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Abstract
The concept of business model dynamics has been gaining momentum in the aca-
demic literature to refer to all the alterations in a firm’s business model. This study 
taps into the shift from the traditional ontological view of business models as the 
static implementation of a firm’s strategy, toward a phenomenological stance that 
portrays the business model as a unit of analysis for different phenomena related to 
it. Building on this emerging discourse, this review offers an interpretive lens on the 
role of entrepreneurial experimentation in business model dynamics, namely busi-
ness model innovation, validation, scaling, and pivots. This study proposes a unified 
framework for understanding these phenomena, discusses the research gaps emerg-
ing from this perspective, and  advances a set of open research avenues to inform 
future research. The study also taps into the recent managerial interest in methods 
involving experimentation, such as the Lean Startup method.

Keywords  Entrepreneurial experimentation · Business model dynamics · Business 
model innovation · Validation · Scaling · Pivots · Lean startup

Introduction

The business model is an established construct in strategic management and entrepre-
neurship (Demil et al., 2015), seen as the unit of analysis to describe the realization of 
a firm’s strategy (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010; Cortimiglia et al., 2016; Zott 
et al., 2011) in terms of the value created for target customers, the way it is delivered to 
them, and the mechanisms through which the firm captures value back from the mar-
ket (Teece, 2010). However, the debate regarding the theoretical definition of the busi-
ness model concept is still ongoing (Massa et al., 2017; Schneckenberg et al., 2022; 
Wirtz et al., 2016), yet rising critiques on the legitimacy of the business model as a 
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concept per se rather than just representing “strategy in new bottles” (e.g., Bigelow & 
Barney, 2021; Massa et al., 2017).

On the other hand, an increasing body of research recognizes the business model 
as a potential source of innovation in and of itself (e.g., Casadesus-Masanell & 
Zhu, 2013; Spieth et al., 2014; Teece, 2010), encouraging further theorization and 
investigation of the business model innovation phenomenon (Foss & Saebi, 2017). 
Recent studies suggest that the view of the business model as a static picture of the 
logic of a firm may be the source of the doubts arising in the current literature; con-
versely,  they advance a dynamic view of the business model as a tool to address 
change and development processes taking place within the firm (Achtenhagen et al., 
2013; Demil & Lecocq, 2010). The investigation of so-called business model dynam-
ics (Foss & Saebi, 2018) overcomes the ontological perspective adopted by the cur-
rent debate on the business model which, up to now, failed to grant full legitimacy 
to the business model’s existence as a concept of its own. Rather, by adopting a phe-
nomenological stance, the study of business model dynamics elevates the business 
model to the unit of analysis for evolutionary phenomena related to a firm’s strategy 
(Demil & Lecocq, 2010; Foss & Saebi, 2018). Within business model dynamics, the 
business model works as a device for managers and entrepreneurs “to explore a mar-
ket and to bring their innovation–a new product, a new venture and the network that 
supports it–into existence” (Doganova & Eyquem-Renault, 2009, p. 1560).

According to the extant literature, business model dynamics refer to all the altera-
tions to the firm’s business model that enable it to produce sustained value crea-
tion throughout time (Achtenhagen et al., 2013; Foss & Saebi, 2018), such as the 
developmental or change processes taking place in both entrepreneurial and incum-
bent firms (Schneckenberg et al., 2022). Business model dynamics may for exam-
ple encompass business model innovation, aimed at discovering new value creation 
and capture opportunities (e.g., Andries et al., 2013; Foss & Saebi, 2018; Zott et al., 
2011), business model validation, accomplished to ensure the viability of a firm’s 
business model choices (e.g., Eisenmann et al., 2012; Gans et al., 2019; McDonald 
& Eisenhardt, 2020; Shepherd & Gruber, 2021; Silva et al., 2021), business model 
scaling efforts, to grow the business model following its market validation (e.g., 
Nielsen & Lund, 2018; Picken, 2017), as well as the pivots firms set in place in their 
business model to face adverse events (e.g., Berends et al., 2021; McDonald & Gao, 
2019; Pillai et al., 2020; Kirtley & O’Mahony, 2023).

Yet, the literature on business model dynamics is still scant and lacks a unified 
framework that can support theory building. In fact, the majority of the existing 
literature has adopted an ontological perspective in the investigation of business 
models (e.g., Massa et  al., 2017), that has long “trapped” researchers into the 
debate over terminological and definitional issues on the business model con-
struct and prevented building cumulative knowledge (Foss & Saebi, 2018). Look-
ing at business model dynamics through a phenomenological lens, on the other 
hand, may give rise to novel ways of employing the business model as a unit of 
analysis for analyzing multiple strategy-related phenomena involving firms. This 
perspective may, in turn, stimulate the reflection on how business model dynam-
ics take place within firms. In this sense, a growing body of scholarly and mana-
gerial accounts points towards experimentation with the firm’s business model as 
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the way through which business model dynamics are enacted (e.g., Andries et al., 
2013; Berends et  al., 2016; Bojovic et  al., 2018; Camuffo et  al., 2020; Ches-
brough, 2010; Ghezzi & Cavallo, 2020; McDonald & Eisenhardt, 2020; McGrath, 
2010). These accounts build on established concepts in the management literature 
(e.g., McGrath, 1999; Murray & Tripsas, 2004; Sarasvathy, 2001) to bridge the 
knowledge gaps related to the phenomena involving a firm’s business model.

Experimentation originated from the entrepreneurship world (Gans et al., 2019) 
as a response to the high levels of uncertainty new ventures encounter (Loch et al., 
2008; Rindova & Courtney, 2020; Zellweger & Zenger, 2021) and the need to “make 
do” with the limited resources at their disposal (Baker & Nelson, 2005; Katila & 
Shane, 2005). Yet, experimentation is not only a new venture’s matter. Established 
firms may also find themselves dealing with ever-evolving environments and unfore-
seeable conditions (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Lichtenstein et  al., 2007; Sosna 
et al., 2010), such as when launching novel business models (Doz & Kosonen, 2010; 
McGrath, 2010), calling for rapid and continuous experimentation (Berends et al., 
2016; Chesbrough, 2010; Chesbrough & Tucci, 2020; Hampel et al., 2020b).

Experimentation involves the application of a rigorous and almost “scientific” 
method (Camuffo et al., 2020; Murray & Tripsas, 2004; Silva et al., 2021) to vali-
date the key assumptions underlying the firm’s business model (Bocken & Snihur, 
2020; Frederiksen & Brem, 2017; Gambardella & McGahan, 2010; Ghezzi, 2020; 
Shepherd & Gruber, 2021). Similarly to natural scientists, who employ the scientific 
method to test (and potentially falsify) their theories about nature (Popper, 1963), 
managers and entrepreneurs become theorists in search of validation of the hypoth-
eses they formulated regarding their business and its potential viability on the mar-
ket (Agrawal et al., 2021; Felin & Zenger, 2009, 2017; Zellweger & Zenger, 2021).

In practice, experimentation in business model dynamics is translated into run-
ning experiments on business model alternatives (Andries et al., 2013; Gans et al., 
2019), embodied into business model hypotheses (Shepherd & Gruber, 2021), before 
committing significant resources to any (Chesbrough, 2010; McGrath, 2010). After 
evaluating the results of their experiments, firms must decide whether their hypoth-
eses are falsified and pivot their business model, revising some of its key elements to 
match the newly found knowledge on its underlying assumptions (Bocken & Snihur, 
2020; Frederiksen & Brem, 2017; Gambardella & McGahan, 2010; Leatherbee & 
Katila, 2020) or, in case they are validated, to continue and persevere with the busi-
ness model as planned (Eisenmann et al., 2012).

