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Abstract

In times of unprecedented change related to the ongoing digital transformation of 

business and society at large, a pressing contemporary management challenge is 

recognizing and translating these changes into digital business model innovation 

(DBMI). Academia potentially has much to offer in aiding this managerial chal-

lenge, yet research in the field remains vague with regard to what DBMI is. We 

detect conceptual ambiguity among scholars as a bottleneck that prevents advance-

ments in the field of DBMI research. In this article, we aim to trace the foundation 

of key attributes of the DBMI concept and propose a novel definition. Our insights 

are based on a targeted, state-of-the-art literature review of 57 publications. We con-

clude with an exploration of avenues for future research, which we closely link to 

the broader fields of strategic management, information systems, and organization 

studies, thereby exposing the issue of DBMI to a wider audience. Overall, we aim to 

make a significant step toward construct clarity in DBMI research.

Keywords Digitalization · Business model · Strategy · Digital transformation · 

Dynamic capability

JEL Classification M10 · M19 · O30

1 Introduction

Digitalization is affecting almost all industries by creating opportunities and chal-

lenges for established firms, large born digitals, and smaller start-ups (Rach-

inger et al. 2018; Volberda et al. 2021). Industry players as well as consumers are 
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becoming increasingly smart through the proliferation of digital technologies, such 

as those related to the Internet of Things, and the acceptance and use of affordable 

mobile devices and personal computers (Fichman et  al. 2014; Parida et  al. 2019; 

Venkatesh et al. 2019). Competition is intensifying, and the pace of change is accel-

erating as more agile start-ups make use of the low entry barriers in digital markets 

and enter industries that were dominated by incumbents (Loebbecke and Picot 2015; 

Ehret and Wirtz 2017; Teece and Linden 2017). The emergence and diffusion of 

digital technologies have further led to an explosion of available data, making data 

analytics and machine learning capabilities important competitive advantages for 

companies (Hanelt et al. 2020). These examples of the impact of digitalization show 

that information technology can no longer be viewed as a subordinate support func-

tion, but rather that digital needs to be perceived as an integral part of the business 

and organization (Yoo et al. 2010; El Sawy and Pereira 2013; Matt et al. 2015).

Managers have acknowledged the central role of digital and prioritized digi-

tal transformations on their leadership agendas (Warner and Wäger 2019). Never-

theless, many digital transformations fail because firms are unable to leverage the 

potential benefits of their significant investments in digital technologies (Linde et al. 

2021). A predominant reason for this digital paradox is that investments in digital 

technologies alone, even though they might lead to technological superiority, do not 

guarantee success (Vial 2019; Volberda et al. 2021).

Indeed, digital transformation is more a managerial issue than it is a technological 

one (Li et al. 2017). To profit from digital technologies and to remain competitive 

in this complex and ambiguous digital business context (Schoemaker et al. 2018), 

firms need to design, develop, and implement digital business model innovation 

(DBMI) (Berman 2012; Veit et al. 2014). A business model essentially describes the 

business logic of a firm and how it creates, delivers, and captures value (Teece and 

Linden 2017). DBMI thus involves changes in the value proposition, value delivery, 

and/or value capture of firms (Parida et  al. 2019). The need to treat DBMI as an 

individual phenomenon that differs radically from earlier forms of business model 

innovation has been strongly advocated in the literature (Fichman et al. 2014; Namb-

isan 2017; Lanzolla et al. 2020a; Volberda et al. 2021).

However, despite its importance in the digital transformation of firms, research 

on DBMI is still in its infancy, and the phenomenon remains poorly understood 

(Rachinger et al. 2018; Aagaard 2019; Parida et al. 2019; Li 2020). A major concern 

in this respect is the low level of construct clarity regarding the concept of DBMI 

(Venkatesh et  al. 2019), as a common definition of DBMI is missing (Schallmo 

and Williams 2018; Bican and Brem 2020). Scholars have regularly criticized the 

lack of consistent terminology (Blaschke et al. 2016; Standing and Mattsson 2018) 

or the persistent ambiguity (Veit et  al. 2014; Kohli and Melville 2019), and have 

emphasized that confusion regarding the construct of DBMI is paramount (Bican 

and Brem 2020). In order to advance our understanding of DBMI and allow further 

knowledge accumulation to assist managers and practitioners in their digital trans-

formation endeavors, a high level of construct clarity for DBMI is thus needed (Foss 

and Saebi 2018; Gong and Ribiere 2021). However, there is a lack of attempts to 

define the concept of DBMI amongst scholars (Martín-Peña et al. 2018).



5

1 3

Digital business model innovation: toward construct clarity…

We contribute to this gap in the literature by proposing a novel definition for the 

concept of DBMI. Guided by our research question—what defines DBMI?—we con-

duct an extensive state-of-the-art literature review of 57 articles from major journals 

as well as selected book chapters from multiple fields to uncover key attributes that 

build the foundation of DBMI. We scrutinize the new definition of DBMI for its 

ability to advance future research on the topic. Overall, we aim to make a significant 

step toward construct clarity in DBMI research by reviewing the state of the art in 

the field, proposing a novel definition, and outlining directions for future research.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The next section briefly 

introduces our approach to conducting this literature review. We then argue for the 

importance of construct clarity, followed by a critical assessment of extant defini-

tions in the field. We then discuss a set of attributes in depth and propose a novel 

definition of DBMI. Finally, we conclude with a discussion intended to guide future 

research.

2  Method

The value of review articles is well established in management science (Breslin 

et  al. 2020; Kraus et  al. 2020). We follow the methodology of Wolfswinkel et  al. 

(2013), who propose a five-stage approach to rigorously reviewing the literature: (1) 

defining the scope of the review, (2) searching the literature, (3) selecting the final 

sample, (4) analyzing the corpus, and (5) presenting the findings. Below, we will 

discuss each of these stages in more detail. Figure 1 visualizes our approach.

