reinforcing the idea of
“business models as models”(Baden-Fuller & Morgan 2010).
This categorization of existing research streams and views represents a first attempt to
provide a meta-view on and locate the dissertation within this research field. Since these
research streams and views emerged only within the last years, this thesis is not clearly
assignable to a single view. Nevertheless, given the systemic nature of this dissertation and
use of the definition of BMs as systems of “interdependent organizational activities centred
on a focal firm” (Zott & Amit 2010,p. 217) composed of the elements and linkages between
these”, the thesis is located primarily in the first research stream. However, considering
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BMI as a new and thus experimental procedure for incumbents and model theory as a
fundamental perception, the dissertation also belongs to parts of the other research
streams. Articles I and II address this in more detail4 and contribute mainly to the activitysystem stream. Articles III and IV are more general and address the research methodology,
which is relevant for all three streams. The final article follow the first stream but also
contributes to the objective-entity stream by examining new insights into the process of
BMI and thus how firms operate with BM as a real entity.
The different research streams approaching BMs from different perspectives reflect three
areas in which the BM concept differs from other management concepts, particularly the
strategy concept.5 First, strategy looks inside the firm and BM looks at the firm-customer
interface, which is a new focus (i.e., level of analysis). Second, every activity within the BM
concept begins with thinking about customers first instead of the competition, market, or
resources (Demil & Lecocq 2010). Third, existing strategic management concepts such as
the value chain only answer questions regarding value creation (i.e., what activity a firm
should perform and what is the best configuration) (Amit & Zott 2001)) and omit value
proposition and value capture. The shift of attention away from firm-internal matters
towards what happens beyond its boundaries (Baden-Fuller & Mangematin 2015) as well
as the increasing importance of the relationship between the firm and its customers
becomes obvious (see especially Teece 2010). Nevertheless, BM and strategy are
complementary yet distinct concepts. The BM is a reflection of a firm’s realized strategy
(Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart 2010) and is thus needed for strategic deployment (Halecker
& Hartmann 2014). Furthermore, BMs enable a more intensive entrepreneurial view on
strategy and are located at the intersection of strategy and entrepreneurship research
(Demil et al. 2015).
Managers from incumbent firms face several challenges from exogenous environmental
changes (as described above) and need to find the right answers. One of the most
promising answers to such changes is BMI, which represents the conscious renewal of a
firm’s business logic (Chesbrough 2010; Schneider et al. 2013) and has also been described

More details about each article are provided in the last section of the introduction.
The latest summarized findings are shown here. More details and proper analysis of strategy and
business models can be found in article I.

4
5
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as strategic innovation (Markides 2006). BMI refers to the search for new ways to create
and capture value for stakeholders (Amit & Zott 2001; Magretta 2002; Teece 2010).
However, BMI activities often lead to a strategic dilemma for incumbents (similar to
Christensen’s technology-oriented innovator’s dilemma Christensen 1997) about whether
to explore new (disruptive) BMs or exploit existing BMs that have provided past success
and continue to provide current success (Markides 2006). This orchestration and
integration of both new and existing BMs to overcome inertia and path dependencies is
characterized by ambidexterity, which is the core of dynamic capabilities (O’Reilly &
Tushman 2008; Teece & Pisano 1994). Ambidexterity highlights the fact that BMI is a
complex management task.
To foster better understanding of the relevance of these facts and ensure their practical
significance, the next section focuses on current examples from different industries to
explain this strategic dilemma in the context of BM and BMI. Considering ambidexterity
and the increasing importance of an innovative BM to maintain or disrupt a competitive
market position (Sosna et al. 2010), firms’ management teams have four general answers
(i.e., strategic options) for responding to disruptions (Dewald & Bowen 2010; Markides
2008; Osiyevskyy & Dewald 2015). The first option is to defend the status quo and stick
with an existing BM. Firms that choose this option are mainly from mature industries and
ignore innovation by saying, “it is not our business”. The second option is to exploit
existing business and strengthen the BM without adopting a radical or disruptive
approach. A recent study showed that a majority of incumbents (80%) are already engaged
in or are planning to exploit existing BMs but not create a disruptive BM because they are
financially unattractive (Osiyevskyy & Dewald 2015). The third option is to practice pure
exploration and disrupt the firm and the market to “attack-back” upcoming disruptions.
Firms taking this option fully embrace an innovation approach and attempt to scale it up.
The fourth and last option is to adapt innovation and play both games (exploration and
exploitation) at once. This requires the integration of multiple BMs in the same business or
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creation of spin-offs to outsource business in separate units. Figure 1 shows different
incumbent firms as examples for each of the described options.6

