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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is threefold. Firstly, it provides business model researchers with a structured analysis of
the research that is required to enable business model theories to be developed. A schema for analyzing existing
research and for discerning the research required to move towards business model theory building is proposed. The
importance of conceptual research along with deductive and inductive empirical research is emphasized. Secondly,
the extant business model literature is analyzed according to the research schema to highlight current gaps in the
research and the progress being made towards theorization. Thirdly, opportunities for future research are identified
and thematically categorized to encourage progressive cycles of conceptual-deductive-inductive research and
ultimately, theorizing. The need for business model theory building, both in relation to the business model concept
per se and concerning the relationships between business models and other phenomena, is the basis of this article.
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1. Introduction

From the mid to late nineteen-nineties, during the dot com era, the term ‘business model’ became extremely
popular as a field of study (Fielt, 2013; Zott, Amit, & Massa, 2011). Although there is still no universally
accepted definition, a consensus seems to be gradually moving towards the one that describes the business model
as the framework through which enterprises execute their strategy (McGrath, 2010; Nielsen, Roslender, & Bukh,
2009; Nielsen & Montemari, 2012), thus enabling our understanding of how value is actually created and
captured (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Teece, 2010). The business model concept makes it possible to conceive
an enterprise as a set of interrelated choices regarding its main strategic elements, including the value proposition,
along with the key activities, resources and partners needed to develop it, as well as the target customers and the
channels and relationships required to reach them (Morris, Schindehutte, & Allen, 2005). Thus, the business
model concept enables managers and entrepreneurs to clearly understand the value creation process and to
identify the value drivers, the organizational issues, and the strategic challenges that emerge as strategy is being
implemented (Montemari & Chiucchi, 2017).

In light of its usefulness, much has been written about business models. Practitioners and researchers alike are
keen to discover which business models work best in various circumstances and settings (Gassmann,
Frankenberger, & Csik, 2014), which ones generate the highest profits (Zott & Amit, 2007), are sustainable
(Bocken, Short, Rana, & Evans, 2014), and are adaptable (Chesbrough, 2007; Sabatier, Mangematin, &
Rousselle, 2010). Furthermore, there is interest in identifying tools, solutions, frameworks, and managerial
practices to support business model innovation (Taran, Nielsen, Montemari, Thomsen, & Paolone, 2016) and in
predicting what happens when parts of the business model change or what happens to the business model when
extant forces change (Cavalcante, 2013; Demil & Lecocq, 2010).

Despite practitioners and researchers having embraced the business model concept, considerable research is still
needed if the business model itself is to endure. In this relatively young research field a major challenge is to
place ‘the business model in a theoretical perspective where it can be understood in more abstract terms and then
applied in new ways’ (Arend 2013, p. 390). This challenge requires business model theories to be developed and
tested.

This paper proposes a theoretical framework in the form of a schema and analyses business model research
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according to that schema. The types of research present in the literature are identified along with the research
required to advance towards business model theory building. Next, the extant business model literature is
analyzed and classified according to the proposed research schema to determine the current gaps in the research
and the progress being made towards theorization. Lastly, opportunities for future research are identified and
thematically categorized to encourage progressive cycles of conceptual-deductive-inductive research and
ultimately, theorizing. This finally leads the authors to summarize the main implications of the paper for business
model research.

2. The Theoretical Framework
2.1 What is Theory?

Researchers differ in their acceptance of what counts as theory and therefore, they define theory differently. For
example;

A theory is a statement of relations among concepts within a set of boundary assumptions and constraints. It is no
more than a linguistic device used to organize a complex empirical world (Bacharach 1989, p.496).

A theory is a set of systematically interrelated concepts, definitions and propositions that are advanced to explain
and predict phenomena (facts) (Cooper & Schindler 2000, p.51).

A theory is basically an explanation (Berg & Lune, 2012), i.e., a general and more or less comprehensive set of
statements that explain different aspects of a phenomenon (Silverman, 2006). The breadth of the explanation can
be used as a yardstick to distinguish different kind of theories. Some scholars take a liberal view of theorizing
(Llewelyn, 2003) and others take a narrow and restrictive perspective commonly adopted in natural sciences
where theory is viewed as consisting of universal statements capable of falsification (Popper, 1959). These
universal theories, often referred to as ‘grand theories’, develop general explanations for a discipline or a body of
knowledge. Grand theories play a crucial role in knowledge development, but they address concepts at a highly
abstract level and therefore tend to oversimplify complex issues (Ayres, 2008). In contrast to grand theories,
mid-range theories are context-bound, the findings relating to particular classes of objects rather than all such
objects. Mid-range theories are useful for analysing practice disciplines, like business model research, because
they are both concrete enough to explain the context-bound phenomena under analysis and abstract enough to be
applied to contexts beyond the one in which they were developed (Morgan & Wildemuth, 2009). Mid-range
theories of business models are context-bound since they are intended to hold true under particular circumstances
and for particular categories of business models rather than for all contexts or for all instances of business
models. These theories are based on generalizations about business models that take the results of inductive
empirical research and infer general patterns of configurations of business model variables. The generalizations
are one step away from theorizing; they form the basis of theories and provide input for further
conceptualizations.