1

2

3

4

5

Defining the scope

Searching the literature

Selecting final sample

Analyzing the corpus

Presenting the findings

Search strategy 1

n=103

Search strategy 2

n=90

Inclusion/Exclusion

n=14

Inclusion/Exclusion

n=43
n=57

Familiarize with data

Generate initial codes

Search for themes

Review and define themes

Fig. 1  Five-stage approach to reviewing literature
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2.1  Defining the scope of the review

The scope of this article is a state-of-the-art literature review of the concept of 

DBMI. According to Grant and Booth (2009), a state-of-the-art review is par-

ticularly useful when addressing current matters. In contrast to more systematic 

approaches, which aim to provide exhaustive overviews of literature, a state-of-

the-art review intends to carry out a comprehensive search of the current literature 

(Grant and Booth 2009). The limitation of this approach is that some older relevant 

articles may have escaped our attention. However, as the concept of DBMI is rela-

tively new (El Sawy and Pereira 2013; Martín-Peña et al. 2018), we expect the risk 

of missing older articles to be minimal.

2.2  Searching the literature

To search the literature, we followed a two-pronged approach. First, following the 

strategy proposed by Foss and Saebi (2017), we searched the EBSCO Business 

Source Premier database for academic articles containing the terms “digital” AND 

“business model innovation” in their titles, abstracts, or keywords (Boolean phrase, 

English, limited to peer-reviewed work in academic journals, from 2005 to 2020). 

This approach yielded 103 unique publications. Second, we followed Webster and 

Watson (2002), who suggest starting a literature search by reviewing leading jour-

nals in the field and then moving backwards (i.e., to references) and forwards (i.e., 

to citations).

To identify the leading journals, we relied on Wirtz et al. (2016), who state that 

the business model construct is primarily studied from three perspectives: technol-

ogy, organization, and strategy. For each of these perspectives, we identified two 

subcategories that seemed relevant to this inquiry: technology and innovation 

management, information management, strategic entrepreneurship and small busi-

ness management, organizational science, strategy, and management. Based on this 

overview of the relevant subcategories, we selected the three top journals in each, 

according to the Academic Journal Guide 2018 by Chartered ABS as a starting 

point for our second search strategy. Furthermore, we included three top practitioner 

journals (Harvard Business Review, California Management Review, and MIT Sloan 

Management Review) as well as selected review or theory development journals 

(Academy of Management Review, Business Strategy Review). This final category 

is important as good reviews build on existing reviews (Parmigiani and King 2019). 

For this approach, we used slightly adapted search criteria as we also included books 

and book chapters. This alternative search strategy resulted in another 90 potentially 

relevant, unique publications. In total, we thus collected 193 unique publications as 

the initial sample. This literature review was conducted from October 2020 to March 

2021.
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2.3  Selecting the final sample

To select the final sample, we applied a strict set of criteria for quality appraisal. 

First and foremost, given the broad nature of the concept under review, a key 

criterion for the final sample was that  DBMI is integrally discussed in the study 

(George and Bock 2011; Lambert and Davidson 2013). Furthermore, all the publica-

tions had to be in English, printed between 2005 and 2020, and published in either 

peer-reviewed journals or peer-edited books. Keynotes, opinion pieces, conference 

papers, and workshop notes were excluded from this review. The final selection of 

the sample was conducted by the two authors independently to minimize bias, and 

divergences were discussed and resolved. In sum, we included 57 unique publica-

tions in this state-of-the-art literature review (see Table 1).

2.4  Analyzing the corpus

The analysis of the corpus was inspired by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) iterative 

approach to thematic analysis, which comprises several phases, including famil-

iarizing yourself with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, and 

reviewing and defining themes. In a first step, we carefully read all the selected stud-

ies in the final sample. Subsequently, we coded interesting features in the corpus in 

an inductive fashion (Patton 1990). Again, the two authors performed this crucial 

step of the analysis independently (Kraus et al. 2020). We then collated codes into 

latent themes or attributes, which compose the foundation of our novel definition. 

Throughout the analysis of the corpus, five attributes for defining DBMI emerged, 

including purposeful/deliberate, novel/non-trivial, dynamic/evolving, components/

elements, and digital technology/digitalization. These will be further discussed 

below.

2.5  Presenting the findings

While the findings will be discussed in more detail below, here we briefly present 

some relevant facts about the corpus of this study. Most of the studies in our sample 

were published in the past five years (2016–2020: 44 publications). This is promis-

ing as it indicates a strong and growing interest in the field. However, it also urges 

us to increase the clarity of the construct so that research efforts do not branch off in 

various unconnected directions.

It becomes evident that our contribution is relevant and timely when looking at 

the quantity and diversity of extant definitions. Table 2 presents an overview of the 

explicit or implicit use of the key concepts related to DBMI. Throughout the analy-

sis, we found that only seven studies in our sample explicitly provided a definition 

for the concept of DBMI, yet with varying degrees of clarity and detail (see below 

for a more granular discussion). The majority of the reviewed articles have a strong 

foundation in traditional business model research, explicitly defining the concept 

or relying on the well-established discourse (e.g., Teece 2010; Massa et al. 2017). 

Interestingly, only a few studies explicitly define the concept of digital business 
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models or related digital terms, such as digital innovation, digital(ization), or digital 

transformation. This is a critical finding because it shows that the impact of digital 

on business model innovation is still fuzzy (Rachinger et al. 2018) and that a digi-

tal conundrum prevails in the literature where key concepts lack construct clarity 

(Bican and Brem 2020). Such a lack of focus on digital is problematic, however, 

as simply adding a few digital features when theorizing about innovative business 

models leads to a horseless carriage fallacy (El Sawy and Pereira 2013). In other 

words, the digital era provides a radically different context, which is incomparable 

to the previous environments in which generic business model innovation has been 

examined (Nambisan 2017; Volberda et al. 2021). Yet, researchers at the intersec-

tion of digital and business model innovation mostly fail to clearly and explicitly 

define the concept of DBMI (Schallmo et al. 2017; Martín-Peña et al. 2018).

3  The importance of construct clarity

An important precondition for construct clarity is a precise and generally accepted 

definition. This is important as constructs develop in the researcher’s mind and are 

heavily influenced by their context, background, and social setting. Definitions must 

thus be carefully designed (Wacker 2004) and require considerable skill in terms of 

crafting (Suddaby 2010) to clearly represent the abstract concept.