However, the current body of literature lacks the necessary “cumulativeness” for 
theory building (Foss & Saebi, 2018; Silva et al., 2020) on the use of experimenta-
tion to enact different business model dynamics, and existing studies are dispropor-
tionately focused on selected business model dynamics (i.e., business model innova-
tion) (e.g., Berends et al., 2016; Chesbrough, 2010). As a consequence, the scholarly 
understanding of experimentation across business model dynamics appears frag-
mented and obstacles theory building. To bridge this gap, this study aims to provide 
a unified framework that can support the current scholarly understanding of the way 
firms can enact experimentation across business model dynamics. In particular, our 
study sets the objective of building the necessary cumulativeness to facilitate theory 
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building, recognizing patterns in the existing body of knowledge, spotting relevant 
gaps in the literature, and advancing potential avenues for future investigation.

This study’s contribution is twofold. On the one hand, it provides an original 
contribution to the literature on business models (e.g., Foss & Saebi, 2017; Massa 
et al., 2017) by drawing a taxonomy of phenomena and systematizing them within 
an interpretive framework that may prospectively facilitate theory building. On the 
other hand, this study ignites and reunites the emerging literature on business model 
dynamics with the most recent debate on entrepreneurial experimentation (e.g., 
Agrawal et al., 2021; Zellweger & Zenger, 2021), which had started growing apart. 
This way, it sets the ground for future research avenues that leverage on this aware-
ness by highlighting the gaps that emerge from this overlap.

The following sections are organized as follows. First, the method section illus-
trates the methodological stance adopted in this review and the selection criteria for 
the articles included in this study. The next section provides a brief overview of the 
state-of-the-art research on business model dynamics. Within this section, informed 
by extant research, the article presents  four business model dynamics. In particu-
lar, this study critically reflects on business model innovation, validation, scaling, 
and pivots, and the role of entrepreneurial experimentation within each of them. 
Building on these four dynamics, the following sections present the most promi-
nent gaps within the current scholarly debate  and some illustrative research ques-
tions that stem from each of them. The article ends with some concluding remarks, 
this  study’s  implications for scholarship and practice, as well as some emerging 
limitations.

Method

This article presents a narrative literature review to examine the landscape on entre-
preneurial experimentation in business model dynamics. I selected this methodol-
ogy with the purpose of providing a unified framework on the phenomenon and 
build theoretical cumulativeness by unveiling emerging patterns and literature gaps, 
synthesizing scholarly understanding from different communities of practice that 
employed different terminologies to refer to the phenomenon under scrutiny (Cronin 
& George, 2020; Post et al., 2020; Snyder, 2019). The review is based on academic 
articles published between 1995 and 2023 in leading management journals cover-
ing the fields of entrepreneurship and strategic management (e.g., Academy of Man-
agement Journal, Administrative Science Quarterly, Strategic Management Journal, 
Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal, Academy of Management Annals, Journal of 
Management Studies, Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, Strategic Organiza-
tion, Long Range Planning).

Consistently with previous reviews (e.g., Cavallo et  al., 2019; Schneckenberg 
et  al., 2022) the selection of articles to be included in the review was conducted 
using a semi-systematic approach and followed multiple steps. The first step for the 
identification of the articles was an exploratory search in the Scopus online database, 
searching for scientific articles on “business models” that also included the term 
“experimentation” in their title, abstract or keywords, to refer to articles referring to 
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experimentation as an entrepreneurial approach (as opposed to experimentation as a 
research method) (e.g., Andries et al., 2013). However,  multiple contributions in the 
resulting pool of documents were building on articles that employed a slightly dif-
ferent terminology to refer to the use of experimentation as an approach to entrepre-
neurship and/or strategic management in general (e.g., Camuffo et al., 2020; Murray 
& Tripsas, 2004). Consequently, as a second step, I expanded the scope of the search 
through a snowballing approach, leveraging on the articles’ references. To ensure 
full coverage of the pertinent and relevant literature, I also surveyed other articles 
citing particularly relevant articles in this domain and evaluated their inclusion case 
by case. At every step of the search, I limited the selection to empirical and review 
articles published in academic journals included in the Academic Journal Guide of 
the Chartered Association of Business Schools,1 as it constitutes a widely accepted 
proxy for scientific output quality within the management community. Finally, once 
I had built and examined a significant body of articles on entrepreneurial experi-
mentation in business model dynamics, I further expanded the scope of the search 
to adjacent concepts and theories within the reference domains of strategic manage-
ment and entrepreneurship (e.g., Bortolini et al., 2018). This way, the review builds 
on core ideas and concepts from these literatures to shed light on important gaps and 
inconsistencies in the existing understanding of entrepreneurial experimentation in 
business model dynamics.

The review proposes a critical perspective on the articles that directly or tangen-
tially pertain to this area of research, in the attempt to build cumulativeness and 
provide a unifying framework of the current understanding of entrepreneurial exper-
imentation across different business model dynamics. In particular, most efforts 
were devoted to recognizing emerging patterns within the existing scholarly debate, 
which served to spot relevant gaps for the purpose of proposing a research agenda 
that can inform future studies in this domain (Breslin & Gatrell, 2023).

The following sections present the result of this review. First, the article sur-
veys the overall literature on business model dynamics and the individual dynam-
ics emerging from the current scholarly debate and proposing an interpretive 
framework (Fig. 1). Second, the emerging gaps stemming from this framework are 
presented and used to formulate a set of research questions to guide future research 
efforts.

Business model dynamics

According to the extant body of literature, business model dynamics refer to “how 
business models come into being (…) and the changes in the architecture between 
business model elements that produce alterations to the business model” (Foss & 
Saebi, 2018, p. 17), as well as “shaping, adapting and renewing the underlying busi-
ness model of the company” for sustained value creation (Achtenhagen et al., 2013, 

1  Academic Journal Guide of the Chartered Association of Business Schools https://​chart​ereda​bs.​org/​
acade​mic-​journ​al-​guide-​2021/

https://charteredabs.org/academic-journal-guide-2021/
https://charteredabs.org/academic-journal-guide-2021/
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p. 427). The business model, thus, is no longer seen as a description of the logic of 
the firm in a static manner: rather, it constitutes a device that can describe and shape 
the development and change processes taking place within both established firms 
and new ventures (Doganova & Eyquem-Renault, 2009) by looking across time 
(Schneckenberg et  al., 2022), leading their conceptualization from a phenomeno-
logical perspective. As business models are constantly subjected to re-evaluation for 
the firm to navigate through a changing environment to produce sustained competi-
tive advantage (Teece, 2010), business model dynamics encapsulate the prospective 
character of the business model concept, highlighting its role as a market device that 
enable firms to evaluate and validate the future value creation and capture potential 
it will entail (Doganova & Eyquem-Renault, 2009).

In this sense, business model dynamics endow the business model with a per-
formative function (Doganova & Eyquem-Renault, 2009): the business model 
becomes the medium that embodies business opportunities and conveys them 
to target stakeholders, acting as an interface between the firm and the stakehold-
ers surrounding it (Berglund et  al., 2020). At the start of any business endeavor, 
be it for new opportunity identification or strategic renewal, firms know little and 
assume much, operating in high contextual uncertainty where information is not 
only unknown (Loch et al., 2008), but often yet to be created (Chesbrough, 2004; 
Rindova & Courtney, 2020). To fight such issue, firms need to efficiently collect 
information creating the knowledge they miss, for example anticipating foresighted 
market feedback (McGrath & MacMillan, 1995). In this context, the business model 
thus serves the purpose to frame a new business opportunity as a set of operational 
hypotheses which then need to be subjected to validation, modification, or even 
rejection (Sull, 2004).