Generalization can be bound by factors external to the business model, such as the industry in which the business
model functions; empirical research that is industry specific immediately limits generalizations to the industry
context. Generalization can also be bound by factors internal to the business model; such generalizations bound
by the internal characteristics of the business model must rely on a classification of business models based on
those characteristics.

In all forms of scientific research, including the organizational sciences (McKelvey, 1982) and behavioural
sciences (Mezzich & Solomon, 1980), the classification of objects is an important step towards theorizing
because ‘theory cannot explain much if it is based on an inadequate system of classification’ (Bailey 1994, p. 15).
Classifications °(....) are partway between a simple concept and a theory. They help to organise abstract,
complex concepts’ (Neuman 2003, p. 46). As business models are abstract and complex concepts (Lambert,
2015), our understanding of them can be improved through the development of a general classification scheme.
To enable generalizations to be made about classes of business models, a general classification scheme that
identifies homogeneous classes of business models and allows for the comparison between heterogeneous
classes is required. More particularly, the development of mid-range business model theories requires a
classification scheme from which generalizations about business models, their components, and the relationships
among those components can be inferred.

Empirical research plays a central role in classifications in that it is used either to validate conceptually derived
classes (deductive research that proposes typologies) or it is used to determine the classes (inductive research
that generates taxonomies). Typologies are designed deductively by categorizing objects into predefined groups
which are created through intuition and/or with reference to existing theory (Doty & Glick, 1994). Typologies
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consider only a few (usually only two or three) characteristics to determine the types of objects, thus rendering
them useful for specific purposes, but limiting their usefulness for other purposes and providing a basis for only
limited generalizations (Lambert, 2015). In contrast, taxonomies are generated inductively through statistical
analysis and they can simultaneously consider a large number of variables (Steininger et al. 2013, referring to
Bailey 1994). ‘A taxonomy can serve as a general classification of objects from which generalizations can be
made, hypotheses proposed, and eventually mid-range theory generated... [because the categories (taxa) of
taxonomies are derived inductively]... based on the totality of their observable characteristics’ (Lambert 2015,
p.53). Thus, taxonomical research is needed in order to develop a classification scheme of business models that
can form the basis for generalizations and eventually, for mid-range business model theories (Mékinen &
Seppénen, 2007; Morris, Schindehutte, Richardson, & Allen, 2006).

Recognising the level of generalizability is one way to distinguish one form of research from another. Research
can also be distinguished according to research philosophy, approach, and strategy (Saunders, Lewis, &
Thornhill, 2003). In this paper, research is differentiated according to whether it is conceptual or empirical, and
the relationships between conceptual and empirical research are explored along with the direction of reasoning of
the empirical research.

2.2 A Research Schema

In this section of the paper, a business model research schema (BMRS) is proposed and in the following section,
the BMRS is used to analyse business model research, both present and proposed. The BMRS is based on a
scientific research schema that requires iterations of both conceptual and empirical research and a combination
of deductive and inductive approaches in order to advance knowledge. Deductive reasoning begins with an
abstract concept and then tests that concept with empirical evidence. Support for the concept is achieved if data
collected from observations are consistent with the proposed concept. Once the concept has been tested, it can
serve as a premise for the next cycle, and so on. This leads to the solid creation of concepts that are increasingly
informed and worth pursuing (Shank, 2008). By contrast, inductive research, which aims to begin with no
preconceived ideas of what will be found, creates grounded theory by beginning with data collection and then
making generalizations and inferring theories based on the observations (Cavana, Delahaye, & Sekaran, 2003;
Neuman, 2003).

Knowledge is advanced through an iteration of deductive research and related inductive research linking ‘the
rational and the empirical, thought and fact, theory and practical experiment’ (Bronowski 1951, p.31). This
deductive-inductive cycle that is at the heart of scientific research (Ghent, 1966) is equally relevant to social
sciences because it anchors the research in the reality which it is intended to serve (McKelvey, 1982).

