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Abstract
As eBusiness is moving towards maturity, research interests shift to the

investigation of opportunities for market exploitation of eBusiness technolo-

gies. As a result, the debate around business models naturally becomes more
topical. However, while many researchers and practitioners are contemplating

business models, there is an alarming lack of theoretical tools in the literature to

structure and codify knowledge in the area. This paper draws on an extensive
review of the literature to propose an analytic framework that decomposes the

area of business models into eight research sub-domains. The proposed

framework is then applied to organize and critically review existing research
under each sub-domain as well as to define an agenda of future challenges on

business model research. The framework can benefit future research by

allowing researchers to better concentrate their efforts and place their

contributions in an overall context, thus assisting in building a coherent body
of knowledge in the challenging research domain of business models.
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Introduction
The literature on business models is ever growing. While business model
research has traditionally belonged to the agenda of organizational
management, the challenges posed by eBusiness technologies and their
applications ‘force’ researchers to focus their attention more specifically to
eBusiness models (Gordijn & Akkermans, 2001b; Papakiriakopoulos et al.,
2001; Weill & Vitale, 2001; McGann & Lyytinen, 2002; Osterwalder &
Pigneur, 2002; Vassilopoulou et al., 2003), also referred to as Internet
business models (Afuah & Tucci, 2001), business models on the Web
(Rappa, 2003), B2B and B2C business models (Alt & Zimmermann, 2001;
Elliot, 2002), business models for eBusiness (Petrovic et al., 2001), business
models in electronic commerce (Mahadevan, 2000; Bartelt & Lamersdorf,
2001), or more generally business models for electronic markets (Timmers,
1998).

Regardless of the term used, most agree that the accelerating growth of
eBusiness has raised the interest for transforming traditional business
models or developing new ones that better exploit the opportunities
enabled by technological innovations. One of the major impacts of
eBusiness on traditional business practices has been the multiplication of
possible business configurations, which increases the complexity and
difficulty of decisions to be made by managers. The increase of choices has
rendered the design and implementation of business models a rather
complex and difficult task.
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The motivation for studying business models naturally
varies depending on the research background of the
investigators, their chosen methods of analysis, and the
study objectives. Some of the most prominent and often
cited objectives for investigation on business models
include the following:

1. to understand the key elements and mechanisms in a
specific business domain, as well as their relationships
(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2002),

2. to communicate and share the understanding of a
business model among business or technology stake-
holders (Gordijn & Akkermans, 2001b),

3. to design the information and communication sys-
tems supporting the business model (Eriksson &
Penker, 2000),

4. to experiment with innovative business concepts in
order to determine if current business models can
easily adapt to them (Eriksson & Penker, 2000) and
assess the viability of new business initiatives (Weill &
Vitale, 2001),

5. to change and improve the current business model
(Eriksson & Penker, 2000; Osterwalder & Pigneur,
2002).

In order to comprehend the contribution and proposi-
tions of each study on business models, the reader has to
be aware of the researchers’ perspective, which is partly
determined by the context and the objectives of their
investigations. The implicit lack of an underlying
common framework of discussion and interpretation of

research on business models has motivated the literature
review of this paper.

Drawing on the lack of a unified way of organizing
research in the area of business models, this paper
presents the results of a comprehensive literature review
having a two-fold purpose: (a) to examine extant research
and classify it under an analytic framework and (b) to use
the resulting framework as a vehicle for identifying
knowledge gaps and proposing future research directions.
The main contribution of this paper includes a new
theoretical construct, in the form of an analytic frame-
work, which provides cognitive organization of business
model concepts. While quite a few academics have
realized the increasing complexity in the area, and have
thus raised the need for putting an order in the growing
bulk of business model studies and concepts, no explicit
research has been devoted towards this goal to date. The
construction of the analytic framework has resulted from
collecting, reviewing, and integrating previously dispa-
rate streams of research on business models, such as
research from the field of IS, strategy, and business
management (Table 1). By bringing together research
from a variety of scientific disciplines examining business
models, we aim at indicating the theoretical foundations
of the business model concept, and thus setting the
groundwork for the definition of sound theoretical
propositions for future research.

The following section outlines the methodology fol-
lowed for the literature review. The next section proposes
a novel analytic framework categorizing current research
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Table 1 Reference subject areas of business model research

Subject areas No. of

studies

Primary sources References

eBusiness 14 Academic Books

Conferences (e.g. Bled Conference, Interna-

tional Conference on Electronic Commerce)

Journals (e.g. Electronic Markets)

Internet

Timmers (1998); Afuah & Tucci (2001); Alt

& Zimmermann (2001); Gordijn & Akker-

manns (2001); Weill & Vitale, (2001); Rappa

(2001); Bartelt & Lamersdorf (2001); Papa-

kiriakopoulos et al. (2001), Petrovic et al.

(2001); Auer & Follack (2002); Osterwalder

& Pigneur (2002); Elliot (2002); Krüger et al.

