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The Internet and the digital economy have prompted the cre-
ation of new business models (McKinsey and Company
2017). Technologies that can enable new business platforms
and increased digital access to potential customers have sig-
nificantly changed in the manner in which firms conduct busi-
ness, from the creation of value (see, for instance, the literature
on co-creation, e.g., Hoyer et al. 2010, or that on open inno-
vation, e.g., Chesbrough et al. 2006), to the appropriation of
value (see, for instance, research on freemium pricing, e.g.,
Pauwels and Weiss 2008, or on pay-per-use, e.g., Prasad et al.
2003). Competitive advantage from product innovation has
become difficult to maintain for extended periods of time; as
a result, incumbents are increasingly looking for ways to up-
date and innovate their existing business models (Neus et al.
2017). For instance, Accenture reports that 80% of firms plan
to grow via new business models over the next 5 years
(Accenture 2014).

Changes in business practice have also led to a heightened
focus on business models in the academic literature. Several

recent reviews highlight the scope of this literature, which
ranges from attempts to define and provide structure for the
concept of business model, to examinations of specific types
of business models (Coombes and Nicholson 2013; Foss and
Saebi 2017; Massa et al. 2017; Zott et al. 2011). The majority
of these articles, however, can be found in management
journals. Attempts to study business models in marketing are
scant, and typically focus on specific sectors of the economy
(e.g., Wieland et al. 2017 on services, and Sorescu et al. 2011
on retailing) or on specific types of business models (e.g.,
Kind et al. 2009; Pauwels and Weiss 2008). Moreover, while
value creation and appropriation have separately received at-
tention in marketing, they have been rarely studied in combi-
nation, which is a prerequisite to understanding business
models. This is a surprising gap, given that marketers are
responsible for the design and implementation of several as-
pects of the value creation and value appropriation compo-
nents of a business model. This special issue is a first step in
stimulating more research on this topic in the marketing liter-
ature. Building on what we have learned from the manage-
ment literature but bringing insights from the marketing liter-
ature’s expertise on building a viable value proposition, we
can further enhance our understanding of how business
models can be effectively designed in order to lead to sustain-
able firm performance.

Value creation, value appropriation
and the value proposition

From the early 2000’s, researchers in management, strategy
and entrepreneurship have endeavored to conceptualize the
notion of business model. Several tools to describe the com-
ponents of a business model have been developed, such as the
Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur 2013) or the RCOV frame-
work (Demil and Lecocq 2010). Moreover, the notion of busi-
ness model has been contrasted with the traditional concept of
strategy, with Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010) calling
the business model a reflection of a firm’s realized strategy.
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Business models have also been credited with prompting a
renewed view of strategic thinking (Lecocq et al. 2010).

The marketing discipline is underrepresented in the strong
stream of over a thousand scholarly articles focused on busi-
ness models (Coombes and Nicholson 2013; Zott et al. 2011).
However, a closer look at this research stream reveals that
many authors emphasize that the purpose of the business mod-
el is to articulate a firm’s value proposition and to propose a
Bviable structure of revenues and costs for the enterprise de-
livering that value^ (Teece 2010, p.178). The value proposi-
tion—which explains how the products and services offered
by the firm match the needs of the targeted market segment—
is a core marketing concept (Frow and Payne 2011; Skålén
et al. 2015). Thus, marketing academics should be favorably
positioned to contribute to this important literature.

Why has marketing literature yet to contribute substantive-
ly to the development of knowledge on business models? We
believe a key reason is the separate attention given in market-
ing to either value creation (mostly in the form of product
innovation) or value appropriation (mostly in the form of pric-
ing and ‘marketing mix’ instruments). Understanding busi-
ness models requires studying both processes simultaneously,
as well as their interactions; as this is a complex endeavor,
most attempts to integrate them remain at the conceptual level
(e.g. Brandenburger and Stuart 1996; Bowman and
Ambrosini 2000). A notable exception is Sorescu et al.
(2011), who propose concrete practices in retail industry as-
sociated with value creation and value capture.