Figure 1: Options of incumbent firm responses to external changes i.e. disruptions (Source:
Author’s figure)
Option 1: The healthcare market and, in this case, the large pharmaceutical firm Pfizer
present an interesting example of how rapidly established markets are changing without
substantial BMI activity by existing market players (i.e., leaders). There are several
disruptions (i.e., “game changers”) that have had dramatically impacts on the traditional
“big-pharma” BM: geo-medicine, sensor on pills, wearables, the Quantified Self movement,
biohacking, citizen scientists, and personal genetic testing to name just a few. Many startups have adopted these technologies and trends to attack incumbent firms such as Pfizer in
their core markets. Firms such as Caterna7 focus on software for medical service and adopt

Research on the selected options is not obvious, especially because the identification of appropriate
cases for options 3 and 4 is difficult due to the fact that few cases exist thus far.
7 More details on www.caterna.de
6
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a digital therapy approach. Another innovative BM uses location based data to alter
asthma sufferer’s patterns by warning them to avoid certain areas. “Preventing attacks by
avoiding the place” is the motto of Propeller Health,8 a firm that is addressing a market
with total revenue of $50 billion. These two examples obviously play quite small roles
within the huge pharmaceutical market. Nevertheless, they have quickly adopted new
technologies and built innovative BM around theses to create enormous potential in a
changing market. Conversely, Pfizer is sticking to the existing BM and investing heavily in
traditional R&D to find new blockbuster drugs and defend the status quo.
Option 2: Daimler is a premium market leader in the German automotive sector and
exploits the existing BM by investing heavily in traditional driving technologies (i.e.,
combustion engine). The company invented products similar to those of other German car
manufacturers such as BMW or Volkswagen mainly around traditional driving
technologies (Hartmann & Halecker 2015) to supposedly defend their market position
against new entrants (e.g., Tesla and Faraday Future). In addition, Daimler recently began
investing money in alternative mobility concepts to test other innovation pathways and
strengthen their existing BM. Parallel to the successful Car2Go concept Daimler has
implemented other interesting concepts into market (i.e., Moovel, Space Cowboys, and
MBTravel). These concepts are in part disruptive but (so far) have had only minimal
financial impact compared to existing business and thus no real explorative character.
Option 3: Toy company LEGO has undergone a dramatic transformation in the last two
decades. It tripled its production offering in the late 1990s and early 2000s after dramatic
sales decreases. Manufacturing and delivery costs have inflated while revenue has not
increased. Moreover, with the rise in popularity of video and computer games, children
have begun giving up LEGOs in favour or more sophisticated toys at an earlier stage,
reducing the company’s potential market. In 2004, the company faced bankruptcy and a
new management team revised the strategy, sold everything that was not vital to the core
product, and began again from brick one. They created a more structured disruptive
thinking culture and set the goal of LEGO becoming the best company for family products.
Management gave everyone from the sales force to the headquarters staff the capability to