Here, we highlight Suddaby’s (2010) illuminating work, which emphasizes that 

a good definition needs to accomplish three tasks: (1) The definition should effec-

tively capture the essential properties and characteristics of the concept or phenom-

enon under consideration; (2) a good definition should avoid tautology and circular-

ity; and (3) a good definition should be parsimonious, that is it should try to capture 

as concisely as possible the essential characteristics of a phenomenon or concept. 

In other words, researchers should avoid maximalist and minimalist definitions, as 

either extreme of including too much or too little information in a definition relative 

to theoretical goals can cause problems (Munck and Verkuilen 2002; Goertz 2006). 

Maximalist definitions include too many attributes—or intensions—thereby decreas-

ing the number of instances that can be identified (extensions). At one extreme, a 

concept becomes an ideal type when the concept has no empirical referents because 

it has been overburdened with attributes (Goertz 2006). At the other extreme, mini-

malist definitions include too few attributes, resulting in almost all cases automati-

cally becoming instances, which weakens the explored phenomenon. In these cases, 

adding relevant attributes to a definition enhances construct clarity.

However, there is no hard and fast rule that can be used to determine what attrib-

utes must be included in a definition of a certain concept (Munck and Verkuilen 

2002). Generally speaking, however, an optimal definition—or effective construct—

is one in which researchers have identified the exact number of attributes that define 

a concept accurately and precisely in a concise manner but in a way that allows 

broad audiences to understand and participate in the discourse (Suddaby 2010). For 

research fields in their early stages that are characterized by exploratory efforts, it 
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has been argued that rather broad definitions leaning toward the minimalistic end of 

the spectrum are more suitable (Sharma and Chrisman 1999).

In sum, we argue that construct clarity based on a precise definition is crucial 

to advance research on DBMI. We suggest that a rather broad definition, leaning 

toward the minimalistic end of the spectrum, is needed for DBMI, given the nascent 

stage of research. With this understanding, below we review and discuss extant defi-

nitions that we identified through the literature review. Subsequently, we propose a 

novel definition and its foundation, which aims to contribute to the construct clarity 

of DBMI.

4  Extant de�nitions of DBMI

In our corpus, we identified a total of seven definitions of DBMI. Given our 

overall sample size of 57 academic publications, this relatively small proportion 

confirms the finding of Martín-Peña et  al. (2018), who highlighted the lack of 

attempts to define the concept. Most other authors relied predominantly on an 

explicit definition of the business model construct or referred to the well-estab-

lished discourse on business model research. Fewer studies explicitly defined 

business model innovation and discussed the concept in light of digital trans-

formation. However, in most cases, the terms related to digital, such as digital 

innovation, digital(ization), and digital transformation, were not clearly defined, 

confirming the digital conundrum criticized in the literature (Bican and Brem 

2020). Table 3 lists all the identified definitions.

Based on our understanding of construct clarity (see above), we now criti-

cally assess the extant definitions. We make the following observations. First, 

some of the proposed definitions use unclear terms—terms that are also lacking 

construct clarity, such as digital technology (Veit et  al. 2014; Aagaard 2019), 

digital marketplace (Venkatesh et al. 2019), or personalized products (Morabito 

2014). Looking at the preconditions of good definitions as prescribed by Sud-

daby (2010), we notice that some of these descriptions do not meet the criteria 

of effectively capturing the essential properties of a construct. When attributes 

of low clarity are used to define a concept, the definition leaves as many ques-

tions as it provides answers. Second, we have argued for a rather broad defi-

nition above, given the nascent stage of DBMI research, where much remains 

uncharted territory (Aagaard 2019). Reviewing extant definitions, we notice 

that many of them are overburdened with various attributes, sometimes to the 

extreme (e.g., Schallmo et  al. 2017). Third, as argued by Suddaby (2010), a 

good definition is parsimonious and achieves definitional accuracy while being 

generally communicable. In other words, a concise definition is manageable and 

applicable not only for academia but also—and in particular—for practitioners. 

Yet, some of the definitions in our sample seem overly complex and cumber-

some, which can lead to rejection from practitioners. In fact, the differences in 

understanding business model innovation from an academic and practitioner 

perspective have been critically analyzed in the literature (DaSilva and Trkman 

2014; DaSilva 2018). A broad yet concise definition can therefore contribute to 
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unifying the practical and academic understanding of DBMI. Finally, we notice 

that, in many cases, the definitions seem unconnected. That is, authors of more 

recent contributions did not—or did only to a limited degree—draw on earlier 

definitions.

Considering these critical reflections, our aim is to build on existing defini-

tions to propose a novel definition for DBMI that resolves the conceptual issues 

laid out above. To do so, we analyzed the corpus of literature to identify com-

mon attributes and similarities of how scholars use the DBMI construct (even 

when not explicitly defined). In the following section, we thus discuss and 

explain the foundation for each of these attributes.

5  Foundations of DBMI attributes

As described above, through a thematic analysis, five broad attributes emerged 

as being frequently used by DBMI scholars in the reviewed literature: purpose-

ful, non-trivial, dynamic, change in key business model elements, and digitali-

zation. These attributes form the backbone of our novel definition and will be 

discussed below.

5.1  DBMI is purposeful and deliberate

The literature review revealed a debate about whether DBMI is deliberate and purpose-

ful or takes place in a more ad hoc and spontaneous fashion (Cavalcante 2014; Kohli 

and Melville 2019). Kotarba (2018), for instance, states that changes in a firm’s digital 

business model can either be voluntary, where the firm takes a proactive role in shaping 

its future digital business model, or reactive, where unplanned and unexpected changes 

adversely affect the business model and call for restructuring or emergency operations. 

The majority of scholars in our sample, though, see DBMI as a deliberate act, initiated 

by a strategic decision of an entrepreneur or manager (Morabito 2014; Li et al. 2017; 

Teece and Linden 2017; Bouwman et al. 2019; Aversa et al. 2020; Priyono et al. 2020), 

sometimes based on detailed (digital) scenario planning (Pateli and Giaglis 2005; 

Warner and Wäger 2019).

This argument is further supported by the manifold DBMI approaches proposed 

in our sample. These range from rather generic digital innovation processes (Fichman 

et al. 2014) and multi-step approaches (Berman 2012; Berman et al. 2016; Blaschke 

et al. 2016; Bleicher and Stanley 2019) to detailed methodologies for identifying DBMI 

in traditional industries (Remane et al. 2017) and comprehensive roadmaps for digitally 

transforming business models (Schallmo et al. 2017). What unifies these approaches is 

an initial emphasis on analyzing, planning, and envisioning future DBMI, which sug-

gests strategic intent.