In order to act in a scientific manner, in order to act in a human manner at all, two things are necessary: fact and
thought. Science does not consist only of finding the facts, nor is it enough only to think, however rationally. The
processes of science are characteristic of human action in that they move by the union of empirical fact and
rational thought, in a way which cannot be disentangled. There is in science, as in all our lives, a continuous to
and fro of factual discovery, then of thought about the implications of what we have discovered, and so back to the
facts for testing and discovery — a step by step of experiment and theory [...]. (Bronowski 1951, p.30).

To bring business model research to the theorizing stage, the same scientific research approach is needed. The
BMRS developed and proposed here is based on the deductive-inductive cycle for experimental research (Ghent,
1966). It shows the progression research must follow from initial conceptualization, to generalizations, to
mid-range theory building. According to this schema, research begins with a notion that stems from research in
related fields of study and motivated by observations of reality. This first phase of research is essentially
pioneering research. It reflects the ideas and speculations of researchers who have very often transferred from
other research areas, and it employs descriptive, analytic, and archival research strategies. Then, the resulting
notion is tested using deductive empirical research and modified based on additional inductive empirical
research (Ghent, 1966). The modified notion should be more realistic than the original one and it forms the basis
of subsequent deductive research, and so on.

Deductive empirical research results inform efforts to refine and develop early conceptualizations; however, by
its very nature, this research will only confirm or refute the propositions or hypotheses being tested; it will not
uncover or determine that which it has not targeted. Inductive empirical research is exploratory in purpose and is
approached with almost no preconceived ideas about what will be found. This empirical research is required to
extend the boundaries of future analytic research.

Based on the original analytic and archival research and on the early deductive and inductive empirical research,
the notions are developed and then tested using a further round of deductive empirical research. Each
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well-conceived round of conceptual and empirical research brings the research closer to theorizing: on the one
hand, the results of deductive empirical research better match the anticipated results and the analytic
explanations; on the other hand, predictions better match the results of inductive empirical research.

To move business model research towards theorizing, generalizations need to be made from which theories can
be proposed and tested. The need to make generalizations about business models that in turn, can support
mid-range theories of business models is an integral part of the BMRS which is illustrated in figure 1.
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Figure 1. The Business Model Research Schema (BMRS) adapted from ‘The Logic of Experimental Design’
Source: Ghent 1966, p.18

The BMRS distinguishes research as either conceptual or empirical and if it is empirical, as inductive or deductive.
The schema also provides a framework for acknowledging the progression of research from initial
conceptualization to theorizing, it creates order in the research domain, and takes stock of what has gone before it.
However, the BMRS does not distinguish between the different purposes and foci of research, all of which are
required to move towards mid-range theorizing.

3. Review of Literature Based on the Business Model Research Schema

Archival and analytic research on business models began to appear in scholarly journals in the mid-1990s. The
early research was motivated by ad hoc observations of business activity and, as shown in figure 1, the archival
input derives from closely related but already established research areas such as management, organizational,
strategy, and information systems theory. Definitions and constructs (Hamel, 2000; Mahadevan, 2000; Tapscott,
Ticoll, & Lowy, 2000) as well as typologies of business models (Alt & Zimmermann, 2001; Pant &
Ravichandran, 2001; Patel, 2002; Timmers, 1998; Weill & Vitale, 2001) dominate the early research with
isolated attempts to integrate the concept with other management issues such as change management (Betz, 2002)
and adoption factors (Elliot, 2002). Several definitions of the business model have been proposed to provide a
frame of reference, focusing attention on the aspects thought to be relevant (for exhaustive reviews, see Al-Debei
& Avison, 2010; Nielsen, 2011; Zott et al. 2011; Fielt, 2013). This phase brought about an increased awareness
of the relationship between the business model and the value creation process (Magretta, 2002; Rappa, 2001).

The conceptual research formed the basis of empirical studies that used the business model to classify enterprises
(see Fisken & Rutherford, 2002; Weill & Vitale, 2002; Palmer & Lindermann, 2003), explore the relationship
between the business model and enterprise performance (see Fisken & Rutherford, 2002 and Li, 2002), and
identify business model innovation (see Porra; 2000; Chan-Olmsted & Ha, 2003).

By 2003, approximately, the business model concept had attained general acceptance as a useful management
concept and the second phase of archival and analytic research emerged from earlier conceptualizations of the
business model (Gordijn, Osterwalder, & Pigneur, 2005; Morris et al., 2005; Shafer, Smith, & Linder, 2005).
Frameworks and ontologies of business models were then proposed as a means of representing and explaining
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relationships between business model components. This stage of research progression equates to the ‘more
developed conceptual research’ part of the BMRS shown in figure 1.