Business model dynamics

Business model
innovation

The search for new logics of

the firm and new ways to

create and capture value for its

stakeholders

Business model
scaling

The rapid increase of a new
venture’s user base without

proportionate resource
commitments

Business model pivot
Shifts in trajectory from the

current business model
destined to probe business

model hypotheses that solve
emerging problems, that occur

as the result of the learning
process of experimentation

Business model
validation

The assessment of the viability
of a business model’s

underlying assumptions before
committing significant

resources on business models
which may not deliver the

expected returns

ex
pe
ri
m
en
ta
tio

n

All the alterations to the firm’s business model that enable

it to produce sustained value creation throughout time

ex
pxx
er
im

ex
pe
ri
m
en
ta
tio

n

Fig. 1   A unified framework of experimentation in business model dynamics



811

1 3

International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal (2023) 19:805–836	

A growing number of studies are addressing the way firms carry out business 
model dynamics within the context of opportunity identification and strategic 
renewal (e.g., Berends et al., 2016; Bojovic et al., 2018; Ghezzi & Cavallo, 2020). 
In particular, they refer to the way firms enact business model dynamics as exper-
imentation (e.g., Andries et  al., 2013; Chesbrough, 2010; Garud & Karunakaran, 
2018; McGrath, 2010; Murray & Tripsas, 2004). Experimentation involves a sci-
entific attitude (Camuffo et  al., 2020) toward business model dynamics: entrepre-
neurs and managers act like scientists, formulating hypotheses related to their busi-
ness model’s underlying assumptions (Eisenmann et al., 2012; Frederiksen & Brem, 
2017; Gambardella & McGahan, 2010; Shepherd & Gruber, 2021), which then 
need to be tested against market feedback (McDonald & Eisenhardt, 2020; Thomke, 
2020) in sought of validation (Frederiksen & Brem, 2017; Ghezzi & Cavallo, 2020). 
As a result of testing, managers and entrepreneurs are able to assess whether their 
business model hypotheses were validated, and decide to persevere with their ini-
tial plan (Berends et al., 2021; Leatherbee & Katila, 2020), or falsified, which may 
then require them to revise their business model’s core assumptions through a pivot 
(Kirtley & O’Mahony, 2023; Pillai et al., 2020), or abandon the endeavor entirely 
(Camuffo et  al., 2020). The result of this testing process constitutes the so-called 
“validated learning” (Shepherd & Gruber, 2021).

Experimentation as a means to enact business model dynamics originated from 
the entrepreneurship world (Gans et al., 2019) as a response to high levels of uncer-
tainty (Loch et  al., 2008; Zellweger & Zenger, 2021) and the need to “make do” 
with the limited resources at the firm’s disposal (Baker & Nelson, 2005; Katila & 
Shane, 2005). However, experimentation is not only a new venture’s matter. Estab-
lished firms may also find themselves dealing with ever-evolving environments and 
unforeseeable conditions while navigating through different business model dynam-
ics (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Lichtestein et al., 2007; Sosna et al., 2010), such as 
when launching novel business models (Doz & Kosonen, 2010; McGrath, 2010), 
calling for rapid and continuous experimentation (Berends et al., 2016; Chesbrough, 
2010; Chesbrough & Tucci, 2020; Hampel et al., 2020b).

The following sections aim at covering state-of-the-art research on different busi-
ness model dynamics, delving deeper into the current understanding of each and 
their link to experimentation while raising the most urgent research gaps. Table 1 
also provides a visual overview of the business model dynamics covered, a short 
definition, and its key references.

First, this review considers the innovation of the firm’s business model, intended 
as the process of finding “new logics of the firm” (Casadesus-Masanell & Zhu, 2013, 
p. 464) aimed at discovering new value creation and capture opportunities (e.g., Foss 
& Saebi, 2018; Zott et al., 2011) through the novel modification of specific elements 
of the business model and the architecture linking them (Foss & Saebi, 2017). busi-
ness model innovation, although widely studied, has not yet gained full credibility 
in the management literature. This shortcoming has been addressed underlining one 
of the greatest gaps present in the business model innovation literature, which is the 
lack of clear-set boundary conditions for its validity (Foss & Saebi, 2017).

Second, the study examines what previous studies reported as business model 
validation. Particularly studied in the context of nascent ventures (e.g., Eisenmann 
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et  al., 2012; McDonald & Eisenhardt, 2020), business model validation encom-
passes the actions undertaken by firms to evaluate the viability of their business 
model choices (e.g., Eisenmann et  al., 2012; Gambardella & McGahan, 2010; 
Ghezzi, 2019; Silva et al., 2021). New ventures validate their business model look-
ing for evidence to verify or falsify their business model’s underlying hypotheses 
leveraging market feedback and testing (Camuffo et al., 2020; Sull, 2004). However, 
although business model validation has been investigated from an individual (e.g., 
Grimes, 2018) and process (e.g., McDonald & Eisenhardt, 2020; Silva et al., 2021) 
perspective, current literature is still lagging on the investigation of how new ven-
tures structure experimentation to achieve business model validation from an organi-
zational perspective.

Once assessed its market validation, the business model may be ready to be 
grown to a wider audience, for example expanding the customer segments it is 
targeting, following a process of scaling. In this regard, I then address the rapidly 
growing body of literature devoted to business model scaling, intended as the efforts 
deployed by companies, mostly new ventures, to grow their business model follow-
ing its validation (e.g., Nielsen & Lund, 2018; Picken, 2017). As this is one of the 
most threatening and crucial moments, especially for new ventures, in a business 
model’s lifecycle (Eisenmann, 2021a, b), business model scaling should be devoted 
careful attention; however, business model scaling still lacks proper investigation 
and, while several scholars call for its theorization, it still lacks clear definition and 
positioning within the strategy and entrepreneurship literature.

Finally, this review looks into the growing body of studies–particularly triggered 
by the emergence of the COVID-19 crisis addressing the dynamics of pivoting a 
firm’s business model when faced with the failure of its underlying logic, either 
because of missed market validation or because its fundamental assumptions have 
fallen short due to changing environmental conditions (e.g., Berends et  al., 2021; 
McDonald & Gao, 2019; Pillai et al., 2020; Kirtley & O’Mahony, 2023).

Business model innovation

Among business model dynamics, the existing body of literature has mostly focused 
its attention on business model innovation (Foss & Saebi, 2017; Schneckenberg 
et al., 2022). business model innovation is a firm-specific phenomenon that has been 
defined as “the search for new logics of the firm and new ways to create and cap-
ture value for its stakeholders; it focuses primarily on finding new ways to gener-
ate revenues and define value propositions for customers, suppliers, and partners” 
(Casadesus-Masanell & Zhu, 2013, p. 464) and again the “designed, novel, nontriv-
ial changes to the key elements of a firm’s business model and/or the architecture 
linking these elements” (Foss & Saebi, 2017, p. 201). Business model innovation 
can be embodied, among others, by the introduction of new value propositions, new 
customer segments, or revenue models. In late 2019, the Walt Disney Company, for 
example, innovated its business model by launching the proprietary “Disney + ” sub-
scription online streaming platform for the fruition of content produced by the com-
pany (Sanasi et al., 2022).
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The emerging literature on business model innovation in the early 2000s often 
conceptualized it as a means for profiting from novel technological advancements 
(Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002), as well as finding new value creation and 
capture mechanisms related to the advent of digital technologies and the dot-com 
bubble (e.g., Magretta, 2002; Timmers, 1998). However, as the understanding of 
business model innovation evolved, it began influencing several related streams of 
literature where it served to embody a fruitful lens to investigate boundary-spanning 
phenomena (Schneckenberg et al., 2022). Among others, business model innovation 
was employed as an interpretive lens in a series of contexts, such as in the com-
parison between the traditional good-dominant logic of marketing versus the emerg-
ing service-dominant logic (e.g., Oliva & Kallenberg, 2003; Vargo & Lusch, 2004), 
or to compare and relate service and product innovation (e.g., Visnjic et al., 2016), 
to look at demand-based value creation as opposed to supply-based value creation 
(e.g., Priem et al., 2018), to investigate the recently emerging socio-economic phe-
nomenon of the sharing economy (e.g. Sanasi et al., 2020), to analyze the determi-
nants of customer brand perceptions (e.g., Spieth et al., 2019), as well as to inves-
tigate the value creation and capture mechanisms involved in the servitization of 
manufacturing firms (e.g., Sjödin et al., 2020).