The development of research on business models in mar-
keting could help the field better understand how to design
more effective value creation and value appropriation process-
es for different types of firms. Indeed, the strategic manage-
ment literature, which used to be largely focused on value
appropriation (Demil et al. 2015), has benefited from the de-
velopment of the business model concept. Bringing this con-
cept into extant literature has led to a better integration of
value creation for the customer within the value creation
frameworks for the firm and its shareholders (Priem et al.
2012; Tantalo and Priem 2016).

Insights from the special issue

The papers included in the special issue can be classified into
two broad categories. First, several authors bring a marketing
perspective to conceptualizing the notion of business model at
a general level. Second, several papers focus on how to best
address a specific segment with a business model tailored to
that segment’s needs.

Within the first category, Robertson (2017) proposes an
ecosystem of business model innovation (BMI) combining
external elements, particularly customer segments and value
chains (very much in the domain of marketing), with internal

elements, particularly organizational processes (much more in
the domains of strategic management and especially organi-
zational behavior). Robertson develops a conceptual model
with the objective of answering the question of how a BMI
value proposition is derived. The article identifies the factors
that are critical in how BMI emerges and how consumers’
responses to BMI differ from their reactions to pure product
or service innovations. In order to help advance marketing
research on BMI, the author proposes a set of research hypoth-
eses related to these factors. In the same vein, Nystrom and
Mustonen (2017) go beyond a static perspective to further
develop the flexible and adaptive nature of business models
based on an industrial network approach. Nystrom and
Mustonen (2017) argue that the business model cannot be
conceptualized in isolation; rather it is embedded in business
contexts and business networks, and as a result it evolves with
changes in the business environment. Leischnig et al. (2017)
also highlight the flexible nature of successful business
models. These authors conceptualize business models as a
configuration of interdependent components influencing
how the firm can achieve its strategic objectives. The authors
draw on configuration theory to discuss how marketing may
benefit from such a view and how the discipline may contrib-
ute to configurational thinking.

Finally, a unique perspective on how incumbents can up-
date their business models as they compete with more flexible
startups is provided by Seggie et al. (2017). They provide an
integrated process for corporate innovation learning through
combining the lean startup methodology with big data. By
themselves, the volume, variety and velocity of big data may
trigger confirmation bias, communication problems and illu-
sions of control. However, if firms also adapt elements from
the lean startup methodology, then they can innovate their
business models to build competitive advantage in a similar
manner to how startups achieve this advantage. Specifically,
incumbents could update their business models through fast
verification of managerial hypotheses, innovation accounting
and the build-measure-learn-loop cycle. Such advice is espe-
cially valid for environments with high levels of technological
and demand uncertainty.

The second category of articles included in the special issue
is a reflection of the fact that conceptualizing business models
is a useful theoretical exercise but may present challenges to
academics and practitioners interested in specific types of
business models that can be designed to help capture a
particular customer segment that has unique needs. Several
papers in the special issue address this topic. For instance,
Prabhu et al. (2017) focus on poor consumers in emerging
markets. Marketing to this segment presents multiple chal-
lenges: such consumers may not be aware of the product or
service, may not be able to gain access to it or to afford it.
Drawing on institutional theory, the authors present a model of
exchange in emerging markets where the seller takes an
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entrepreneurial role and spearheads a process of institutional
change that eventually mitigates these challenges and makes
the exchange possible. While the process of institutional
change is presented in general terms, specific business model
applications are presented in the paper. The various types of
business models discussed in this article illustrate the com-
plexity of the ecosystem of value creation in emerging mar-
kets, which includes sellers having to go beyond the bound-
aries of their firms and having to change the environment in
order to enable their business model to fulfill its role.

A different perspective on how to use the business model to
strengthen the value proposition is provided by Tower and
Noble (2017), who focus on collective open business models.
This type of business model draws from the notion of interde-
pendent consumer collectives, which are groups of consumers
who benefit from resource complementarities in the pursuit of
achieving a superior consumption experience, such as com-
munities who play videogames online. Tower and Noble
(2017) propose a set of propositions that link actions taken
inside interdependent consumer collectives to notions of col-
lective value creation, delivery and capture. In doing so, they
delineate the characteristics of the collective open business
model and help firms who serve consumer collectives better
understand and leverage the characteristics of their segments.
Finally, Fedorenko and Berthon (2017) recognize that con-
sumers are not only static recipients at the end of the value
creation chain, but rather potential participants in the process
of co-creation. Moreover, the authors go beyond traditional
wisdom, and show that in crowdsourcing business models
contributors are usually a special kind of non-consumer
multi-role stakeholder. They discuss how these contributors
are creating value and what types of rewards they are seeking.