Seeing (digital) business model innovation as deliberate or purposeful is in line with 

a strong community of strategy scholars who view business models (and their inno-

vation) as distinct phenomena interlinked to strategy (Teece 2010; Klang et al. 2014; 

Gassmann et  al. 2016). Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010), for instance, have 
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argued that a firm’s business model is the result of strategic decisions and a reflection of 

its realized strategy. Vial (2019: 124) further finds that the majority of works related to 

digital transformation treat the phenomenon as endogenous, where “initiatives are pur-

posefully created to respond to opportunities afforded by digital technologies.” From 

an entrepreneurship theory perspective, the support for this attribute (“purposeful”) is 

less clear. Some scholars argue that entrepreneurial processes can either take the shape 

of causation or effectuation (Xu and Koivumäki 2019). The first refers to processes that 

take a particular effect as a given and focus on selecting the means to create that effect. 

The latter, in contrast, takes a set of means as a given and focuses on selecting from 

Table 3  Extant definitions of DBMI

Definition Source

How digital business models can exploit and leverage the scope of digital 

technologies, scale up the trans-functional impacts of digital enablement, and 

adapt to the speed and business dynamics of the digital marketplace

Venkatesh et al. (2019)

How companies adopt and deploy digital technologies and business models to 

improve performance quantifiably

Aagaard (2019)

Digital technologies have a significant impact on all dimensions, value creation, 

value capture, and value proposition. Digitalized business models might use 

very novel or less novel digital technology, but the necessary condition is that 

all dimensions use digital technologies, not only certain activities of the firm. 

We are well aware that the term significant is fuzzy. Yet, the diverse digital 

technology and the magnitude of diverse uses make considerations about 

certain degrees unrealistic

Bouncken et al. (2019)

The digital transformation of business models relates to individual business 

model elements, the entire business model, and value-added chains, as well 

as the networking of different actors in a value-added network. The degree of 

the digital transformation includes incremental (marginal) as well as radical 

(fundamental) changes in a business model. The reference unit with regard to 

the level of novelty is primarily the customer, but a digital transformation can 

also affect its own business, partners, industry, and competitors. Within the 

digital transformation of business models, enabler(s) and technologies (e.g., 

big data) are used to generate new applications or services (e.g., on-demand 

prediction). These enablers require skills that enable data collection and 

exchange as well as the ability to analyze, calculate, and evaluate options. 

The evaluated options are used to initiate new processes within the business 

model. The digital transformation of business models is based on an approach 

with a sequence of tasks and decisions that are related to one another in a 

logical and temporal context. It affects four target dimensions: time, finance, 

space, and quality

Schallmo et al. (2017)

A significantly new way of creating and capturing business value that is embod-

ied in or enabled by IT

Fichman et al. (2014)

The creation and utilization of new knowledge (which can be technological, 

organizational, or market-related) that enables a company to benefit from 

the disruptive attributes of the Internet in order to design and implement an 

innovative system to provide customers with highly personalized products and 

services targeted to the needs of the customer themselves

Morabito (2014)

A business model is digital if changes in digital technologies trigger fundamen-

tal changes in the way business is carried out and revenues are generated

Veit et al. (2014)
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the possible effects that can be created with that set of means (Sarasvathy 2001). How-

ever, scholars in the field of DBMI have connected these two seemingly distinct pro-

cesses. Cavalcante (2014) introduces a pre-stage to DBMI that is characterized by the 

processes of experimenting and learning and can subsequently lead to actual DBMI. 

In sum, we argue that DBMIs do not happen out of thin air, even when the approach is 

more experimental; thus, the attribute of purposeful can be used to define the concept.

5.2  DBMI is novel and non-trivial

The issue of what characterizes an innovation is decades old. There is a plethora of 

famous propositions to resolve the issue of how to measure novelty, the most well-

known probably being the distinction between new to the world and new to the firm 

(see the OECD’s Oslo Manual). Some authors of the reviewed literature follow the 

maximal perspective that DBMI has to be new to the world to be considered an 

innovation (Zott and Amit 2017; Sahut et al. 2020). Others, however, take a more 

nuanced approach to the degree of novelty of DBMI (Bouncken et al. 2019). Some 

argue, for instance, that the new digital business model has to be difficult to imitate 

(Ghezzi and Cavallo 2020), that a major part of the business has to be transferred 

into digital (Kraus et  al. 2019a), or that digital denotes companies that rely sub-

stantially on the Internet (Standing and Mattsson 2018). In line with this nuanced 

perspective, Fichman et al. (2014) add the notion of significance to their definition 

of DBMI, and subsequently, Rachinger et  al. (2018) discuss how companies need 

to significantly adapt their business models to the opportunities provided by digital 

transformation.

More support for this nuanced perspective comes from Warner and Wäger 

(2019), who suggest that for most incumbents the creation of truly new digital busi-

ness models is unlikely. In fact, the question of what a new business model entails 

is extensively discussed by Li (2020), who concluded that truly novel (digital) busi-

ness model innovations are hard to come by, as precedents almost always exist. The 

authors of our reviewed literature therefore often identify different levels of digitali-

zation with regard to business model innovation (Rachinger et al. 2018; Kohtamäki 

et al. 2019; Kraus et al. 2019a). For instance, Li (2020) and Berman (2012) similarly 

describe a continuum of how firms can enhance, extend, and transform or redefine 

the value proposition through digitalization. In line with Foss and Saebi’s (2017) 

discourse on non-triviality in business model innovation per se, we therefore suggest 

that DBMIs are novel in a non-trivial manner, thereby excluding simple modifica-

tions, such as adding an online presence as a marketing tool.

5.3  DBMI is dynamic

Digitalization creates a highly dynamic environment. Firms are constantly chal-

lenged with vulnerabilities and opportunities because of the ubiquitous prolifera-

tion of digital technologies, adaption to the digital culture by customers, and strong 

competition due to low entry barriers in digital markets (Weill and Woerner 2013; 

Veit et al. 2014; Venkatesh et al. 2019). Some describe this dynamic environment 
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as VUCA: volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (Schoemaker et  al. 2018; 

Warner and Wäger 2019).