(2003); Winter (2003); McGann & Lyytinen

(2002)

Strategy 8 Journals (e.g. Harvard Business Review,

Strategic Management Journal, California

Management Review)

Academic Books

Mahadevan (2000); Tapscott et al. (1998;

2000); Hamel (2000); Linder & Cantrell

(2000); Kaplan & Sawhney, (2000); Amit

& Zott (2001); Applegate & Collura (2001);

Magretta (2002);

Information systems 5 Academic Books

Journals (e.g., European Journal of Informa-

tion Systems, Information Society)

Chen-Berger (1994); Eriksson & Penker

(2000); Pouloudi et al. (2003); Vassilopoulou

et al. (2003); Hedman & Kalling (2003);

Klueber (2000)

Other (e.g. management,

economics)

2 Conference (e.g., International Conference

on Management of Networked Enterprises)

Journals (e.g. Industrial and Corporate

Change)

Ben-Lagha et al. (2001); Chesbrough &

Rosembloom (2001)
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and knowledge on business models into eight sub-
domains. In the next section on A systematic review of
business models research these sub-domains are used to
structure a concise review of the major studies on
business models to date and in the subsequent section
to identifies gaps in the literature and provide directions
for further research.

Literature review methodology
The methodology followed for the review included two
primary phases: selection and analysis. The selection phase
aimed at identifying and selecting research studies on
business models, so as to assembly a comprehensive
collection of publications representing the main current
body of knowledge in the area. The analysis phase then
involved a careful scrutiny of publications to recognize
patterns of commonly addressed research themes.
Figure 1 illustrates the main phases and activities of the
research method.

Selection phase
The selection phase is critical, since decisions made at
this stage undoubtedly have a considerable impact on the
validity of the literature review results. The phase started
with an initial exploration for publications relevant to
business models. The search process was implemented on
several sources, the most important of which have been
academic books, digital research libraries (such as Scien-
ceDirect, JSTOR, and InterScience), and the Internet. The
search mechanism included identification of keywords,
such as eBusiness models, process models, revenue
models, and modelling. As result, an initial set of 40

research studies deriving from multiple resources and
relating to a variety of reference disciplines, such as
strategy, information systems and management, was
collected. This set was then screened to select the most
significant research studies, based on the quality of the
publication source, its relevance to business model research,
and its citation frequency. The quality of the publication
source has been assessed based on several journal-ranking
lists (Mylonopoulos & Theoharakis, 2001; Bharati &
Tarasewich, 2002; Harzing, 2003). The selected papers/
articles’ relevance to business model research has been
determined by the context of reference to business
models. Most of the selected papers had the ‘business
model’ term as part of their title or included in the
keywords area or even discussed thoroughly from a
theoretical perspective in at least one section of the
paper. The final screening criterion included the citation
frequency. This was roughly assessed for each research
study based on the approximate percentage of the initial
set of 40 papers and articles providing a reference to it.
This last criterion has been mainly used as a secondary
criterion affecting rather than guiding the decisions
made in the screening phase (since it obviously refers
only to older papers that had a chance to be referenced in
newer works; for more recent articles, citation frequency
has not been used as a screening criterion).

Part of the review process was to identify the reference
disciplines of business model research, that is, the
research perspectives under which researchers discuss
business models. The most important reference disci-
plines have been found to be eBusiness, Strategy, and
Information Systems. This activity fired a new iteration of
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Figure 1 Literature review methodology.
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publications exploration focused on well-known publica-
tion outlets of the above disciplines. In total, the
exploration of publications in the above reference
disciplines has yielded 12 additional publications.

In parallel, selected papers were reviewed in terms of
included references to other research studies. As a result,
a significant number of new publications were identified
and provided input for a new iteration of the screening
activity.

This iterative cycle of exploration and screening has
produced a final set of 29 key research studies, which
constitute the basis for the literature review and critique
in this paper. Table 1 summarizes these studies and
identifies their sources and reference disciplines.

Analysis phase
The analysis phase has been important for deducing
useful conclusions regarding the history, current status,
as well as future trends of business model research. A
careful review of the items resulting from the selection
phase resulted in identifying eight sub-domains of

research in the area of business models: (1) Definitions,
(2) Components, (3) Taxonomies, (4) Conceptual Models, (5)
Design methods and tools, (6) Adoption factors, (7) Evalua-
tion models, and (8) Change methodologies. The next
section specifies the nature and purpose of research in
each sub-domain, while the forthcoming section pro-
vides a review for each sub-domain’s research studies.

The specification of the above eight sub-domains is
neither intuitive nor exhaustive. Instead, they have been
specified based on an inductive approach of pattern
identification against the multiple research approaches
and views included in the set of 29 key publications. To
validate the pattern identification process, the initial
mapping of studies to the eight sub-domains was
followed by a validation test that took place in a
laboratory environment. More specifically, the test aimed
at indicating the reliability of the authors’ mapping of
the selected research studies to the eight sub-domains
(Table 2). Thus, it did not provide any proof for the
exclusiveness and adequacy of the initially specified
business model categories. However, it does prove that

PPL_EJIS_3000513

Table 2 Organizing research in business models

No. Contributions Definitions Compo-

nents

Conceptual

models

Design

methods

& tools

Taxonomies Change

methodol-

ogies

Evaluation

models

Adoption

factors

1. Chen-Berger (1994) |
2. Timmers (1998) | |
3. Mahadevan (2000) | |
4. Tapscott et al. (1998) Tapscott et al. (2000) | | |
5. Hamel (2000) | |
6. Linder & Cantrell (2000) | | | |
7. Kaplan & Sawhney (2000) |
8. Eriksson & Penker (2000) | |
9. Chesbrough & Rosembloom (2002) |

10. Klueber (2000) | |
11. Afuah & Tucci (2001) | | |
12. Alt & Zimmermann (2001) | |
13. Gordijn & Akkermanns (2001a, b) | | |
14. Weill & Vitale (2001) | | | |
15. Rappa (2001) | |
16. Amit & Zott (2001) |
17. Applegate & Collura (2001) | |
18. Ben-Lagha et al. (2001) |
19. Bartelt & Lamersdorf (2001) |
20. Papakiriakopoulos et al. (2001) |
21. Petrovic et al. (2001) Auer & Follack (2002) | | |
22. Osterwalder & Pigneur (2002) | | |
23. Magretta (2002) | |
24. Elliot (2002) | |
25. McGann & Lyytinen (2002) | |
26. Pouloudi et al. (2003) Vassilopoulou et al.