However, diving into the process of business model innovation is not free of risk, 
often requiring the deployment of resources whose future return is far from being 
predictable in the short term. Indeed, business model innovation is rarely success-
ful right as it is designed (Chesbrough, 2010; Teece, 2018), especially when firms 
deploy it to deal with novelty and consequent turbulence in the environment sur-
rounding them (Doz & Kosonen, 2010; Foss & Saebi, 2017). Rather, it is the prod-
uct of extensive processes of discovery and development through experimentation 
and evolutionary learning (Chesbrough, 2010; McGrath, 2010). Achieving business 
model innovation through experimentation entails the identification and challenge 
of assumptions underlying the novelties introduced in the business model (Doz & 
Kosonen, 2010; Gambardella & McGahan, 2010; Ghezzi & Cavallo, 2020) which 
should then be tested through the early involvement of customers and market actors 
(Garud & Karunakaran, 2018; McGrath, 2010), leading to potentially opposed out-
comes–i.e., persevering with the envisioned business model innovation or revising it 
(Berends et al., 2021). The inherently experimental nature of business model inno-
vation leads it to assume two potentially different roles: either it is viewed as an 
outcome (i.e., the innovation of the business model) or as an organizational pro-
cess (i.e., the process of business model innovation) (Foss & Saebi, 2017). This dual 
view underlines how fundamental the practice of experimentation is to the notion of 
business model innovation, and how intertwined the two are in practice.

However, although experimentation is a fundamental antecedent to business 
model innovation, its enactment is not to be taken for granted. As reported by Ches-
brough (2010), firms, particularly established ones  (Snihur and Wiklund, 2019), 
encounter relevant barriers to experimentation which could significantly hinder their 
ability to introduce business model innovation. Building on this issue, an emerg-
ing body of studies has started hinting at the challenges of implementing business 
model innovation in established firms (Berends et al., 2016; Chesbrough & Tucci, 
2020; Hampel et al., 2020b). For example, as one of the characteristics of any good 
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strategy should ensure the preservation of firm reputation (Lanzolla & Markides, 
2021; Porter, 1996), multiple studies have argued that barriers such as threats to a 
firm’s reputation may hinder the use of experimentation for introducing any business 
model innovation (Contigiani & Levinthal, 2019; Gans et al., 2019; Ghezzi, 2019). 
Recent studies (Sanasi et al., 2022) have addressed the issue, underlining how repu-
tational threats may affect the way firms carry out experimentation business model 
innovation by building on the concept of entrepreneurial copycats (Frankenberger 
& Stam, 2020) to de-risk the assumptions connected to business model innovation.

Previous accounts have often encountered the issue of measuring business model 
innovation, in terms of radicalness of the changes performed following experimen-
tation. Camuffo et  al. (2020) study proposes to assess how radical an innovation 
introduced to a venture’s business model has been, according to whether it pertains 
the core value proposition of the product and service offered, or the target customer 
segments served by the venture. Similarly, Sanasi et al. (2022) found that firms may 
limit experimentation to less risky elements of their business model when introduc-
ing a business model innovation. This argument resonates with Ries’ (2011) idea of 
risky assumptions, encouraging entrepreneurs to test their business model’s riskiest 
assumptions first. However, the current scholarly understanding is still scant in iden-
tifying different degrees of business model innovation and how such–and other–dif-
ferences may drive some boundary conditions for the use of entrepreneurial exper-
imentation when conducting business model innovation. As such, to make up for 
the current lack of cumulativeness and proper theorizing in research about business 
model innovation, I build on the gap identified by Foss and Saebi (2017) to contend 
that developing a clearer understanding of the boundary conditions of the phenom-
enon, particularly in contexts where significant barriers to experimenting to achieve 
business model innovation are present, could support and facilitate theory building 
(Busse et al., 2017).

Business model validation

Firms survive by constantly adapting themselves (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997)–i.e., 
their business models (Teece, 2010)–and introducing discontinuities in the market 
(Garud & Karunakaran, 2018). This is particularly true for new ventures: in the early 
stages of their development, they frequently undergo frequent and severe changes in 
their content and structure (DeSantola & Gulati, 2017; Ghezzi & Cavallo, 2020). 
However, business models are rarely right at the first attempt (Teece, 2010). For this 
reason, as new ventures operate in highly complex environments (Nambisan, 2017) 
and under severe resource constraints (Busch & Barkema, 2022; Katila & Shane, 
2005), they need to assess the viability of the underlying assumptions of their busi-
ness model (Camuffo et  al., 2020; Gambardella & McGahan, 2010; Kerr et  al., 
2014; Sull, 2004) to ensure fit with the market (Eisenmann et al., 2012; Shepherd 
& Gruber, 2021) before committing significant resources to business models which 
may not deliver the expected returns (Gans et al., 2019; McGrath, 1999). Dropbox, 
for example, experimented with its value proposition–i.e., instantaneous file sharing 
through a computer’s operating system’s default file manager–by measuring waitlist 
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subscriptions following an illustrative video of what the service would look like 
once implemented before moving on to its development (Ries, 2011).

This process has been referred to by previous studies as business model valida-
tion (Eisenmann et al., 2012; Felin et al., 2019; Ghezzi & Cavallo, 2020; Silva et al., 
2021). Business model validation closely relates to the principles of hypothesis vali-
dation (or falsification) as an outcome of experimentation (Bocken & Snihur, 2020; 
Shepherd & Gruber, 2021; Silva et al., 2020; Sull, 2004) that characterize the histor-
ical scientific method (e.g., Popper, 1963). More generally, any business opportunity 
can be translated into a business model, which underlies a hypothesis that may be 
subject to validation (Sull, 2004). In particular, new ventures validate their business 
model looking for evidence to verify or falsify their business model’s underlying 
hypotheses leveraging on experiments that rely on the collection of market feedback 
and testing of multiple metrics related to the business model’s success (Camuffo 
et  al., 2020; Contigiani & Levinthal, 2019; Sull, 2004). When evaluating the out-
come of the experiments conducted, previous studies reported that firms may deem 
their business model as viable if the results of their experiments prove its potential 
to earn positive revenues, or its capability to grant the acquisition and/or activation 
of new customers (Camuffo et al.,  2020). Firms are said do so to assess their busi-
ness model’s product-market fit (Eisenmann et al., 2012; Ghezzi & Cavallo, 2020), 
an ideal awareness of whether their value proposition matches the expectations of 
the customer segment(s) it targets. Once the results from experimentation have been 
gathered and examined, firms are said to generate validated learning (Shepherd & 
Gruber, 2021) upon which they base their subsequent business model decisions 
(Berends et al., 2021; Kirtley & O’Mahony, 2023; Ghezzi, 2019; Mansoori, 2017). 
The enactment of business model validation through experimentation has also been 
explicitly connected to widely popularized managerial approaches, such as the Lean 
Startup method (e.g., Bortolini et al., 2018; Contigiani & Levinthal, 2019; Hampel 
et al., 2020b; Mansoori, 2017; Shepherd & Gruber, 2021), Design Thinking (Klen-
ner et al., 2022; Magistretti et al., 2022a; Mansoori & Lackeus, 2020), Design Sprint 
(Magistretti et al., 2022b), Growth Hacking (Troisi et al., 2020), and more.