It is therefore no surprise that many scholars address the dynamics of DBMI 

(Hoßbach et  al. 2016). Parida et  al. (2019), for instance, state that a new demand 

emerging from digital technologies and business model innovation is to facili-

tate continuous improvement in order to keep up with competitors and customer 

demands. Others support this argument and highlight that digital business models 

constantly evolve over time (Gauthier et al. 2018; Bouncken et al. 2019; König et al. 

2019; Katsamakas and Pavlov 2020; Li 2020) and that creating a successful DBMI 

is a journey (Weill and Woerner 2013). Being constantly on the move is particularly 

relevant in digital business models because they are in many cases transparent to all 

(Weill and Woerner 2013).

More recently, and against the backdrop of progressing digitalization, authors 

suggest that the right business model is not likely to be apparent from the onset 

(Cheah and Wang 2017; Priyono et al. 2020). König et al. (2019) conclude there-

fore that digital ventures, as opposed to non-digital ventures, iterate their business 

models to build the necessary product-market fit. Kohtamäki et al. (2019) even urge 

managers to continuously explore (digital) business model innovation as it is criti-

cal for survival. Following these observations, we argue that DBMIs are dynamic in 

nature and that dynamic is a defining attribute of the concept.

5.4  DBMI requires changes in the key elements of the business model

A common understanding in the reviewed literature is that a business model 

describes the overall logic of a firm, including the three key components of value 

proposition, value creation, and value capture. Business model innovation, then, 

involves changes in one or more of these components (Bourreau et al. 2012; Sorescu 

2017; Bouncken et  al. 2019; Kohtamäki et  al. 2019; Laudien and Pesch 2019; 

Ghezzi and Cavallo 2020; Katsamakas and Pavlov 2020; Paiola and Gebauer 2020). 

Parida et al. (2019), for instance, emphasize the need for business model alignment 

by arguing that firms need to evaluate and understand their shortcomings in each of 

these key components and recognize that a change applied to one of them should 

always consider the other components. Kotarba (2018) offers an even more granular 

picture and shows how different waves of digitalization (wave 1: 1980–2000; wave 

2: beyond 2000) have led to changes in key components of the well-known business 

model canvas. Others discuss how the transformative power of digitalization forces 

companies to adapt their business model logic (Wirtz et al. 2010; Veit et al. 2014; 

Rachinger et al. 2018; Cristofaro 2020).

Hence, regarding the changes in business model components, DBMI scholars rely 

heavily on traditional business model thinking (see Table 2). One reason for this is 

that there is currently no consensus about the key elements of digital business mod-

els. For example, El Sawy and Pereira (2013) propose the so-called VISOR frame-

work, which encompasses a value proposition, an interface, a service platform, an 

operating model, and a revenue model. This framework has selectively been applied 
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by other researchers, for instance by Remane et  al. (2017). In contrast, Weill and 

Woerner (2013: 30) suggest three components of a digital business model, including 

content (“what is consumed?”), experience (“how is it packaged?”), and platform 

(“how is it delivered?”). While Blaschke et al. (2016) describe five components of a 

digital business model: people (digitally connected individuals/communities), busi-

nesses (digitally connected businesses/groups of businesses), things (digitally con-

nected objects/smart things), data (real-time, complete, detailed, consistent, trans-

parent, and accessible information), and a cloud (a value-creating service).

In sum, the literature review revealed that to date there is no consensus about the 

essential components that characterize digital business models. However, the under-

lying logic that changes in the essential components of a business model is a key 

attribute holds in the case of DBMI as well.

5.5  DBMI entails transformation from analog to digital format

The enabling role of digital technologies is extensively discussed in the recent litera-

ture on DBMI (Dellermann et al. 2017; Mihardjo et al. 2019; Li 2020; Sahut et al. 

2020). For instance, Aagaard (2019) claims that the use of digital technologies is 

central to DBMI. A broad range of digital technologies is available for firms to make 

such a transformation. In the literature, there appears to be a consensus emerging 

about the classification of digital technologies, including automation (e.g., robotics, 

additive manufacturing, artificial intelligence), interaction (e.g., wearables, mobile 

Internet, apps, social media), intermediation (e.g., distributed ledgers, blockchain), 

data (e.g., big data, analytics, predictive algorithms), and connectivity (e.g., broad-

band, cloud computing, sensors).

This range of available digital technologies, however, is at the core of criticism 

about the definitional value of the concept of digital technologies for the construct 

of DBMI (Lanzolla et al. 2020a). Parida et al. (2019), for example, argue that the 

variety of technologies and their application make it challenging to use the concept. 

In order to avoid this conceptual pitfall concerning the definition of DBMI, and 

to broaden the debate, we thus refer to digitization in a rather basic sense. Several 

scholars in our sample affirm the perspective that digitization is about  taking pro-

cesses, content, or objects that used to be primarily (or entirely) physical or analog 

and transforming them to be primarily (or entirely) digital (Fichman et  al. 2014; 

Loebbecke and Picot 2015; Bleicher and Stanley 2019; Bican and Brem 2020).

Although some argue that this interpretation of digital underestimates the far-

reaching implications of the construct (Kotarba 2018; Laudien and Pesch 2019), we 

believe that at this early point in research on DBMI, this kind of broad understand-

ing allows for more inclusive, exploratory research, which is necessary to further 

develop the field.

5.6  Proposing a novel definition

Above, we have argued for the importance of construct clarity and have dissected 

extant definitions of the concept of DBMI. Subsequently, we have introduced and 
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discussed key attributes of DBMI that emerged during a state-of-the-art literature 

review. Consolidating these attributes and building upon existing definitions, we 

propose the following novel definition of DBMI:

Digital business model innovation refers to purposeful, non-trivial, dynamic 

changes made to the key elements of the business model by transforming 

analog, physical objects, processes, or content into primarily (or entirely) dig-

ital formats.

This definition is consistent with our understanding of construct clarity, which 

is inspired by Suddaby (2010) and others (see above). We propose a somewhat 

broad, parsimonious definition for the concept that captures the essential proper-

ties and characteristics of the phenomenon under consideration without tautology 

or circularity. Furthermore, by tracing the foundation of these attributes, this novel 

definition contributes to higher levels of construct clarity when compared to existing 

definitions.