(2003)

|

27. Krüger et al. (2003) |
28. Winter (2003) |
29. Hedman & Kalling (2003) | |
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the proposed classification framework, which constitutes
the main theoretical proposition of this paper, has been
derived in a theoretical reasonable way, and thus can be
considered as valid and reliable.

The validation test was based on the Proportional
Reduction in Loss (PRL) reliability measure proposed by
Rust & Cooil (1994). The method is applicable when a
researcher wants to assess the consensus between judges
who are asked to code a number of items into mutually
exclusive qualitative categories. The test was conducted
by five judges (N¼5), all of them being academics
knowledgeable in the area of business models. Each
judge was given an instruction sheet, which included a
description of the eight domains, and an answer sheet in
which judges were asked to map the views expressed in
the 29 reviewed studies against the eight sub-domains
identified by the researchers. Judges were asked to
perform the same mapping independently of each other
and of the researcher (Rust & Cooil, 1994).

The PRL measure assumes values between zero and one,
with higher values indicating higher data reliability. A
minimum of value 0.7 (70%) is required to indicate
acceptable reliability for exploratory work, which de-
scribes most of the work published in academic journals,
while a more stringent threshold of 0.9 (90%) can be
considered as the minimum acceptable PRL value for
advanced practice (Rust & Cooil, 1994). In this researchs’
test, the inter-judge agreement, calculated as the propor-
tion of the total pair-wise agreements to the total pair-
wise decisions for classifying the research views to one of
the eight proposed categories, reached 0.53. This means
that the five judges have made over half identical
assignments of the provided research views across the
eight possible categories. This value of inter-judge
agreement is associated with a PRL value of 0.95 (i.e.
reliability level of 95%), which is quite satisfactory for the
purposes of the current literature review (Cooil & Rust,
1995).

An analytic research framework for business
models
The primary outcome of the literature review is a
validated instrument that classifies business model
research into eight sub-domains. Next the scope of
research in each sub-domain is briefly discussed. Table 2
illustrates the extent to which the 29 research studies,
finally included in this literature review, have pursued
research on each of the eight sub-domains.

(a) Definitions Research in this domain concerns defin-
ing the purpose, scope, and primary elements of a
business model, as well as exploring its relationships
with other business concepts, such as strategy and
business processes. As illustrated in Table 2, defini-
tions constitute a strong focus of business model
research.

(b) Components Research in this domain is concerned
with analyzing the business model concept to further

decompose it into its fundamental constructs. The
specification of business model components ranks
second in research popularity, as shown in Table 2.
However, business model components assume the
leading position when only recent studies are con-
sidered. This is somewhat expected and indicates a
maturation of research in the field that naturally
shifts from earlier definitional research to more
detailed ontological analyses.

(c) Taxonomies Research in this domain relates to
possible categorizations of business models into a
number of typologies based on various criteria. The
primary purpose is to produce a list of generic
business model types that can then be analysed based
on their unique features. A relatively significant
portion of work, deriving mainly from early authors,
has been performed in this field.

(d) Conceptual models Research in this domain aims at
organizing information about a business model
around a number of different perspectives. While
research on components focuses on identifying the
constituent elements of a business model, research in
this sub-domain focuses on identifying and describ-
ing the relationship between these elements in an
abstract but rational way. As part of research in this
field, a number of possible representational formal-
isms (usually graphical) for visualizing the main
elements of a business model, as well as their inter-
relationships, under a specific aspect, have been
produced. This is a domain of growing research
interest, as demonstrated by the increasing number
of publications in the field.

(e) Design methods and tools Research in this field
concerns the development and use of methods,
languages, standards, and software (e.g., simulation
tools), typically referred to as business modeling tools,
to automate and leverage the process of designing a
business model. Although research interest in this
sub-domain has been identified relatively early, it still
remains as a timely research challenge, possibly due
to the clear need of organizations to design, experi-
ment, and change business models in an easy and
cost-effective fashion.

(f) Adoption factors It involves research on factors that
affect the organizational adoption of business mod-
els, as well as research on socio-economic implica-
tions of business model innovation. Compared to
other sub-domains, a relatively smaller segment of
the research community is pursuing this type of
research.

(g) Evaluation models This domain is concerned with
identifying criteria for either assessing the feasibility,
viability, and profitability of new business models or
evaluating them against alternative or best practice
cases. This is also a relatively recent research domain
with few researchers having pursued focused work on
it.

PPL_EJIS_3000513

Framework for analysing eBusiness models Adamantia G. Pateli and George M. Giaglis 5

European Journal of Information Systems



UNCORRECTED P
ROOF

(h) Change methodologies This domain includes research
efforts that focus on formulating guidelines, describ-
ing steps, and specifying actions to be taken for either
changing existing business models or choosing new
ones to adapt to a business or technology innovation.
This is also a relatively new area with intense interest
for further investigation but only a few studies
currently addressing it.