As illustrated above, the existing body of literature is devoting growing and sig-
nificant attention to the matter of business model validation. However, I contend 
that the current understanding of how new ventures perform business model valida-
tion has mostly been limited to individual experiences and decision-making (e.g., 
Camuffo et al., 2020; Grimes, 2018) or business model validation as a process (e.g., 
Contigiani & Levinthal, 2019; McDonald & Eisenhardt, 2020; Shepherd & Gruber, 
2021; Silva et al., 2021). This interest has not been matched, however, with attention 
paid to how new ventures organize internally to carry out business model validation 
through experimentation.

Organizing at the early stages of an entrepreneurial venture or business model’s 
development, however, is one of the crucial challenges that firms encounter (Bur-
ton et al., 2019; Desantola & Gulati, 2017; Eisenmann & Wagonfeld, 2012). Look-
ing at the current understanding of business model validation with a microfoun-
dational lens (Felin et al., 2012, 2015), the current body of knowledge appears to 
lack a perspective on the structure of business model validation, intended as “the 
conditions that enable and constrain individual and collective action and establish 
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the context for interactions within an organization” (Felin et al., 2012, p. 1364). In 
particular, previous studies fail to address how new ventures organize to conduct 
experimentation in business model validation. As a matter of fact, the issue of how 
new ventures should design their organizational structures altogether has until now 
failed to receive significant attention in the academic debate (Burton et al., 2019), 
despite the well-documented importance of the issue of organizing to guarantee 
venture survival (Desantola & Gulati, 2017). The current state of the art, indeed, 
seems to take for granted that new ventures are rudimentary versions of established 
organizations where crucial organizing issues–i.e., the division of labor and coor-
dinating efforts–emerge spontaneously rather than as the result of deliberate design 
choices (Burton et al., 2019). In particular, the current literature addressed the issue 
of organizational design for top-management teams by comparing family vs non-
family firms in corporate entrepreneurship programs (De Massis et al., 2021), and 
underlined the importance of designing open business models to keep communica-
tion open with the surrounding ecosystem for established firms (Fjeldstad & Snow, 
2018), proposed that subordination through hierarchy–as opposed to organic coordi-
nation through heterarchy–may drive differences in a firm’s stance when capitalizing 
on entrepreneurial opportunities (Berglund et al., 2020), or underlined the relevance 
of organizational choices in a new venture’s growth (DeSantola & Gulati, 2017). 
However, little is yet known about how new ventures structure themselves when car-
rying out experimentation to achieve business model validation.

Business model scaling

Although several studies investigate the different facets of business model validation 
in both nascent ventures (Ghezzi & Cavallo, 2020; McDonald & Eisenhardt, 2020; 
Silva et al., 2021) and established firms (Chesbrough & Tucci, 2020; Hampel et al., 
2020b), an emerging scholarly debate is raising the issue of understanding what hap-
pens after such validation is reached (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2022). As a matter of fact, 
once new ventures reach the validation of their business model, they need to capital-
ize on this newly-found awareness and direct their efforts toward scaling the busi-
ness model (Eisenmann et al., 2012; Eisenmann, 2021a; Picken, 2017).

Business model scaling has been described in the context of digital new ven-
tures to refer to the process of widening a new venture’s customer base (Busch & 
Barkema, 2022) without proportionate commitment in resource deployment (Huang 
et al., 2017) and capability development (Eisenmann & Wagonfeld, 2012). In other 
words, business model scaling means being able to achieve profitable growth by 
increasing the new venture’s user base while keeping the rest of its business model 
steady (Eisenmann & Wagonfeld, 2012; Huang et al., 2017; Nielsen & Lund, 2018). 
For example, as the UK-based scaleup Soldo reached a substantial customer base 
among well-established corporations with its employee expense management plat-
form and prepaid cards, it started seeking new opportunities to increase its customer 
base. The venture soon launched an additional product–Soldo Drive, a card designed 
to specifically manage fuel expenses–that targeted individual professionals and 
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exposed the scaleup to an entirely new market without having to develop additional 
specialized competences to serve it.

Scaling is vital to a new venture’s lifecycle (Picken, 2017) as it constitutes the 
natural evolution of its transition towards a full-rounded enterprise (Blank, 2013) 
and the development of its organizational identity (Snihur & Clarysse, 2022) as the 
venture collects additional information about the opportunity it is pursuing (Alexy 
et al., 2021). Business model scaling can happen through different means, such as 
saturating the existing target market by attacking the vast majority, addressing new 
customer segments, opening new distribution channels to reach a wider audience, or 
enriching the new venture’s offering to broaden its potential target market (Eisen-
mann, 2021a, b; Nielsen & Lund, 2018). However, choosing which segments to 
pursue first can mark the success (or failure) of a business model scaling process 
(Teece, 2018), and eventually of the entire new venture as failure to scale is often 
translated into a failure to survive (DeSantola & Gulati, 2017; Eisenmann, 2021b; 
Nielsen & Lund, 2018).

As this is one of the most threatening and crucial moments, especially for 
new ventures, in a business model’s lifecycle (Picken, 2017), business model 
scaling should be devoted careful attention. In this sense, building on Contig-
iani and Levinthal (2019), I argue that, despite the growing popularity of exper-
imentation as a valid means to avoid new venture failure by anticipating mar-
ket information, the vast majority of studies on experimentation address only 
the initial phases of a new venture’s lifecycle seeking business model valida-
tion (e.g., De Cock et al., 2020; McDonald & Eisenhardt, 2020), disregarding 
how experimentation may translate into business model scaling. Furthermore, 
as new ventures scale their business model, they face growing complexity and 
need to organize to make up for it (DeSantola & Gulati, 2017). New ventures 
face several issues related to scaling: keeping their focus, positioning their 
offering in the expanded market, building proper management, developing pro-
cesses and infrastructures needed to run and scale the business, building a sus-
tainable source of revenues, developing a culture that reflects the company’s 
strategy, and managing vulnerabilities and risks that may be amplified when 
scaling (Picken, 2017). Organizing thus becomes a particularly critical matter 
for new ventures as they grow (DeSantola & Gulati, 2017), in that organiza-
tional design has also been demonstrated to influence their capability to exploit 
opportunities (De Massis et al., 2021). The emerging debate on scaling is point-
ing fingers at the largely disregarded matter of organizing for it, contending 
that the appropriate management of knowledge and the formalization of roles 
and procedures throughout the organization may facilitate successful scaling 
(Shepherd & Patzelt, 2022).

Thus, as business model scaling constitutes such a critical, yet complex phase 
for a new venture’s (or more generally, a new business model’s) lifecycle, I content 
that the current literature on business model scaling presents some relevant gaps. On 
the one hand, previous studies have yet seemingly failed to provide a clear under-
standing of how the process of business model scaling takes place, and whether and 
how experimentation may serve the purpose of enacting scaling as well as it served 
that of validation at earlier stages. On the other hand, the current understanding of 
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business model scaling disregards the central theme of organizing for scaling and 
its direct consequences on how to manage knowledge transfer within a growing 
organization.

Business model pivots

The term “pivot”–originally coined to indicate the basketball move where the 
player changes direction while keeping one leg steady to avoid wasting precious 
steps–was revamped by Eric Ries (2011), author of the book The Lean Startup, 
who transposed it to the management jargon to indicate a reorientation of the 
firm’s strategy despite not changing its long-term vision. In the Lean Startup 
approach (Blank, 2013; Ries, 2011), pivots are one among the array of potential 
decisions to be made as a result of the process of experimentation on the firm’s 
business model, as opposed to the decisions to persevere with the business model 
as-is, or alternatively perish and abandon the endeavor completely (Contigiani & 
Levinthal, 2019; Eisenmann et  al., 2012; Frederiksen & Brem, 2017; Sanasi & 
Ghezzi, 2022).