In parallel to the concept-focused research being conducted, there were studies that looked at the relationships
between the business model and other management phenomena such as change management (Chaharbaghi,
Fendt, & Willis, 2003; Voelpel, Leibold, Tekie, & Von Krogh, 2005), adoption factors (Afuah, 2004), evaluation
(Mékinen & Seppinen, 2007), strategy (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010; Seddon, Lewis, Freeman, &
Shanks, 2004), innovation (Chesbrough, 2010; Gambardella & McGahan, 2010; Giesen, Berman, Bell, & Blitz,
2007), and meta-analysis (Morris et al., 2006; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Pateli & Giaglis, 2004; Shafer et al.,
2005). Subsequent deductive (Kauffman & Wang, 2008; Rasheed, 2009; Rédis, 2009; Zott & Amit, 2007) and
inductive (Glick, 2008; Koh, Gunasekaran, & Saad, 2005; Mair & Schoen, 2007) empirical research was mostly
industry specific and concerned with the evaluation and classification of business models.

Many specific arbitrary classifications were proposed, some of which make no explicit reference to, or use only a
few, classification criteria (see, for example, Bambury, 1998; Betz, 2002; Chen, 2003; Dubosson-Torbay,
Osterwalder, & Pigneur, 2002; Mikinen & Seppinen, 2007; Timmers, 1998). These typologies were used to
describe the business models that existed or were designed to meet the immediate needs of researchers (Fielt,
2013). Thus, it is not surprising that these typological classification schemes are rarely useful for other purposes
and are mostly inconsistent with one another (Lambert, 2015). Numerous deductively derived business model
classifications were conceived and then data was collected to support the existence of the typologies. In contrast,
inductive empirical classification research was scant.

A further round of conceptual (Baden-Fuller & Haefliger, 2013; Cavalcante, Kesting, & Ulhgi, 2011; DaSilva &
Trkman, 2014; Morris, 2013), deductive (Bock & George, 2011; Bock, Opsahl, George, & Gann, 2012; Visnjic
Kastalli & Van Looy, 2013; Wei, Yang, Sun, & Gu, 2014) and inductive research (Aspara, Lamberg, Laukia, &
Tikkanen, 2011; Cavalcante, 2014; Hacklin & Wallnéfer, 2012; Taran, Boer, & Lindgren, 2015; Velu & Stiles,
2013) followed. Literature reviews (Lambert & Davidson, 2013; Zott et al., 2011) that frame the state of the art
in business model research and identify related research agendas (Arend, 2013; Baden-Fuller & Mangematin,
2013; Eckhardt, 2013; Zott & Amit, 2013) have emerged to provide an account of existing research and to guide
future research.

The research themes that have surfaced in recent years include the following:

- the business model as a new and distinct level and unit of analysis in strategic, organizational and
entrepreneurship research (Zott et al., 2011);

- the business model as a means of providing a broad system-level approach to value creation for all
stakeholders (Zott et al., 2011);

- the business model as the basis for enterprise classification (Lambert & Davidson, 2013);
- the business model as a contributor to business success (Lambert & Davidson, 2013);

- business model innovation of itself (Lambert & Davidson, 2013; Schneider & Spieth, 2013; Spieth,
Schneckenberg, & Ricart, 2014).

However, despite several cycles of conceptual-deductive-inductive research covering a range of topics, business
model theories have yet to materialise. With reference to the BMRS depicted in figure 1, the body of research
finds itself in a loop of conceptualisation and support of inductive-deductive empirical research. To progress
towards generalisations about homogeneous groups of business models, an inductively derived, general
classification is required (Groth & Nielsen, 2015; Lambert, 2015). Because mid-range theory building is based
on generalizations about homogeneous groups of objects, the lack of a general classification scheme for business
models represents a significant gap in the research.

4. Opportunities for Future Research

It is evident from the foregoing that opportunities for business model research abound. There is still no universally
accepted definition of the term ‘business model’ (Arend, 2013) and the overlap of the business model concept with
established concepts and theories, such as strategy, activity system and entrepreneurial opportunities, needs to be
addressed (Lambert & Davidson, 2013; Zott & Amit, 2013).

Ongoing opportunities exist to challenge and move the existing business model conceptualizations through
analytical, conceptual, normative, and positive empirical research. Deductive research that tests the efficacy of the
frameworks and models and inductive research that explores relationships between business models and other
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phenomena for explanatory and predictive purposes is also required. Without claiming to represent a
comprehensive view, a set of interrelated topics for future research is now presented.