Although most authors investigate upon more than
one sub-domain, most studies remain rather isolated and
self-contained. Researchers and practitioners from the
business field usually take their own perspective on
investigating and contributing to a specific sub-domain
(components, conceptual models or others), often with-
out taking into consideration existing research in other
related areas. For instance, in recent years, there has been
an intense research stream towards building conceptual
models. However, when illustrating business models,
only parts of the conceptual model, mainly the value
flows and the business players, are usually depicted. The
remaining information is usually implied or even totally
ignored. However, this information is also important for
communicating the right business model to the right
people.

A systematic review of business model research
This section presents a comprehensive review of existing
research on business models, structured around the eight
sub-domains of the research framework. This discussion
intends to meet an explicit need in the area for codifying
existing knowledge and identifying challenges for future
research. The potential benefits of doing so, through the
development of a research analytic framework, are better
illustrated in the final section of this literature review,
where the future implications for researchers and man-
agers are discussed.

Definitions
Although defining a business model has naturally been
among the first tasks of early researchers in the area, the
concepts surrounding the definition of a business model
have been subject to debate lately. For example, Porter
argues that the definition of a business model ‘is murky at
best. The business model approach to management becomes
an invitation for faulty thinking and self-delusion’ (Porter,
2001). Magretta adopts a more mediocre stance towards
business models, albeit remaining critical towards their
applications and use, by stating that ‘the fault lies not with
the concept of the business model but with its distortion and
misuse’ (Magretta, 2002).

Researchers have historically come up with several
definitions that attempt to explain what the essence and
purpose of a business model is. The initial and perhaps
most often cited definition of this category is provided by
Timmers (1998), also followed by Weill & Vitale (2001),
who conceive a business model as the description of key
components defining a business idea, including products

and services, actors, roles, information, revenues, and
benefits. In more abstract terms, Linder & Cantrell
(2000) define a business model as ‘the organization’s core
logic for creating value’, while Magretta (2002) simply
views it as a ‘story that explains how an enterprise works’.
Nevertheless, she also proceeds to distinguish business
models from the concept of strategy by arguing that,
while business models describe how the pieces of a
business fit together, they do not factor in one critical
dimension of performance (namely competition) as
strategy does.

In the same vein, Osterwalder & Pigneur (2002)
conceive the business model as the missing link between
strategy and business processes. More specifically, they
consider a business model as the ‘conceptual and archi-
tectural implementation (blueprint) of a business strategy
(that) represents the foundation for the implementation of
business processes and information systems’. Compared to
Timmers (1998) and Weill & Vitale (2001), they introduce
new elements, such as the network of partners and the
relationship capital. These are even more emphasized by
Tapscott et al. (1998) who encompass into their definition
not only the organization itself but also its ‘fellow
travelers’. These are also referred to as ‘business webs (b-
webs)’ to denote ‘distinct systems of suppliers, distributors,
commerce service providers, and customers that use the
Internet for their primary business communications and
transactions’ (Tapscott et al., 2000).

The review in the area has indicated that, while some
researchers perceive the business model as a purely
business concept that explains the logic of doing business
for a firm (Timmers, 1998; Linder & Cantrell, 2000;
Petrovic et al., 2001; Rappa, 2003), others consider it as a
link between strategy, business processes, and informa-
tion systems (Nilsson et al., 1999; Osterwalder & Pigneur,
2002). In other words, business models are not conceived
as a purely management-related concept, but embrace a
broad spectrum of organizational activities, from the
operational (processes) to the strategic level. Moreover,
given the evolution of networked organizations and the
growing adoption of eBusiness, the definition of business
models has been extended to include inter-organizational
activities, roles, and elements as well.

Components
Research here focuses on decomposing business models
into their atomic elements, typically referred to as
components, functions, attributes, or pillars (Afuah & Tucci,
2001; Petrovic et al., 2001; Rayport & Jaworski, 2001;
Weill & Vitale, 2001; Auer & Follack, 2002). The prevalent
approaches followed for defining business model compo-
nents are:

� Top–down analysis and hierarchical decomposition De-
composing a business initiative from the more general
to the more concrete levels of analysis and identifying
primary components for each analysis level (Weill &
Vitale, 2001). Also, decomposing a business model into

PPL_EJIS_3000513
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sub-models that link together in a hierarchy (Linder &
Cantrell, 2000; Petrovic et al., 2001) or identifying
major components of a business model and decom-
posing them to sub-components (Hamel, 2000; Oster-
walder & Pigneur, 2002).

� Matrix analysis Defining vertical and horizontal di-
mensions of business model analysis (Alt & Zimmer-
mann, 2001). The vertical dimensions concern core
components, which communicate key information
about the business models, while the horizontal
dimensions are used to set the contextual framework
in which the business model is implemented (for
example, market structure, technology maturity, reg-
ulation regime, and so on).

� Value analysis Categorizing components based on
their degree of importance (or value addition) (Kruger
et al., 2003). Following this approach, some compo-
nents are considered as core, found in every business
model, while others are considered to be complemen-
tary, and are thus defined only when applicable.