However, proposing a novel definition is only the first step toward developing a 

better understanding of the phenomenon in focus. As argued before, more schol-

arly research is needed into the antecedents, outcomes, and moderators of DBMI to 

provide more applicable insights for practitioners and managers. Therefore, below 

we discuss the issues embedded in such a definition of DBMI, why they deserve 

further research attention, and how such a definition as a whole can shape the future 

research agenda of DBMI, allowing the cross-fertilization of ideas from various 

management research fields.

6  Discussion

Proposing a new definition is a step forward toward enhanced construct clarity for 

DBMI. However, much future research is needed to explore and clarify underdevel-

oped issues related to the concept of DBMI. A new definition is a starting point that 

opens numerous doors for future research to address such gaps (e.g., Foss and Saebi 

2017). We hereby discuss in detail the purpose, the non-triviality, and the dynamic 

change perspective, as well as the roles of digital technologies in DBMI research. 

In particular, we link our discussion to the broader fields of strategic management, 

information systems, and organization studies to expose the issue of DBMI to a 

wider audience.

6.1  Purpose: what purpose and whose purpose?

Our novel definition suggests that DBMI is a purposeful decision with a follow-

up process based on deliberate intention. This view is consistent with the rational 

design perspective of strategy planning, which considers strategy as a deliberate 

and rational plan and ploy (Brews and Hunt 1999; Mintzberg 2003). However, the 

rational design perspective of strategy has been criticized for suffering from the 

fallacies of predetermination (where strategists are expected to predict what will 
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happen), detachment (where strategies are made only by top management, who are 

detached from the business operations), and formalization (a misperception that 

simply following a formalized strategy process will lead to improved performance) 

(Mintzberg 1994).

This criticism of the rational design perspective of strategy planning is also rel-

evant to the question regarding what the purpose of DBMI is at the initial point 

of departure. We observe two types of purposes, which may be equally effective at 

initiating a DBMI process but often lead to different paths of learning and devel-

opment. First, in the case of start-ups with offerings that disrupt the market, it is 

often seen that the intention of digital disruption is to create new value propositions, 

address new customer needs, or define new strategies for value capture. Vivid exam-

ples are AirBnB’s approach compared to the traditional hotel industry and Netflix 

in contrast with traditional video rental businesses. In these cases, digitalization is 

a means of realizing the purpose of creating a new business model. Such a purpose 

requires strategic thinking that can discover options that were previously unknown 

(Wack 1985; Heracleous 1998). Second, we also observe a common but less dis-

cussed starting point of deliberate intention, where a firm initially decides to sim-

ply digitize some parts of its operational process and tangible assets in response to 

competitive pressure and digital trends in the marketplace. Typical examples of this 

me too strategy are the retailers of consumer goods that initially followed the trend 

of supplementing their in-store sales by selling online. The purpose is to improve 

operational efficiency, where applying strategic planning is appropriate (Heracleous 

1998; Wolf and Floyd 2017). It is likely that in the process of digitizing, a firm dis-

covers that a more radical approach is needed to create new value and new custom-

ers and therefore explores new ways to capture value. This path of DBMI starts with 

a minimum level of purpose and follows an effectuation learning process. Such a 

case of DBMI reflects Mintzberg’s fallacies regarding strategy planning: the purpose 

evolves, rather than being predetermined; the purpose might be driven by opera-

tions managers, rather than top management; and the purpose evolves as a result of 

double-loop learning, instead of following formal planning procedures.

This discussion reminds us to be sensible with regard to the interpretation of pur-

pose in the definition of DBMI, allowing for strategic thinking, effectuation, and 

double-loop learning. This immediately opens up several interesting questions for 

future research. For instance, first, if the purpose of DBMI varies conceptually from 

a completely rational decision to create and capture new value to a full learning-by-

doing intention, then which ambition levels of intention are the most effective and 

efficient, leading to the successful execution of DBMI? And under which conditions 

is one purpose better than another? If we cannot directly link the differences in pur-

pose with firm financial performance, are we at least able to find some intermediary 

performance differences (e.g., time to reach the critical mass, speed of attracting and 

volume of venture finance, rate of converting paid customers) as the result of dif-

ferent types of purpose? Methodologically, another challenging question is whether 

and how we can determine the purpose ex post (especially in quantitative research 

using secondary data) and measure the ambition levels by assessing factors, such as 

initial investment, leadership commitment, and the involvement of business units.
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The differences in initial purpose are also relevant to a distinction between start-

ups and established firms. How do they differ in terms of the purpose of DBMI? 

The former have no legacy and primarily need to adapt to external uncertainty (e.g., 

technological feasibility, the market, funding, and partnerships), while the latter 

operate based on their current business models and consider DBMI as a means to 

change their business as usual by exploring new opportunities. Established firms 

have a tendency to start with less ambitious purposes as they often get caught in the 

middle of exploitation and exploration (March 1991b; Li et al. 2008), so achieving 

DBMI may be a longer and more costly learning process, and they are likely to miss 

critical opportunities to form external partnerships (Chung et  al. 2020). However, 

if these firms focus on the purpose of DBMI, then the obstacles are mainly from 

within, because the DBMI process entails inevitable organizational change (Vial 

2019). Future research on the purpose of DBMI must therefore distinguish between 

(digitally-born) start-ups and established firms.

Regarding the issue of whose purpose, we make the following observations. The 

rational design perspective of strategy assumes that strategies are developed through 

top management deliberation. Criticized by Mintzberg for being an observed fallacy, 

emerging strategy focuses on the participation of middle managers in the strategy 

formation and planning process (Jarzabkowski and Balogun 2009; Wolf and Floyd 

2017). In the case of DBMI, as its intention can differ at the initial phase and evolve 

during the process (Trischler et  al. 2021), we expect middle managers to take an 

active role in reshaping the DBMI purpose. Some recent studies have suggested pre-

liminary but promising insights into how to unleash the power of middle managers 

in the digitalization of services and digital transformation (Gjellebæk et  al. 2020; 

Hermkens and Romme 2020). What is less understood is how the participation of 

middle managers interacts with top managers’ cognition (Volberda et al. 2021) in 

the process of divergent and convergent thinking to redefine the purpose of DBMI.