8

More details on www.propellerhealth.com
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explore new avenues for growth. The company developed new and relatively inexpensive
methods of interacting with customers (e.g., LEGO designing contests) and thus began to
pay more attention to its relationship with customers. Through practicing pure exploration,
LEGO disrupted the firm by radically renewing the old BM. Since then, LEGO has posted
phenomenal growth at a time when competitors such as Hasbro and Mattel are stagnating.
Option 4: Driven by enormous changes in computing and IT infrastructure Hewlett
Packard (HP) has been forced to renew their existing business model and adopt disruptive
innovation (e.g., cloud computing or mobile devices). Recently, HP decided to split their
main BM into two separate BMs. HP Inc. will remain close to the traditional BM, which is
focused on products that include desktop PCs, screens, and printer. Hewlett Packard
Enterprise (HPE) focuses on emerging trends such as cloud computing and the Internet of
Things (IoT) and offers hybrid infrastructure management solution as well as analysis of
IoT data for enterprises. Both BMs complement each other and are based on an joint 75year-old company history. Whether the transformation will be successful remains to be
seen.
Considering these examples, it is obvious that incumbents, especially those from mature
industries (e.g., pharmaceuticals), tend to defend the status quo rather than renew or
innovate their BMs. This is surprising because, on one hand, things are changing
dramatically and, on the other hand, firms from mature industries have a great need to
catch up in regard to BMI (Andries & Debackere 2007; Sandström & Björk 2010).
Accordingly, the strategic decision to break up inaction and resistance becomes highly
necessary. However, incumbents in mature industries have deficient capabilities to explore
completely new business and are unable to simultaneously manage exploration and
exploitation (O'Connor & Rice 2013). These firms need to stay on track and exploit existing
business due to large assets and strict regulatory environments that are unable to be
quickly adapted. However, due to the main trigger—disruptive new technologies and new
active customers—firms need to explore and create BMs as new systems of components
(Zott & Amit 2010) (option 4) and linkages with existing BMs regarding new
interdependencies within the business ecosystem (Martins et al. 2015). Each move from one
option to another represents a significant effort because it means a renewal of the existing
BM and thus the overall structure of the firm. When discussing strategic options regarding
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BM renewal and BMI, it is necessary to link these ideas with the literature. Cavalcante
distinguished four different types of change to existing BMs for steering strategic
innovation (i.e., BMI) activities and the associated implications for BMs (Cavalcante et al.
2011): BM creation, extension, revision, and termination. Creation implies conceptualizing
and implementing a new BM (mainly options 3 and 4); extension implies expanding the
business with minimal effects to existing BMs (mainly option 2); revision implies existing
BMs are subject to change (mainly option 4); and termination implies closing the existing
BM and concentrating on a completely new one (mainly option 3). Within this dissertation,
the focus is on conceptualizing and implementing a new BM (mainly options 3 and 4) as a
vehicle for a radical corporate transformation and renewal (Demil & Lecocq 2010; Johnson
et al. 2008; Sosna et al. 2010). This implies a renewal of exiting BMs in response to
environmental changes (Chesbrough 2010) focused mainly on rethinking the value
proposition and redefining the customer-firm interface, which has a substantial effect on
the long-term success of a firm (Wirtz et al. 2010).
To underpin the urgency of BM renewal and the need for innovative BM for incumbents
from mature industries, examining previously disrupted industries is helpful. AirBnB is an
excellent example of how a new BM combined with an Internet-technology-based platform
can break up a traditional mature industry, in this case, hospitality. The company was
founded in 2008 and by mid-2015 hosted more overnight guests than the entire Hilton
group. More generally, new Internet-based firms driven by new technologies are
disrupting existing industries and proving true the motto, “Move fast and break things”.
No industry has remained untouched. Another major disruption or, in other words, an
industry “core meltdown” occurred in the music industry in the late 1990s. Initially driven
by Napster and continued by iTunes and, more recently, streaming services (e.g., Spotify or
iRadio), the music industry has experienced dramatic changes. New entrants are focusing
on value for the customer and attempting to dominate the customer interface, which is
downgrading incumbents to suppliers. New BMs combined with new technologies are
shaking up the hundred-year-old institution. However, new BMs are often the source and
not the outcome of industry change (Martins et al. 2015). It is also apparent that when the
underlying technology changes, the established logic of existing BMs must also change
(Teece 2010: 188).
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As demonstrated, the triggers for renewing or innovating BMs are often different, but the
mechanisms of BMI are quite similar (Martins et al. 2015). In reality, the BMI process is a
unique and recursive interaction between conceptualization and implementation (Demil et
al. 2015, p. 6) and can strengthen firms’ competitive advantage (Markides 2008). In
addition, there is a consensus that BMI supports firms’ growth (Chesbrough 2010; Johnson
2010; George & Bock 2011) and success (Achtenhagen et al. 2013). Firms need to be
strategically agile to engage in the renewal process (Doz & Kosonen 2010) and should have
a degree of openness (i.e., Open Innovation) regarding collaboration and sharing value
creation (Chesbrough 2006). Recent studies have revealed that the success of a new BM
depends not only its design (i.e., its levers and how they relate to each other) but also its
implementation (how the levers are pulled such as through governance) (Brea-Solís et al.
2015). Particularly in incumbent firms, the ability to implement and execute a new BM is
constrained significantly by current BMs (Gerasymenko et al. 2015). Openness towards and
acceptance of a new BM is affected by a firm’s dominant logic (Prahalad & Bettis 1986).
Incumbent firms, especially those from mature industries, are often victims of their own
success (Doz & Kosonen 2010). They are lacking in preparation and hence must turn their
industry upside down before others do so, proving true the motto, “Disrupt yourself
before others do”. Many technology and BM disruptions have already occurred, but the
effects vary for different market players (Dobbs et al. 2015). Some firms that have already
introduced BM in their agenda have not experienced successful concrete results. Thus, it is
highly relevant to understand the mechanisms of BMI from a theoretical perspective and
perceive the opportunities for firms’ success through BMI from a practical perspective.