Regardless of the approach followed, the review has
indicated that there seems to be a relative consensus
between researchers when it comes to identifying the
constituent elements of a business model. The following
components are apparent in almost any research study in
this sub-domain: mission (strategic objectives), target
market (scope and market segment), value proposition
(product/service offering), resources (capabilities and
assets), key activities (intra- and inter-organizational
processes), cost and revenue model (cost and revenue
streams, pricing policy), value chain/net (alliances and
partnerships). While there is extensive research con-
ducted towards identifying and analysing the key
components of business models, limited research has to
date been conducted towards identifying the logical flow
of value between components, that is, the order in which
each component is defined and how it affects the values
of other components. For instance, the first step in
discussing a business model concerns stating its ‘mis-
sion’. The description of target market and value chain/
net configuration within this component is naturally
expected to align with the values assigned to ‘target
market’ and ‘value chain/ net configuration’ compo-
nents. In a similar vein, the definition of value proposi-
tion affects the specification of ‘resources’ offered and
‘activities’ undertaken by each partner in the business
model configuration. Further research towards identify-
ing this logical interconnection of components would
lead to defining guidelines, or even structured methodol-
ogies, for successful definition of business models.

Taxonomies
A great deal of research has been devoted towards
developing typologies of business models by classifying
them under a set of criteria, such as pricing policy or
customer relationship model. Taxonomy frameworks

differentiate on two factors: Classification Criteria and
Objects Classified.

As far as the classification criteria are concerned, there
are various approaches in the literature. For example,
business models are classified based on revenue and
position in value chain (Rappa, 2003), functional inte-
gration and degree of innovation (Timmers, 1998), core
activities and price-value balance (Linder & Cantrell,
2000), economic control and value integration (Tapscott
et al., 2000), sourcing parameters (Kaplan & Sawhney,
2000), and business subject and behaviour (Bartell &
Lamerdoff, 2001).

As far as the objects classified are concerned, the
literature is also characterized by a rather confusing
diversity. Sometimes real-life business initiatives (such as
Amazon or eBay) are classified (Rappa, 2003; Timmers,
1998), despite the fact that they typically combine
multiple atomic business models. Other authors prefer
to present taxonomies of atomic business models that
can then be incorporated into a real-life business
initiative (Weill & Vitale, 2001).

The growth and diversity of eBusiness have increased
business model choices. The large number of taxonomies
has resulted from the need of researchers to classify
business models, so that their study and analysis are
made easier. However, the underlying need for a holistic
and exhaustive taxonomy of the various types of business
models is yet to be satisfied.

Conceptual models
The fragmentation of research that was observed in the
previous sub-domains is also evident when reviewing
research on conceptual models. The primary purpose of a
conceptual model is to specify dimensions of business
model analysis, identify the main components that are
relevant to each dimension, and provide an illustration
for each level. Two alternative directions of research can
be noticed:

(a) In the first approach, researchers choose to focus on a
specific level of analysis, which is discussed in depth,
usually complemented by the proposition of appro-
priate textual or graphical representation formalisms.
Conceptual models, in this case, take the form of a
business model ontology, which encompasses the
concepts, relationships, and terms used when de-
scribing a business model (Jasper & Uschold, 1999).

(b) Conversely, in the second stream of research, all
levels of business model analysis are identified and
the conceptual models aim at providing an integra-
tion mechanism between these levels. Each level is
typically discussed in terms of the components that it
includes. Integration is achieved through the specifi-
cation of relationships and interfaces between levels
and their components.

Following the first approach, Gordijn & Akkermans
(2001a, b) identify three levels of analysis: the strategic
level, which targets board-level management, the value
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exchange level, which is primarily addresses the needs of
business analysts, and the operational level, which is more
related to the needs of system developers. Their research
focuses on the value exchange level to build an eBusiness
ontology called e3-value ontology (Gordijn & Akkermans,
2001b). Following a similar approach, Osterwalder &
Pigneur (2002) propose the eBusiness model ontology (e-
BMO) that formalizes the elements, relationships, voca-
bulary, and semantics of a business model. Their e-BMO is
structured into several decomposition layers with in-
creasing depth and complexity. The first level of decom-
position concerns the four main pillars of a business
model, which are thought to be ‘product innovation’,
‘customer relationship’, ‘infrastructure management’,
and ‘financials’. These concepts are then further decom-
posed and associated to each other through bilateral
relationships. Moreover, the analysis of each component
should draw on theories from diverse scientific disci-
plines, such as relationship marketing (for the ‘customer
relationship’ pillar), economics (for the ‘financials’
pillars), strategic management (for the ‘infrastructure
management’ pillar), and innovation management (for
the ‘product innovation’ pillar).

Hedman & Kalling (2003) follow the second approach
and propose a conceptual business model that integrates
perspectives from strategy, IT management, and indus-
trial organization. The inter-relationships between busi-
ness models and strategy are also conceptualized and
discussed by Winter (2003), who distinguishes two types
of models (the business network model and the business
strategy model), each of which employs a different
modelling technique for its illustration.

The review has highlighted the need to pursue
interdisciplinary research towards building a scientifi-
cally rigorous conceptual model able to communicate
codified but complete information about its underlying
business model, and also leaving space for more focused
analysis on specific parts of it. Although initial works
have attempted to codify business models through
ontological analysis (Osterwalder, 2004), there is still a
long way to go towards finalizing this work and system-
atizing our knowledge into business model semantics.