Overall, we advise future research to specify with what kind of purpose and/or 

whose purpose a DBMI was initiated and outline any distinct stages of the effectua-

tion process during the evolution of purpose. This is in general not too difficult to 

achieve in qualitative research, for example, by using multiple case study methods. 

It might, however, be challenging for quantitative research based on secondary data. 

Thus, we highly recommend that researchers using quantitative methods make extra 

efforts to dive deeper into the initial purpose of DBMI before drawing any conclu-

sions from statistical results.

6.2  Non-trivial: in which sense and for whom?

The second attribute of our proposed definition of DBMI is the non-trivial aspect 

of change. Non-trivial novelty should be viewed from a value creation and value 

capture point of view instead of from the use of technology perspective because 

technologies alone do not create value. It is their use within a specific context that 

enables a firm to discover new ways of creating value and making changes (Hinings 

et al. 2018; Vial 2019).
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It is important to understand for whom DBMI has non-trivial novelty. First, 

DBMIs can disrupt entire industries. In that sense, the value that is created and 

captured is totally different from that of the industry’s incumbents. As mentioned 

above, these cases rarely occur. Recent discussions between practitioners about eco-

system innovation suggest that firms revolutionize their business models by con-

sidering how new value points can be created, controlled, and monetized within an 

ecosystem, which involves different customers, suppliers, third-party partners, and 

other stakeholders (Chung et al. 2020; Dietz et al. 2020). Thus, the ecosystem inno-

vation approach may be one of the ways through which DBMI leads to non-trivial 

change in an industry. However, implementing the ecosystem innovation approach is 

one thing, but the outcome of a firm doing so (the realized DBMI) may or may not 

eventually be novel and non-trivial for the industry. Here, it is sensible to distinguish 

between the non-triviality of novelty as an attempt or intention and the non-triviality 

of novelty as an outcome.

Second, the attribute of the non-triviality of novelty can also be viewed from a 

firm perspective. That is, DBMI is novel and non-trivial for the firm undertaking 

it. This discussion is closely related to the dilemma of exploitation and exploration, 

where it is important for established firms to exploit the efficiency of existing busi-

ness models and explore new business opportunities that depart from the existing 

ones (March 1991b; Li et al. 2008). When a firm takes a radical approach toward 

DBMI that departs significantly from its existing business model but is not new to 

the industry, can we still consider it as non-trivial? On the one hand, a positive view 

advocates that as long as the firm creates new value, implements new forms of value 

capture (monetizing), and commits significant resources to the corresponding organ-

izational change in structure, process, and even culture, it is surely implementing 

non-trivial DBMI. On the other hand, an opposing view may argue that it depends 

on whether the firm makes significant changes to its operational models and new 

value creation simultaneously (Berman 2012) and to what extent the firm experi-

ments with different types of search and the recombination of knowledge, resources, 

and capabilities during the digitalization process (Lanzolla et al. 2020b). However, 

limited empirical research aims to clarify the definition of non-trivial, even though 

most researchers agree that DBMI needs to have this characteristic.

A clear understanding of non-trivial novelty is important to distinguish DBMI 

from digital transformation (Hinings et al. 2018; Vial 2019): while DBMI inevitably 

results in a certain level of digital transformation, the latter can be deployed by an 

established firm without creating a new business model. As the literature on digital 

transformation has converged toward a common understanding that digital transfor-

mation entails structural, process, and cultural change in an organization through 

combinations of information, computing, communication, and connectivity technol-

ogies (Vial 2019), so does non-trivial DBMI. Thus, without a clear understanding 

of the non-triviality that defines DBMI, it will be impossible to separate the impact 

of DBMI from that of digital transformation on firm performance. This is another 

promising but challenging topic for future research.

Overall, we advise future research to (1) consider non-trivial novelty from a 

value creation and value capture point of view instead of from the use of technol-

ogy perspective; (2) distinguish between the non-triviality of novelty as an attempt 
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or intention and the non-triviality of novelty as an outcome; and (3) specify whether 

non-trivial novelty is observed from an industry or from a focal firm perspective so 

that readers have a clear reference point.

6.3  Dynamic change: the learning organization

Another key attribute of the DBMI definition suggests that the concept is a dynamic 

process of changing business model elements. For instance, Berman (2012) 

describes three pathways of digital transformation: based on the value creation 

dimension, grounded in the operational dimension, and leading to DBMI. Hinings 

et al. (2018) suggest that digital transformation has implications for institutional and 

organizational change as a result of digital transformation at organization and eco-

system levels. But how does such a dynamic process take place and what theoretical 

foundation can researchers rely on? First, we agree with Vial (2019) that one prom-

ising direction for future research on the dynamism of DBMI is to look into how 

organizations build dynamic capabilities to utilize and develop digital technologies, 

support digital ecosystems, and create new value. It is also important to research in 

detail the micro-foundations of dynamic capabilities needed for DBMI in daily prac-

tice (Teece 2007).

More fundamentally, we suggest that scholars design new research that builds on 

the behavioral theory of organization (Cyert and March 1992). Indeed, central to 

achieving sustainable competitive advantages is adaptation to the changing business 

environment. The notion of dynamic is devoted to the continuous renewal of organi-

zational resources and capabilities, thereby matching the demands of changing envi-

ronments. Thus, researchers interested in the dynamics of DBMI need to pay atten-

tion to how organizations learn and adapt. The behavioral theory of organizations 

has long recognized that due to bounded rationality, decision makers have access to 

limited information, formulating a partial presentation of problems, and they search 

for information that is constrained by managers’ cognition space based on their prior 

experience, aspiration levels, and an organization’s resource slack (Levinthal and 