4.1 Business Model Design

- Design and test appropriate tools, managerial practices and methods to support business model designs that (a)
are internally consistent, (b) are, as a whole, consistent with other elements that characterize the enterprise
such as its strategy, its activity system, its value chain, its ecosystem or its internal organization hierarchies,
roles, and incentives, and (c) are consistent with the business models of the entities that interact with the focal
enterprise (Zott & Amit, 2013). This can be achieved mainly through normative and related, inductive
empirical research;

- Explore, through empirical means, how and why business models come to light, i.e., which parts of the design
process are planned and which ones are emergent (Zott & Amit, 2013), what levers and barriers enable or
hinder the process of business model design;

- Analyse the nature and content of business models that transcend time and industry boundaries (Taran et al.,
2016), through conceptual, empirical, and analytical research. The results of such research can aid decision
makers in designing or innovating their business models.

4.2 Business Model Implementation

- Conduct normative research and apply related inductive research to design and test tools and managerial
procedures to support practitioners in business model implementation;

- Investigate, through inductive and deductive empirical research, the relationships between business model
implementation and organization strategy, activity systems, value chains and ecosystems;

- Explore, mainly through inductive empirical research, the levers and the barriers that can enable or hinder the
process of business model implementation;

- Explore, mainly through inductive empirical research, how multiple business models can be implemented
and managed simultaneously (Arend, 2013).

4.3 Business Model Effects

Explain how a business model can become a source of competitive advantage, and how it can assist in planning
and predicting upcoming forms of competitive advantage (DaSilva & Trkman, 2014). This can be achieved mainly
through conceptual and deductive empirical research;

Determine, through deductive empirical research, the relationships between business models and organization
performance (Liittgens & Montemari, 2016);

Explore, mainly through inductive empirical research, the unintended and unforeseen effects that occur within the
organization when new business models are adopted (Arend, 2013);

4.4 Business Model Measurement and Disclosure

Explore the interaction between business models and performance measurement, i.e., how the business model can
be used as a platform to extract key performance indicators and key risk indicators. This can be achieved mainly
through inductive empirical research;

Determine how the business model should be explained in corporate reporting (such as Integrated Reporting
(International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC), 2013)) and explore the interaction between business models
and corporate reporting, mainly through normative research and related inductive empirical research.

4.5. Business Model Change/Innovation/Renewal

Through conceptual and analytical research, clarify the meaning of the frequently used term ‘business model
innovation’, and determine what changes constitute a business model innovation (DaSilva & Trkman, 2014);

Design and test management tools and practices to support the business model innovation process (Schneider &
Spieth, 2013) through normative and related inductive empirical research;

Explore, through empirical research, the sources and antecedents of business model innovation (Spieth et al.,
2014); how, when and why business models require transformation (Arend, 2013) and the levers and barriers that
enable or hinder the process of business model innovation;

Identify the impacts of business model innovation on a firm’s capabilities and performance (Schneider & Spieth,
2013), through deductive and inductive empirical research;
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Explore, mainly through inductive empirical research, how purposeful design and planning, evolutionary
dynamics, and environmental and social processes shape business models (Zott & Amit, 2013).

5. Conclusions

Business model research currently finds itself in its pre-paradigm period as an immature science that lacks
consensus and in which ‘competing schools of thought possess differing procedures, theories, even metaphysical
presuppositions’ (Bird, 2008). Many definitions of business models have been proposed over the last decade and a
half and, although a settling of the terms seems to be gradually emerging, there is still no universally accepted
definition, to date. The persistence of conceptual differences inhibits research that uses the business model as a
vehicle to collect information about other phenomena. In addition, the relationships between business models and
various organization abstraction levels (e.g. strategy, activity systems, value chains, ecosystems) still need to be
addressed. The literature reveals a maturing of the research field that includes a range of subject matter concerning
the business model concept per se and concerning the relationships between business models and other phenomena,
but the body of research remains underdeveloped and there is an absence of order that obscures the path to the
building of business model theories. In this article the authors have made a contribution by providing some order to
the research field in the form of the BMRS and the subsequent analysis of existing research.

The BMRS emphasizes the need for both inductive and deductive empirical research to progress towards business
model theory building. In a relatively young research field that is bereft of mid-range theory, inductive,
exploratory research, in particular with respect to classification, is needed to provide a theoretical foundation
grounded in observation. The development of a unifying business model concept that can facilitate the
construction of a general business model classification scheme which, in turn, can provide the basis for
generalizations is integral to mid-range theory building.

Avenues for future research have been organized around five key themes to encourage progressive cycles of
conceptual-deductive-inductive research and ultimately, theorizing. It remains to be seen whether theories of
business models emerge from a schema such as the one proposed here and whether a general classification will
eventually enable business model generalizations, but they are certainly topics worthy of future research.
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