Business model pivots thus embody the vehicle through which the learnings 
produced through experimentation drive shifts in trajectory from the current busi-
ness model (Contigiani & Levinthal, 2019; Sala et al., 2021) destined to probe the 
business model’s underlying hypotheses (Ries, 2011). Previous studies agree that 
the nature of pivots is inherently experimental (Pillai et  al., 2020), in that it ena-
bles firms to learn when their business model is no longer viable (Hampel et  al., 
2020a; McDonald & Gao, 2019), or when problems or new possibilities arise (Ber-
ends et al., 2021; Kirtley & O’Mahony, 2023) so that it needs fundamental altera-
tions in its strategy, goals, technological applications, market focus, or identity (Ber-
ends et al., 2021; Camuffo et al., 2020; Contigiani & Levinthal, 2019; Hampel et al., 
2020a; McDonald & Gao, 2019) to preserve competitive advantage (Snihur & Clar-
ysse, 2022). The delivery platform Glovo, for example, when faced with the sudden 
sanitary restrictions and restaurant closings triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
pivoted to a new value proposition by opening the so-called dark stores for the stor-
age and delivery of groceries and other basic day-to-day products that encountered 
strong demand during the pandemic (Sanasi & Ghezzi, 2022).

Prior literature reports that pivots are one of the most common strategic decisions 
in new ventures (Flechas Chaparro & de Vasconcelos Gomes, 2021) in that they 
ensure the flexibility that is fundamental to cope with environmental uncertainty that 
characterizes nascent markets and new ventures (Zuzul & Tripsas, 2020). Pivot deci-
sions have also been associated with a better likelihood of success (Pillai et al., 2020), 
as opposed to blind perseverance despite negative feedback (Camuffo et al., 2020). 
As a matter of fact, pivots occur as a response to unexpected events that compromise 
the viability of the firm’s current business model–such as when new opportunities or 
problems emerge (Berends et al., 2021; Kirtley & O’Mahony, 2023), or when entre-
preneurs are faced with negative expert (Cohen et al., 2019; Grimes, 2018) or market 
feedback (Camuffo et al., 2020; McDonald & Gao, 2019; Sala et al., 2021)–so that 
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the company can no longer guarantee the commitments it made in terms of timing 
and relationships with key stakeholders (Berends et al., 2021).

Previous studies also reported that pivots are only enacted in the circumstances 
of severe resource constraints and thus only concern new ventures (Hampel et al., 
2020a), and force ventures to focus on short-term objectives (Berends et al., 2021). 
On the other hand, others argue that pivoting firms engage in paradoxical behav-
ior (Gans et al., 2019) as pivoting requires them to irreversibly commit significant 
resources to the new strategic orientation (Pillai et  al., 2020), missing out on the 
experimental nature of the pivot itself.

As business model pivots promise to enable firms to probe new hypotheses about 
their business model to restore its viability following an experimental fashion, they 
may serve as an important ally in particularly restrained situations, such as organi-
zational crises and exogenous jolts. Previous studies have reported on the use of piv-
ots as strategic responses to the COVID-19 crisis (Sanasi & Ghezzi, 2022). These 
accounts, however, are limited. Most of previous accounts on business model pivots 
had a definitory nature and has contributed to better defining the concept from a 
theoretical perspective (e.g., Berends et al., 2021; Kirtley & O’Mahony, 2023; Pillai 
et al., 2020). The literature on the antecedents and consequences of business model 
pivots in the context of different types of exogenous jolts or other types of idiosyn-
cratic circumstances, on the other hand, is still widely underexplored.

A future research agenda on entrepreneurial experimentation 
in business model dynamics

The previous sections provided an overview of the extant understanding of busi-
ness model dynamics, proposing an original elaboration on the main theoretical con-
cepts that constitute it while inquiring about their overlaps with the key concepts 
from entrepreneurial experimentation. To achieve this purpose, the review builds on 
the theoretical concepts presented in the previous sections to offer a critical stance 
toward the gaps that stem from each research stream identified and their intersection 
with the entrepreneurial experimentation literature. These research gaps give rise to 
a series of future research directions and research questions that may inform future 
scholarship in both entrepreneurship and strategy.

The research gaps identified, stemming from the theoretical concepts presented 
earlier, are listed in the following sections. At the end of each section, a set of sam-
ple research questions that may guide future research is presented. The research gaps 
and research questions formulated are summarized in Table 2.

Research avenue 1: Developing cumulative knowledge on entrepreneurial 
experimentation across business model dynamics

As presented in the previous sections of this review, recent studies suggest that the 
view of the business model as a static picture of the logic of a firm may be the 
source of the doubts arising in current literature, arguing it only represents “strategy 
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in new bottles” (e.g., Bigelow & Barney, 2021; Massa et al., 2017). In response to 
this critique, multiple authors have advanced the concept of business model dynam-
ics (Foss & Saebi, 2018), proposing to view the business model as a dynamic entity 
that encompasses the alterations and developments in the firm’s strategy (Achten-
hagen et al., 2013; Demil & Lecocq, 2010; Foss & Saebi, 2017, 2018). This way, 
business model dynamics promise to grant the business model concept legitimacy 
and elevates the business model as the unit of analysis for evolutionary phenomena 
taking place within firms (Demil & Lecocq, 2010; Foss & Saebi, 2018).

However, past efforts to review the extant body of literature on business model 
dynamics have mostly been plagued by a lack of cumulativeness in driving a univo-
cal understanding of what business model dynamics meant (Foss & Saebi, 2018), 
witnessing disproportionate attention paid to business model innovation as com-
pared to other business model dynamics (Foss & Saebi, 2017). This lack of cumu-
lativeness stems from the lack of investigation of what the literature on business 
model dynamics is built upon from a theoretical standpoint, as well as the unclear 
relationship and common misunderstanding between different business model 
dynamics. Building on these arguments, future research may hence devote efforts 
in substantiating the current scholarly understanding of the use of entrepreneurial 
experimentation in business model dynamics. Adopting this phenomenological lens, 
future studies may observe business model dynamics as a unit of analysis to inter-
pret diverse evolutionary phenomena related to a firm’s strategy, setting the stage 
for building the cumulativeness needed for the research stream to set off (Foss & 
Saebi, 2018). Thus, the following research agenda may provide promising avenues 
for bridging these emerging literature gaps.

•	 How can firms or other types of organizations conduct experimentation across 
business model dynamics?

•	 What are the antecedents / consequences of experimentation across business 
model dynamics?

•	 What are the boundary conditions of experimentation across business model 
dynamics?

•	 What are the contributions that a phenomenological view on business model 
dynamics can make to other research streams?