Design methods and tools
Building methods and developing tools for designing
business models have been of intense interest since the
embryonic stages of business model research. The reason
is that a pictorial design is arguably the best means to
communicate information and achieve in-depth insight.
The major stream of research in this sub-domain has
historically addressed the development of process model-
ling and simulation tools (Malone et al., 1999). However,
the focus of attention has started to shift lately. In
conjunction with parallel work on conceptual models, as
well as in the standardization of modelling methods and
tools (e.g., the Unified Modeling Language (UML), and
eXtensible Markup Language (XML)), a great deal of
business model research has focused on designing

methods and tools for formulating conceptual models
and automating the design task (Osterwalder, 2004).

In one of the earlier studies, Chen-Berger (2003) has
developed a knowledge-based support tool for business
modelling with IBM’s Business System Development
Method (BSDM). Later, Eriksson & Penker (2000) have
explained how UML diagrams can be used to build
business models in an effort to bridge the communica-
tion gap between managers and system analysts. Their
contribution includes both a design method, including
specific phases and steps, and a toolkit, containing a
different set of UML diagrams for each phase.

Similarly, a research team from the Ecole des HEC
(Université de Lausanne) (Ben-Lagha et al., 2001) has
constructed an XML schema, called eBML, consisting of
elements that represent the vocabulary of a model and
the relationships between the elements. eBML can be
used to encode business models in order to assess, share,
compare, and explore them. This XML schema is later
transformed to an improved version, referred to as
Business Model Modelling Language (BM2L), and is used
to transfer the Osterwalder’s Business Model Ontology
from the conceptual to the implementation level (Cooil
& Rust, 1995).

The observed shift from simple design tools represent-
ing the primary elements of a business model to more
sophisticated design methods aligns with the shift of
research from analysis of business model components to
conceptual models. While research in this field is still
rather immature, it presents significant prospects for
further work. There is spacious window of research,
mainly from scholars and practitioners in the Informa-
tion Systems field, towards formalizing, with the aim of
illustrating, the components of a business model, such as
the mission statement, the target market, and the key
activities – which to date remain at the level of verbal
descriptions only.

Adoption factors
The motivation behind research on key factors that can
impact, positively or negatively, business model adoption
has been to contribute, to identify, and to assess
promising business models under different organiza-
tional contexts. This motivation is similar to the one
driving research on evaluation models. However, while
research on evaluation models focuses on ex post
analyses, research on adoption factors aims at providing
criteria for ex ante analysis of business models and thus
can guide, rather than assess, business model success.

In 1999, Elliot initiated an international study on
success factors for Internet retailing based on a research
model that he developed in 1997 (Elliot, 2002). The
primary objective of the study was to build a generic
theoretical framework that could be applied towards
investigating the customer and organizational adoption
of technological innovations. The study was built upon
the development and use of a research model identifying
four primary categories of factors that affect the adoption

PPL_EJIS_3000513

Q2

Framework for analysing eBusiness models Adamantia G. Pateli and George M. Giaglis8

European Journal of Information Systems



UNCORRECTED P
ROOF

of B2C e-Commerce (Elliot, 2002): Environmental, Organi-
zational, Innovation, and Consumer. Subsequent to the
study, the above model was revised and extended to
incorporate new factors under each category. The re-
search validated not only the factors from all categories,
but also their integration ability, since some factors
seemed to be applicable across categories.

Pouloudi et al. (2003) propose a framework consisting
of key factors that promote or inhibit eBusiness model
adoption. Factors are grouped into five thematic areas:
technology, organizational, industry, individual, and societal.
Their framework considers the above factors as comple-
mentary perspectives that jointly affect eBusiness model
adoption. Current research work is focused on identify-
ing, testing, and validating the list of factors (Vassilo-
poulou et al., 2003). While discussing the dynamics of
eBusiness models, McGann & Lyytinen (2002) refer to a
number of environmental factors that influence the
evolution of eBusiness models. These factors are split
into institutional and diffusion ones.

The study of current research in this sub-domain can
inform critical decisions to be made during the design of
a business model and can provide input for the definition
of an evaluation framework. Moreover, several categories
of factors can be transformed into business model
elements, while some others can be used to provide
successful implementation conditions. Defining a struc-
tured approach for achieving such a transformation from
adoption factors to business model elements and success-
ful implementation conditions can motivate further
research in the field.

Evaluation models
The motivation here is similar to the one driving research
on adoption factors. However, while research on adop-
tion factors aims at providing criteria for ex ante analysis
of business models, research on evaluation models
focuses on ex post analyses and thus aims to assess, rather
than guide, business model implementation. The defini-
tion of assessment criteria is naturally dependent on the
purpose of evaluation. Four primary evaluation purposes
have been identified: benchmarking with competitors in
business model terms; assessment of alternative business
models for possible implementation; risk identification for
a firm pursuing business model innovation; and evalua-
tion of an innovative business model in terms of
feasibility and profitability.

To measure the potential of a business model, Hamel
(2000) has identified four factors that determine a
business model’s wealth potential: efficiency, uniqueness,
fit, and profit boosters. In a narrower evaluation sense,
Gordijn & Akkermans (2001b) assess the economic
feasibility of a business model, based on assessment of
the incoming and outgoing values (benefits vs costs and
risks) for each actor involved. The use of what-if scenarios
can then enable companies to carry out sensitivity
analyses for the business model with respect to various
financial parameters. The major deficit of this approach

lies on the difficulty to express value flows in monetary
terms in most cases.