2. Research gaps and research objective
As described in the previous section, incumbent firms from mature industries face several
challenges. They stand to lose a great deal in terms of profit or market position (Chandler
et al. 2014) and have a significant need to catch up in regards to BM renewal (Andries &
Debackere 2007; Sandström & Björk 2010). Firms in these industries recently began
implementing

a

growing

innovation

management

agenda

to

create

the

next

“breakthrough” BM and thus prepare for the future. Despite the fact that mature industries
are an interesting field in which to study aspects of innovation, especially topics related to
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BM, only a few studies have explicitly studied BMs in these industries (e.g., Sabatier et al.
2012; Swaminathan 1998). It is well known that while the majority of incumbents have
problems exploring new pathways (Casadesus-Masanell & Zhu 2013) due to dominant
business and industry logic (Prahalad & Bettis 1986), they need to radically renew their
BMs through innovation (e.g., Achtenhagen et al. 2013; Klang & Hacklin 2013). Despite this
situation, little is known about BM and BMI in incumbent firms (Demil et al. 2015). After
several years of intensive BM research, there are still more questions than answers
regarding the overall BM concept (Wirtz et al. 2015; Zott et al. 2011). While there have been
several attempts in academia to organize the different definitions and viewpoints of the
BM concept, these have not grasped “the core of it” (DaSilva & Trkman 2013). Particularly,
a systematic view of the BM concept as a whole (e.g., its functions, structural level, and
processes) as well as a structured framework for BMI as a more dynamic level of BM are in
short supply (Demil & Lecocq 2010; George & Bock 2011). A recent research article
demonstrated that the BM concept can benefit from the adaption of existing concept or
theories, particularly for generating new insights (Aversa et al. 2015b). Petrovic et al. (2001)
argued that it is promising to apply a systems thinking (ST)9 perspective to form an
analytical foundation for BM research and enhance learning in complex business systems.
However, it is unclear if ST can facilitate better understanding about BM and BMI and
contribute to this emerging field of research.
In reference to BMI within organizations, especially for incumbent firms in mature
industries, concrete concepts and guidance about how to innovative BMs are missing (e.g.,
Bucherer et al. 2012; Kim & Min 2015; Markides 2008). This is particularly true for renewing
BMs in response to external changes or disruptions (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart 2010;
Doz & Kosonen 2010). Moreover, the overall transition process from idea to reality remains
poorly understood (Koen et al. 2011; Reuver et al. 2013). However, initial concepts on BMI
processes do exist in academia but are more representative of “inventions” because they
are derived from the literature and seldom executed in practice (Achtenhagen et al. 2013).

Systems thinking is an influential mode of thought based on systems theory and uses systems
thinking approaches. It has a long tradition, represents a universally applicable approach Luhmann
(1973), and has been revitalized within different management disciplines (i.e., innovation) Galanakis
(2006); Dodgson et al. (2011). The extensive review in article I and II presents more details and
arguments for its application.

9
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Therefore, systematic studies for generating both better understanding of BMI processes
and supporting firms with appropriate concepts to improve BM development are in short
supply (Bock et al. 2012; Dmitriev et al. 2014; Kim & Min 2015; Schneider & Spieth 2013;
Spieth et al. 2014).
In addition to this knowledge gap on the BM concept and BMI processes, uncertainty exists
about the most appropriate and successful methodology for studying BMI in terms of
simultaneously fulfilling academic requirements regarding rigor and relevance (van
Maanen et al. 2007). A few scholars have called for a re-orientation of existing research
activities and advocated for more engagement among researchers and practitioners
(Alvesson & Sandberg 2011; van de Ven 2007). Especially for modern research set-ups, an
appropriate methodological approach with a consistent research strategy is crucial (Pratt
2009). For research on BM and BMI, it is unclear if these requirements can be fulfilled.
Currently, no overview exists on common research practices in the field, and there is little
understanding about whether research is following “mainstream” approaches or using
innovative methods (Sørensen et al. 2010). While researchers in other disciplines realize
that a review of existing methodology and research design is necessary to understand the
state of research in the field and identify challenges, promising trends, and methods (e.g.,
Beverland & Lindgreen 2010; Piekkari et al. 2010; Soni & Kodali 2012), this analytical step is
lacking in BM and BMI research.
Consequently, the following overriding question can be deduced to address these
knowledge and research-practice gaps: How can systems thinking and an appropriate
research set-up encourage better understanding of business model innovation?
This dissertation seeks to solve three main issues derived from this overriding question.
To create a profound starting point and establish a point of scientific origin, the
dissertation uses ST as the main viewpoint. This is necessary due to the “fuzziness” of the
BM concept and the “slippery” character of BMI. ST is a proven approach and provides
guidance to ensure a holistic, integrated, and interdisciplinary view of studied objects.
Therefore, the following question addresses BM and BMI from an ST point of view: How
can the BM concept be described from an ST point of view and how does this view contribute to BM
and BMI research?
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