Research avenue 2: Setting the boundary conditions of experimentation 
for business model innovation

The most widely studied among business model dynamics is undoubtedly busi-
ness model innovation (e.g., Casadesus-Masanell & Zhu, 2013; Schneckenberg 
et al., 2022; Zott et al., 2011). Yet, although the growing body of literature devoted 
to it underlines the increasing relevance given to its investigation as a self-standing 
phenomenon, it is still lacking cumulativeness, hindering theory building (Foss & 
Saebi, 2017, 2018). Attempts to provide one single unifying model to systematize 
its multilevel and multidimensional nature have so far been mostly unsuccessful 
(Massa et al., 2017; Schneckenberg et al., 2022). Furthermore, the theorizing efforts 
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for business model innovation lack one fundamental aspect. Besides discussing 
what business model innovation represents, how it is enacted through experimenta-
tion and why, the current scholarly understanding lacks the definition of its bound-
ary conditions (Foss & Saebi, 2017)–namely the “who, where, when” (Whetten, 
1989). However, given that theories in social sciences cannot exist irrespective 
of the context they are observed in, and thus generalizable to (Busse et al., 2017), 
the definition of boundary conditions in theorizing in the social sciences acquires 
particular relevance. Thus, the boundary conditions of business model innovation 
should depict the accuracy of its predictions in a given empirical context (Busse 
et  al., 2017). Supported by previous studies, which underlined the hurdles of car-
rying out business model innovation in established firms (Chesbrough, 2010; Foss 
& Saebi, 2017) and how experimentation may be hindered by their characteristics 
such as, for example, how firms are viewed by their key stakeholders (Chesbrough 
& Tucci, 2020; Hampel et al., 2020b), this review raises and highlights this relevant 
gap. In particular, an emerging body of research starting to investigate the idiosyn-
cratic context of experimentation for business model innovation in high-reputation 
firms (Sanasi et  al., 2022), identifying the importance of de-risking core assump-
tions of the newly implemented business model by adopting value propositions that 
were already validated by others–following a copycat logic that is common among 
new ventures (Frankenberger & Stam, 2020). However, future research may broaden 
the scope of the inquiry related to the boundary conditions to experimentation for 
business model innovation, expanding the scope of these considerations to broader 
or currently unexplored settings (e.g., hyper-regulated markets (Magistretti et  al., 
2021)). Future studies may address, among others, how other types of constraints 
may affect the way experimentation is carried out in idiosyncratic endeavors that 
may involve the presence of barriers to experimentation in the introduction of busi-
ness model innovation. The following set of research questions therefore suggests an 
illustrative future research agenda to expand the body of literature on experimenta-
tion in business model innovation and develop more thorough understanding of its 
boundary conditions.

•	 What are the boundary conditions of experimentation for business model innova-
tion?

•	 How do well-established firms carry out business model innovation through 
experimentation?

•	 How do firms conduct business model innovation through experimentation in 
hyper-regulated markets?

•	 What barriers to experimentation affect firm performance in introducing busi-
ness model innovation?

Research avenue 3: Moving from individual and process to structure 
in understanding experimentation for business model validation

As business model validation is gaining ground in the management literature as a 
fundamental process, especially for early-stage new ventures, to assess the viability 
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of a business model’s underlying hypotheses (Ghezzi & Cavallo, 2020; McDonald 
& Eisenhardt, 2020; Shepherd & Gruber, 2021). Several accounts have acknowl-
edged that this process is carried out through experimentation (e.g., Camuffo et al., 
2020; Contigiani & Levinthal, 2019) and have investigated how this process reflects 
upon individual experiences and decision-making (e.g., Grimes, 2018). However, 
adopting a microfoundational lens (Felin et al., 2012, 2015) to examine the current 
understanding of the phenomenon, previous studies only addressed the individual 
and process dimensions of business model validation. This interest has not yet been 
matched with studies dedicated to investigating the structural dimension of experi-
mentation for business model validation, intended as “the conditions that enable and 
constrain individual and collective action and establish the context for interactions 
within an organization” (Felin et al., 2012, p. 1364).

As a matter of fact, the scholarly understanding of how new ventures should 
design their organizational structures per se is still in its infancy: although a relevant 
matter for the success and survival of new ventures (DeSantola & Gulati, 2017), 
previous studies often picture new ventures as rudimentary versions of established 
companies, whose structural choices are emergent, rather than deliberate (Burton 
et al., 2019). Only a handful of studies are starting to hint at how new ventures struc-
ture processes as they grow may require dedicated research in the management and 
entrepreneurship literature (e.g., DeSantola & Gulati, 2017; Shepherd & Patzelt, 
2022). However, little is yet known about how new ventures structure themselves 
when carrying out experimentation to achieve business model validation. The fol-
lowing research questions thus encourage future research to address and investigate 
this gap, so as to contribute to the ongoing scholarly discourse.  

•	 How do firms organize for experimentation to attain business model validation?
•	 How does organizing for business model validation differ between established 

firms and new ventures?
•	 What are the performance implications of experimentation for business model 

validation?

Research avenue 4: Extending experimentation to business model scaling

Despite the growing popularity of experimentation as a valid means to avoid new 
venture failure by anticipating market information (Agrawal et al., 2021; McGrath, 
1999), the vast majority of studies on experimentation address only the initial phases 
of a new venture’s lifecycle while seeking market validation (e.g., De Cock et al., 
2020; McDonald & Eisenhardt, 2020) as they seek business model validation. This 
way, the majority of studies disregard how experimentation translates to the subse-
quent phase and what happens when the new venture is required to devote efforts 
to scaling its now-validated business model, once it has reached market validation 
(Contigiani & Levinthal, 2019; Picken, 2017). As a matter of fact, enduring resource 
scarcity during scaling (DeSantola & Gulati, 2017) and the necessity to increase the 
user base without proportionate resource commitments (Huang et al., 2017) would 
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intuitively call for extensive use of experimentation also when attempting to scale 
the business model.

Furthermore, as new ventures scale their business model, they face growing com-
plexity and need to organize to properly cope with it (DeSantola & Gulati, 2017). 
The emerging debate on scaling is pointing fingers at the largely disregarded matter 
of organizing in the context of scaling (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2022). In particular, 
scholars contend that the appropriate management of knowledge and the formaliza-
tion of roles and procedures throughout the organization are of utmost importance 
when scaling (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2022). Therefore, this review encourages future 
research to extend the scholarly understanding of business model scaling by inves-
tigating the way new ventures experiment after they have reached market valida-
tion, as well as by trying to shed light on the mechanisms they set in place to ena-
ble experimentation at an organizational level despite the growing complexity that 
comes with scaling. The above considerations led us to formulate the following set 
of illustrative research questions, that may inspire future research in this direction:

•	 How can experimentation support the process of business model scaling in well-
established firms / new ventures?

•	 How can new ventures manage knowledge sharing as they scale their business 
model?

•	 What are the factors that may influence successful business model scaling 
enacted through experimentation?

•	 What are the performance implications of experimentation during scaling?

Research avenue 5: The antecedents and consequences of business model pivots

Due to the recent advent of the worldwide emergency triggered by the COVID-19 
pandemic, firms, and in particular small businesses and new ventures (Caiazza et al., 
2021), were hardly hit by the restrictive measures on movement and social distanc-
ing imposed to contain the outbreaks, including extensive lockdowns in wide geo-
graphical areas and had to come up with strategic responses to face the crisis. In 
particular, this dramatically constraining situation crisis led multiple firms to pivot 
their business model to better align with the unfolding external events and responde 
to rapidly changing environmental conditions (Sanasi & Ghezzi, 2022).

As the crisis is threatening the survival of companies across the globe (Wenzel et al., 
2021), a growing body of accounts from the strategic management and entrepreneur-
ship literature has urged research to investigate how to stem the enormous consequences 
of crises and the way they impact the strategy-making processes of both new and estab-
lished ventures (e.g., Dushnitsky et al., 2020; Björklund et al., 2020; Foss and Klein, 2020; 
Giones et al., 2020; Klein, 2020; Kuckertz et al., 2020; Newman et al., 2022; Shepherd, 
2020; Thorgren & Williams, 2020). In this context, multiple authors are calling for a revi-
sion of some of the current assumptions in management research (De Massis & Rondi, 
2020; Shepherd, 2020) as well as raising a quest for investigating newly emerging research 
questions (e.g., Dushnitsky et al., 2020; Shepherd & Williams, 2020).
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On the other hand, entrepreneurship scholars have devoted significant attention to 
how new ventures reduce the uncertainty connected to their endeavors. New ventures 
are said to engage in experimentation to gather information and reduce the uncertainty 
about the viability of their business models (Andries & Debackere, 2007; Andries et al., 
2013). When business model viability is not verified by the experiments or compromised 
by the emergence of an unexpected event, new ventures are said to pivot (Berends et al., 
2021; Kirtley & O’Mahony, 2023), recombining existing resources to accomplish a new 
strategic orientation (Hampel et al., 2020a; McDonald & Gao, 2019).