Other researchers have followed similar approaches in
developing evaluation models. For example, Afuah &
Tucci (2001) define three levels for measuring the
performance of a business model: measures of profitability,
profitability prediction, and business model component
attributes. Similarly, Weill & Vitale (2001) refer to key
factors that have an influence on the profitability and
viability of eBusiness models: level of ownership, firm’s
access to key information, and conflicts.

Summarizing, the review has revealed that the evalua-
tion model sub-domain is among the less mature areas of
business model research. The majority of the criteria
proposed draws from general theory and is mostly driven
by financial indicators that are very difficult, if possible at
all, to measure in all cases.

Change methodologies
The necessity of changing the way of doing business in
order to exploit technological and innovation enablers in
turbulent business environments is well established both
in the literature and in practice. Nevertheless, when
innovative business models are considered, research to
date is yet to satisfy the need for methods that can
structure a firm’s change endeavour either towards
adopting a new business model or extending a current
one to include new dimensions.

Among the few authors researching the area, Tapscott
et al. (2000) have identified six steps for changing a
current business model to a b-web model. Naturally, the
method proposed is customized to the b-web concept and
thus can hardly be thought of as a generally applicable
change methodology.

Following a different approach, Linder & Cantrell
(2000) provide a general framework that defines a set of
change models, classified based on the level of change
introduced by the new business model: realization,
renewal, extension, and journey models. The identification
of four types of change models serves the organizations’
need for first identifying the level of change, and thus the
change model, they want to introduce and then building
the organizational machinery required for executing
their change model.

Petrovic et al. (2001) has made one of the first attempts
to introduce a generic business model change methodol-
ogy grounded on a well-established theoretical frame-
work. However, the steps of their methodology are
described in quite general terms, and no guidelines or
advice is provided for the core part of the methodology,
which is the actual implementation of change. Finally,
Papakiriakopoulos et al. (2001) propose a step-by-step
methodology for transforming a business model, re-
sponding to the need for changing the firm’s technology
infrastructure. Again, the utility is restricted in the sense
that it applies only to technology-driven business model
change, as opposed to change driven by a new market or
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business opportunity. The analysis is also focused on
industry level (as opposed to firm level) change.

The review has indicated that the domain of change
methodologies is one of the most challenging areas for
business model research in the future. This is hardly
surprising as the domain is highly dependent on knowl-
edge derived from other sub-domains and hence it
cannot advance significantly unless its foundational
sub-domains have produced concrete research results.

Framing a research agenda for business models
Analysis of existing research on business models has
enabled identification of gaps in current knowledge and
has indicated avenues worthy of further investigation.
These gaps can be used to draw an agenda for future
research on business models as they refer both to the
individual sub-domains and, perhaps more importantly,
to the intersections between them. While those observa-
tions that relate to individual sub-domains have been
documented in the previous section, some more inte-
grative aspects are synthesized in this section.

While quite a few researchers have worked towards
constructing a conceptual framework for business model
analysis from different viewpoints (including for example
organizational, technological, strategic, and economic
dimensions), a smaller amount of research has been
devoted to synthesizing and specifying the interfaces
between these largely diverse conceptual aspects. Never-
theless, such a synthesis could contribute towards
specifying the boundaries and identity of each concep-
tual level, and outlining its weight of contribution to a
holistic understanding of business models. Above all,
bridging the gaps between conceptual dimensions would
undoubtedly contribute to the development of an
integrated concept of a business model. In parallel, future
research could also be directed towards visualizing the
conceptual layers, the components, and the interfaces
between them with the aid of computer-aided methods
and tools. In this case, the area of design methods and
tools would also benefit.

The review has demonstrated the need for further
research towards assessing business models from different
perspectives. This can be achieved, for example, by using
the Balanced Scorecard (BSC) approach introduced by
Kaplan & Norton (1992). Thus, the evaluation of a
business model can be made against financial measures
(e.g. revenue growth, Return on Investment), customer
measures (e.g. market share, customer satisfaction),
process measures (e.g. employee productivity, service
delivery), and growth measures (e.g. employee capabil-
ities, innovation potential). This research stream requires
further elaboration on the applicability of BSC for
evaluating business models through empirical investiga-
tions.

Based on the literature review, the feasibility of a
business model means that all actors involved in a
business model can capture value from it (Gordijn &
Akkermans, 2001b). Taking into consideration the nat-

ural differences in business actors’ motivation and
interests in a business model , future research should
specify the stakeholders involved in each conceptual
layer, identify their needs, wants, and objectives, and
define assessment criteria accordingly. The final outcome
could resemble a multidimensional construct that relates
conceptual levels (e.g., organizational, financial, and
technical), target groups (e.g., managers, financial ana-
lysts, and system developers), evaluation objectives (e.g.,
market performance, profitability, and innovation) and
criteria (e.g., number of customers, return on investment,
and competitive differentiation).

The need for designing viable business models and
assessing the likelihood of their real-life market success
under different industry and firm-specific circumstances
can be greatly assisted by integrating existing disparate
research efforts in the highly interdependent sub-do-
mains of evaluation models and adoption factors. The
success of a business model is naturally dependent on
numerous factors such as market conditions, strategic
synergies (or conflicts), competencies and assets, finan-
cial arrangements (pricing policy, revenue sharing
schemes), robust technological infrastructure, effective
governance schemes, and so on. Research is needed to
address the interdependencies of these factors in a
holistic and integrative evaluation framework.