Altogether, the articles of this special issue are demonstrat-
ing the potential of marketing to contribute to knowledge
about business models through a better integration of value
creation and value appropriation processes and through
linking the behavior of various firm stakeholders to the com-
ponents of the business model.

This is just the start: An agenda for future
marketing research on business models

Despite the richness of business model literature in strategic
management, much remains to be studied in this domain, par-
ticularly from a marketing perspective (Massa et al. 2017;
Wirtz et al. 2016). The special issue starts the scholarly con-
versation on how marketing knowledge can refine the general
conceptualization of business models and help design effec-
tive business models for specific segments. However, many
research questions are still unanswered. We list a few below,
in hopes that the marketing field will continue to focus on this
important topic.

First, more attention should be dedicated to the antecedents
of BMI. Prior research acknowledges that a primary role of the
business model is to define new ways to operate within a
sector, going beyond business as usual (Arend 2013).
Robertson (2017) tackles this central issue. However, we still
lack a clear understanding of how firms can innovate their
existing business models. Innovation in business models can
be studied from two perspectives. First, BMI can arise as a
result to changes in the business environment, such as the
availability of new technologies, the increased digitization of
business processes, the availability of big data and the advent
of artificial intelligence. Seggie et al. (2017) and Sorescu
(2017) provide examples of how big data can be leveraged
to innovate business models; however, to our knowledge, no
research has yet explored how artificial intelligence will
change the way in which firms conduct business, despite its
significant potential to change the value creation and appro-
priation processes that firms currently use. Second, BMI can
arise in response to serving a specific segment. In this special
issue, Prabhu et al. (2017) focus on poor consumers in emerg-
ing markets and Tower and Noble (2017) examine interdepen-
dent consumer collectives. Many other segments are in need
of business models that require significant adaptations from
the general conceptualization. Third, BMI may become nec-
essary for incumbents faced with tectonic shifts in their indus-
tries, such as the private transportation and hotel industries
facing new business models brought about by the gig econo-
my (e.g., Uber and Airbnb). Seggie et al. (2017) provide one
avenue that incumbents can use to innovate their business
models but this stream remains one that is in significant need
of further research.

A second important issue that marketers can address is the
role of customers in helping design business models.
Literature on crowdsourcing and open innovation is growing
and one of the papers included in the special issue, Fedorenko
and Berthon (2017), provide novel insights in the dynamics of
crowdsourced business models. Additional questions that still
require an answer involve the extent to which crowdsourcing
should be incorporated in a business model so that firms
would retain sufficient control over their message and the
equity of their brands. Should firms involve both customers
and non-customers in the value creation aspect of the business
model? Does crowdsourcing result in products that have a
competitive advantage or is it likely to encourage incremental
innovation? Does crowdsourcing have an effect on customer
acquisition and retention? And how can it be streamlined so
that effective ideas from outside stakeholders can be more
easily identified and more quickly incorporated into various
elements of the business model? These are just a few of the
questions that future research could address.

Third, marketing has a long tradition of studying competi-
tion and its impact on value creation and appropriation pro-
cesses. Promising questions in this domain include: How does
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the diffusion of business models through an industry differ
from the diffusion of products? Are there network effects in
business model diffusion? What is the consequence of busi-
ness model diffusion on competition? Can BMI provide a
longer lasting competitive advantage than product innova-
tion? Nystrom and Mustonen (2017) provide a starting point
by arguing that competitive advantage can be created not only
from unique business model features, but also from firms’
ability to continuously update their business models in re-
sponse to changes in their environment. Future research
should propose specific ways in which business models can
be designed so that changes can bemade quickly and with low
operational and human resource costs.

We hope that the papers included in this special issue pro-
vide an impetus for other authors to work on the important
topics of business models, business model innovation, and the
impact of business models on customer outcomes, firm per-
formance and industry dynamics.
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