Crises compromise the viability of the business models of both established 
firms and new ventures (Miklian & Hoelscher, 2021; Newman et  al., 2022) and 
require them to formulate swift responses (Pearson & Clair, 1998) by recombining 
the resources they have at hand to face the rising uncertainty (Klein, 2020; Rin-
dova & Kotha, 2001). Crises can occur both as events, leading to sudden impacts 
and consequences for the viability of the business, or as longer, sometimes endog-
enous, development processes that take place within and across firms (Williams 
et  al., 2017). While previous research has mainly looked at the impact of exog-
enous jolts by adopting a macro-perspective (Newman et  al., 2022), leveraging 
the business model as a dynamic unit of analysis to examine firms’ responses to 
different kinds of crises–such as organizational crises and exogenous jolts–could 
contribute to informing the micro-perspective on strategic responses to crises and 
responding to emerging calls for this need (Newman et al., 2022). In this context, 
business model pivots can support firms with a tool that is specifically designed to 
probe new hypotheses on the firm’s business model (Frederiksen & Brem, 2017) 
through limited resource commitments (Hampel et al., 2020a), embodying vehicles 
of experimentation that reduce the extreme uncertainty carried by the crisis (Klein, 
2020), turning adversity into opportunity (Andries et al., 2020; Salvato et al., 2020). 
In fact, emerging research is beginning to look at how crises shape new ventures’ 
business models (Guckenbiehl & Corral de Zubielqui, 2022). Previous studies have 
suggested that pivots may provide a strategic response to situations of crisis (Sanasi 
& Ghezzi, 2022), while also suggesting that certain strategic decisions in new ven-
tures–such as resource reconfiguration and seeking to regain environmental fit–may 
provide positive consequences for firm performance in the aftermath of an environ-
mental jolt (Colombo et al., 2021). However, this area of research is still underex-
plored, and requires more extensive investigation and theorization in the context of 
business model pivots and entrepreneurial experimentation.

To better understand how the concept of pivot and its enactment through entrepre-
neurial experimentation can be transposed from the context of “ordinary” circum-
stances in entrepreneurship to that of responses to organizational crises, exogenous 
jolts and, more generally, idiosyncratic circumstances, future research may investigate 
research questions that contextualize business model pivots within these circumstances, 
as well as inquire the performance implications of deploying pivots on a firm’s business 
model within specific (as opposed to ordinary) conditions. Furthermore, as the litera-
ture on pivots has widely debated the legitimacy and identity issues connected to pivot-
ing (e.g., Hampel et al., 2020a; McDonald & Gao, 2019), future research may investi-
gate how legitimacy issues are managed in the context of repentine pivots as a response 
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to exogenous jolts, such as crises. The following set of illustrative research questions 
are hence proposed to spur future research in this direction:

•	 How can firms deploy pivots in the context of constrained conditions?
•	 How can firms deploy pivots as a response to unfolding organizational crises?
•	 What are the performance implications of deploying pivots  as a response to 

exogenous jolts as opposed to ordinary circumstances?
•	 How do firms manage legitimacy issues related to pivoting during exogenous 

jolts / organizational crises?

Conclusion

This study provides an overview of the state-of-the-art understanding of busi-
ness model dynamics, a concept that has been gaining momentum in the aca-
demic literature to refer to all the alterations to a firm’s business model that 
enable it to produce sustained value creation throughout time, such as the 
developmental or change processes taking place in both entrepreneurial and 
incumbent firms. In particular, the study taps into the emerging shift in the 
current scholarly debate that argues against the traditional ontological stance 
in research on the business model concept as the realization of a firm’s strat-
egy, in favor of a new phenomenological stance that views the business model 
as a unit of analysis for different phenomena related to the firm’s strategy. 
This shift gave rise to the concept of business model dynamics, whose inher-
ently uncertain nature called for a parallel with emerging theory in entrepre-
neurship that looks at experimentation as the means to cope with uncertainty 
and enact business model dynamics.

This study thereby extends and consolidates the current scholarly under-
standing of entrepreneurial experimentation in and across business model 
dynamics. This view provided fertile ground for contributing to the ongoing 
discourse with an original theoretical interpretive framework, giving rise to an 
overview of the existing, as well as the identification of emerging gaps and 
promising future research avenues for seemingly interchangeable although 
distinct phenomena. This article  presented the phenomena making up the dif-
ferent business model dynamics reported in previous literature as business 
model innovation, validation, scaling, and pivots, and discussed each indi-
vidual dynamic’s relationship with entrepreneurial experimentation. Building 
on this newly found perspective, the current research gaps were illustrated and 
addressed through some illustrative research questions that may inform future 
research in the area. I am hopeful this review will stimulate future theoreti-
cal and empirical studies that wish to contribute to the literature on business 
model dynamics, providing scholars with a renewed and systematic understand-
ing of different business model dynamics. On the other hand, by highlighting 
the emerging gaps in the overlap with entrepreneurial experimentation, this 



829

1 3

International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal (2023) 19:805–836	

review opened the way for future contributions to try and address those gaps, or 
develop further research questions related to this domain.

Limitations

This study is certainly not free from limitations. As business model dynamics 
is a complex and evolving phenomenon, this study has no ambition to com-
prehensively provide a taxonomy of business model dynamics enacted through 
entrepreneurial experimentation. Rather, this study wishes to extend the cur-
rent scholarly understanding of entrepreneurial experimentation in and across 
business model dynamics and identify an overarching reference framework and 
research agenda.

In this sense, this review provides an interpretive and narrative overview 
of the literature on business model dynamics and its overlaps with entrepre-
neurial experimentation. However, future research may consider such a rela-
tionship systematically, narrowing down the selection of papers included 
in the review to those that only explicitly refer to both concepts simulta-
neously. Furthermore, consistently with the future research questions pre-
sented in the previous sections, future empirical research may tackle this 
study’s perspective from an empirical standpoint. In this sense, empirical 
studies may not only investigate the relationship between business model 
dynamics and entrepreneurial experimentation in the different contexts 
identified but may potentially investigate their relationships with firm per-
formance. Lastly, the studies included in this review predominantly address 
the phenomenon in for-profit established firms and entrepreneurial ven-
tures. Although a limited number of studies has looked at the enactment of 
business model dynamics through experimentation in not-for-profit or infor-
mal organizations in the past (e.g., Sosna et al., 2010), this research direc-
tions certainly deserves dedicated and more thorough attention.

Practical implications

This review can also provide fruitful contributions to practice. In particular, 
this study taps into practitioners’ interest in entrepreneurial experimenta-
tion to enact different business model dynamics, ignited in the latest years by 
the popularity of managerial approaches such as “the Lean Startup” method 
(Ries, 2011). This way, this study may trigger managerial and entrepreneurial 
curiosity by offering insights on the implementation of entrepreneurial exper-
imentation to enact different business model dynamics within firms. In par-
ticular, the review identifies four distinct business model dynamics–namely 
business model innovation, validation, scaling, and pivots–that have been dis-
cussed in the existing management literature and offers an overview of the 
existing understanding on each. In this sense, managers and entrepreneurs 
may find a useful summary and systematization of the different business 
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model dynamics they may encounter when having to innovate their venture’s 
strategy, validate it, scale it, or pivot. Furthermore, the study examines the 
current understanding of each business model dynamic and proposes emerg-
ing gaps that may be reserved future scholarly attention. This way, this review 
calls for further contributions which may fill gaps that can inform relevant 
issues encountered by the practice community. I hope this study may pave 
the way for both theory and practice to enrich such understanding, igniting 
the debate on business model dynamics and the way they are enacted through 
entrepreneurial experimentation.
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