Finally, an important stream of research concerns the
development of methodological approaches towards
business model evolution or transition. Taking into
account the dynamic nature of business models, as well
as the rapid pace of business and technological evolu-
tions, such methodologies would meet a timely market
need and may contribute to fewer failures in business
model innovation than those witnessed in hype-affected
high-tech markets in recent years.

Table 3 summarizes the research challenges both in
atomic (individual sub-domains) and integrative (combi-
nations of two or more sub-domains) levels.

Conclusions and implications for researchers and
practitioners
This paper has presented the results of a bottom-up review
approach for defining an analytic research framework for
business models. The identification of the eight sub-
domains has derived from the need to put an order in the
growing body of research into business models. In a top–
down approach, we could first identify the classification
classes and then try to track down studies under each
class. However, this approach is most appropriate for
exploring mature and well-investigated knowledge areas.
Thus, the bottom-up approach was considered more
suitable to the unconsolidated nature of business model
research. The literature review, further to its internal
value in providing a lens through which current and
future research on business models can be analysed, has
also yielded some implications for researchers of the
business model field.
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Firstly, it has shown that the business model field has
now matured to a degree that allows it to move beyond
the elementary definitional studies, associated with the
definitions and components sub-domains, to more in-
depth analyses, associated with the design methods/
tools, conceptual models, evaluation models, and chan-
ging methodologies sub-domains, which aim at provid-
ing toolkits for representing, analysing, assessing, and
changing business models.

Secondly, the literature review has shown that the
research community is yet to invent a common language,
in terms not only of terminology but basically in terms of
conceptualization, for discussing and analysing business
models. As a result, while quite a few practitioners discuss
business models implying revenue models, several re-
searchers of the IS field use the business model construct
as the theoretical statement of the business requirements
that an information system should fulfil. The need for
building and adopting a common language in the
business model community is further stressed by the
multi-disciplinary nature of the topic. The terms used for
referring to key concepts should raise the same meaning
for all business model researchers, regardless of their
scientific or business background. The proposed classifi-
cation framework provides a basic conceptual categoriza-
tion of business model research with the view of setting
the groundwork for more elaborate business model
conceptualisms.

The literature review ends by prompting researchers for
integrating isolated research on diverse aspects of busi-

ness models, such as business model configurations
(structures) or evaluation of business models, and derives
from various scientific disciplines, such as strategic
management, industrial organization, and information
systems, under a common conceptualization of business
models. Within the last 10 years, there has been
considerable research on strategic alliances, more speci-
fically on the conditions and factors that drive the
formation of alliances, alliance governance structures,
dynamics and management of alliances, and alliance
performance. Such research, also associated with multiple
theories, such as transaction cost economics, resource-
based view, network and innovation theories, can be
exploited for describing, analysing or explaining from a
scientific perspective the ‘value chain/ net’ component of
business model. In a similar vein, research on modelling
languages, which is conducted by IS scholars, could
contribute to advanced design tools for business models’
illustration. Following the same stream of thought, other
types of state-of-the-art research could be associated with
the remaining sub-domains of the proposed research
framework. Unless such theoretical links are established,
the business model field will not be able to establish itself
as a distinct area of investigation, with proper links to
other research domains.

Practitioners are also expected to benefit from the work
presented in this paper. More specifically, managers can
classify existing knowledge and practice and thus select
the most appropriate theoretical toolkit for defining,
describing, and communicating their organization’s
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Table 3 An agenda for future research on business models

Atomic challenges

�Definitions Define the essence of network-centric business models and clarify the relevance between business models and related concepts

(strategy, processes, and Information Technology)

�Components Integrate primary and supporting elements and identify each component’s contribution to a successful business model

implementation

�Taxonomies Synthesize classification criteria and explore new areas of business model implementation (for example, mobile business

models)

�Conceptual models Develop business model ontologies and systematize business model semantics

�Design tools Develop business model representational formalisms and notational constructs, explore the potential of computer-aided

business model design tools

�Adoption factors Research into business model diffusion and successful implementation in different market, cultural, and technological

contexts

�Evaluation models Develop model-specific evaluation criteria both for ex ante evaluation and for ex post assessment

�Change methodologies Research into the process and factors of business model change (extension, evolution, and innovation)

Integrative challenges

�Synthesis of multi-perspective conceptual dimensions of business models (addressing links and interfaces, identifying contribution/utility of

each dimension, agreeing on definitional norms, and semantics)

�Visualization of conceptual layers and components of business models through computer-aided methods and tools (business model

modelling)

�Development of abstraction layer specific modelling tools (hierarchical decomposition of business model models)

�Use of Balanced Scorecard approach for evaluating a business model against four different perspectives, which can associate with the different

levels of a conceptual business model

�Development of stakeholder-dependent evaluation metrics and modelling tools

�Development of change management methodologies to guide business model evolution, transition, and/or innovation

Framework for analysing eBusiness models Adamantia G. Pateli and George M. Giaglis 11

European Journal of Information Systems



UNCORRECTED P
ROOF

business model(s). Practitioners from the business con-
sulting area can contribute to specific under-investigated
areas, indicated by the current literature review and the
proposed research agenda, such as change methodologies
and evaluation models. Finally, by adopting a common

framework to refer to key business model concepts,
managers who negotiate on a possible strategic alliance
are facilitated to argue on the value-creating business
logic representing the business model, which underlines
their inter-organizational collaboration.
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