March 1981; March 1991a; Simon 1991). Entrepreneurs and managers subjectively 

acquire a new problem presentation, which signals unmet customer needs or unful-

filled business potential that justifies a new business model opportunity. As the pre-

liminary problem presentation is based on limited information, there is a great deal 

of unknown information to search for, sense, evaluate, and learn from. This process 

takes place through the interplay between experimental learning and experiential 

learning (Argyris 1976). Experimental learning involves trial-and-error experimen-

tations where individuals and teams try out new, unfamiliar practices, detect devi-

ations from established mental rules, and adjust their actions accordingly without 

questioning the fundamental goals, assumptions, and meanings (so-called single-

loop learning). Experiential learning is built on the accumulation of the feedforward 

of experimental learning, based on which individuals and teams consciously ques-

tion and challenge the fundamental goals, assumptions, and meanings (so-called 

double-loop learning). The repetition of experimental learning becomes experience, 

which, in turn, provides feedback to guide new experimentations. Therefore, some 
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scholars argue that dynamic capability is a multi-level concept (Collis 1994): (1) 

First-order dynamic capabilities include the ability to sense and seize opportunities 

and reconfigure the resources of a business model. There are various organizational 

learning routines that need to be responsive to the dynamism in external environ-

ments. (2) Second-order dynamic capabilities to monitor changes in the first-order 

dynamic capabilities and orchestrate them as a whole (Zollo and Winter 2002; 

Schilke 2014).

We have no reason to expect the dynamic learning process of DBMI to devi-

ate from the virtuous circle of single-loop and double-loop learning, as some prior 

studies on business model innovation have suggested clear evidence in this respect 

(Sabatier, Mangematin, and Rousselle 2010). However, it will be interesting but 

challenging to find out whether processes of dynamic capabilities development can 

be accelerated by digital transformation and the accumulation of digital dynamic 

capabilities through the repeated practices of single-loop and double-loop learning 

(Warner and Wäger 2019). In other words, will experimental (single-loop) learning 

become faster, and will experiential (double-loop) learning become more effective 

as a result of continuous digital transformation? This inquiry makes intuitive sense 

but lacks empirical evidence. In addition, the implementation of a dynamic learn-

ing process is probably set by a firm’s initial intention/purpose. Thus, how much 

of a DBMI’s success can be attributed to the initial status of intention/purpose as 

opposed to the dynamic learning process? Future research can also investigate this 

research question. Moreover, prior research has suggested that small firms and start-

ups may also deploy coopetition strategy to enhance performance (Roig-Tierno et al. 

2018). We believe a promising direction for future research will be to investigate 

the dynamic capabilities required by small firms’ and start-ups’ coopetition strategy 

through DBMI.

6.4  Digital technologies: duality in two different senses

The definition of DBMI suggests a transformation of analog assets and processes 

into digital formats. We suggest that digital technologies play dual roles in two dif-

ferent senses during this transformation. First, digital technologies can enable and/or 

constrain new value creation and capture. On the enabling side, firms can use auto-

mation, interaction, intermediation, data, or connectivity technologies to fuel disrup-

tive DBMI (Karimi and Walter 2015; Sebastian et al. 2017). Companies can tap into 

a pool of unprecedented technological advancements and select those relevant for 

the realization of their DBMI. Thus, the enabling role provides a digital resource 

bundle that companies can select, utilize, and/or further develop. However, on the 

constraining side, the unavailability of certain digital technologies (e.g., a 5G net-

work) and the lack of accessibility to complementary technologies (e.g., advanced 

motion sensory technologies) could make such digital technologies less useful for 

disruptive DBMI (e.g., the technological obstacles to making driverless vehicles), 

while the fast pace of digital technology development may make a firm’s investment 
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in digital technologies riskier or effective for shorter time periods than anticipated 

(Kuk and Janssen 2013).

Second, digital technologies can also shape the context in which the availabil-

ity of an overall pool of digital technologies, the future trends of digital technol-

ogy development, and the best practices of industry leaders with respect to apply-

ing digital technologies to DBMI jointly form informational cues to be interpreted 

by managers—either as opportunities to undertake or threats that prohibit DBMI. 

In other words, the second sense of duality with regard to digital technologies is 

that they can be direct enablers and/or constraints for DBMI, while simultaneously 

creating a triggering context in which the purpose-making of DBMI might emerge. 

The contextual role of digital technologies, thus, opens up a new direction for future 

research about how the digital context intertwines with other contextual factors, 

such as business, social, spatial, and institutional ones (Welter 2011). This line of 

inquiry will also be relevant for future entrepreneurship research because the dual 

role of technologies will shape a new opportunity landscape for starting new busi-

nesses (Kraus et al. 2019b).

Table  4 summarizes the key issues discussed above by describing the pending 

problems to be resolved by future research. It also indicates how they are related 

to each other and which supporting literature might be useful for developing 

hypotheses.

6.5  Limitations

Our work has some limitations. First, the sample size included in this review is lim-

ited. Given the immature nature of the field focused on by this study, this is not 

a surprise. However, digitalization and digital transformation, as well as DBMI, 

are very popular topics (Vial 2019; Vaska et al. 2021) with an increasing number 

of contributions to academic and practitioner conferences. Although these confer-

ence proceedings may potentially provide relevant insights for our study, they were 

excluded from our review because of a lack of rigid peer-review processes. Second, 

our approach to searching for relevant literature was limited to publications in Eng-

lish with full-text access to a pdf file format. Consequently, research contributions 

in other languages were not included in this study. In particular, research from Asia 

is under-represented, despite its significant digital advancements in recent years 

(Vaska et al. 2021). Finally, the selection of the search terms presents another limi-

tation of this study, as business model innovation is sometimes also referred to as 

modifications, adjustments, or changes, amongst others. However, by applying two 

different search strategies, we intended to minimize the extent of this limitation.
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7  Conclusion

Digital and digitalization shape a fundamental transformation of business, which 

is calling for novel theorizing (Yoo et al. 2012; El Sawy and Pereira 2013; Namb-

isan 2017; Lanzolla et al. 2020a) and new conceptual contributions to the literature 

(Breslin et al. 2020). In this paper, we conducted a targeted, state-of-the-art literature 

review of 57 significant publications dealing with the concept of DBMI. We devel-

oped an understanding of the importance of construct clarity and applied it when 

critically reviewing the extant definitions in this field. Building on our observations 

and reflections, we proposed a novel definition for the concept, in which purposeful, 

non-triviality, dynamic change, and digitalization are the key attributes. With this 

definition, we are able to propose a set of research avenues that deserve future atten-

tion and may push the boundary at the intersection of DBMI, digital transformation, 

and strategic management.
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