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Abstract 

As business model centered research has grown significantly over the last decade, the focus has primarily been on 
establishing an initial understanding of the construct. Much of the existing research has focused on defining business 
models, yet recent research continues to highlight the lack of common understanding of the nature of business 
models. In this study, I examine the theoretical foundations of business models and the extent to which each 
contribution is found within current research through an in-depth analysis of current business model research. Four 
dimensions of business models are identified and found to present in business model research over 70% of the time. 
However, recent reviews continue to highlight the continued lack of understanding of the construct alluding to the 
notion that there is more to business models than the four commonly cited dimensions of structure, value creation, 
value capture and value networks. Employing the framework of gestalt theory, I propose an additional dimension of 
business models, opportunity alignment which helps explain how the four foundational dimensions work together to 
establish clearer understanding of the nature of business models.  
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1. Introduction 

As business model focused research continues to emerge, many questions remain that need to be addressed. The 
emphasis on business models in management research is a recent and growing phenomenon. Attention to business 
models began to appear around 1990 with the advent of the technology boom. Technology’s impact on the nature 
and pace of business has created a new level and speed of change in industry and thus a need for firms to be able to 
develop the right business models in order to be able to capture the constantly changing opportunities in a given 
market (Teece, 2010). Business models are gaining focus as a tool for understanding and explaining patterns of 
business behavior. However, an understanding of the explanatory ability of business models and how they facilitate 
the crafting of a viable opportunity for a venture remains largely underdeveloped. 

Initially business model research was often set in a technological context examining the relationships between the 
emerging importance of information technology and the internet on firm dynamics (Wirtz, Schilke, and Ullrich, 
2010). Within the IT sector, business models were often been depicted as the framework for information inflows and 
outflows facilitating IT process within a firm (Timmers, 1998). The IT perspective of business models continued to 
develop and expanded to encompass a wider perspective of a firm’s operations with a focus on a firm’s relationship 
with external exchange partners (Amit and Zott, 2001; Magretta, 2002). In this early work, substantial attention was 
given to defining of business models in search of a common understanding. My extensive review of the business 
model literature yields more than 40 different definitions.   

Although a definition is a valuable point of departure for specific research projects, a unified definition of business 
models does not seem to be forthcoming nor should it be expected given the track record of entrepreneurship and 
other fields of study in the social sciences. More importantly, definitions alone typically stop short of creating a clear 
picture of the boundary conditions and explanatory ability of business models. I argue that business model inquiry 
needs to move beyond definitional issues and focus more on boundaries, the construct, and the dimensions that make 
up business model. It is this level of progression that allows for a clearer understanding of the elements of business 
models, the relationships between those elements, and identification of the unique domain of business models 
through establishing distinct boundary conditions in order to understand the theoretical basis of business models 
(Dubin, 1969). Although current research contains many commonalities regarding the elements that contribute to a 
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business model, current research stills calls for a clearer depiction of the construct and its explanatory focus (Zott, 
Amit, and Massa, 2011). In this light, the purpose of this paper is to examine the commonly utilized dimensions of 
business models through the lens of gestalt theory as a means of moving beyond definitions and toward construct 
clarity and understanding the broader nature of business models. 

Through this analysis, several important contributions are provided. First, I examine the business model construct 
and the core management domains which have contributed to our current understanding of business models. This 
provides a theoretical basis for clarify the elements of the construct as an important initial step examining business 
models as a whole. Second, I conduct a thorough review of existing business model literature to understand how the 
contributions of existing research domains are manifest in business model focused research. In this step, the 
commonly identified elements of business models are articulated and validated using current research in high quality 
journals. This provides the basis for understanding the theoretical foundations of business models, the key elements 
of business models and most importantly, the nature of business models as a whole. Finally, this paper proposes an 
additional dimension of business models utilizing the lens of gestalt theory to help bridge the gap between 
understanding the individual elements of business models and understanding the distinct explanatory domain of 
business models. 

In order to accomplish these contributions, this paper will proceed in the following manner. I begin with a review of 
the current state of business model understanding. This is accompanied by a review of the foundational domains of 
organization design, strategy, and customer marketing highlighting their contributions to business model research. 
Following this section, I conduct an extensive literature analysis to assess the extent of the contributions in current 
literature and articulate the most commonly cited elements of business models. I then employ gestalt theory to 
address the composite nature of the business model construct and explore the relationship between the elements 
when combined. Finally I conclude with a proposed path for future research. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Current Business Model Research 

Business models as a focus for both practitioners and researchers is emerging as an important concept in recent years 
for several reasons. First and most visibly is the wide spread emergence of the internet in the late 1990’s and early 
2000’s. Business models often appeared at this time to be a mechanism for explaining the rise and role of technology 
within a firm. Second, technological innovation increased at rapid rates. With innovation occurring at faster rates, 
new firms began to emerge with new business approaches that could allow ventures to pursue new opportunities. 
This phenomenon introduced a new dialogue about the relationship between innovation and business models 
(Hedman and Kalling, 2003). A third factor contributing to the rise of business model importance is the issue of 
globalization. With access to information in new ways, the ability to communicate with, transact with, and service 
exchange partners across multiple countries became a viable option for firms. With the emergence of the internet, the 
global business community was beginning to be accessible by new firms of all sizes and ages.   

The ability to acquire information, an increase in the speed of business and new technology introductions, and the 
ability of firms to globalize were all effects of the internet and technology boom of the 1990’s. These factors created 
changes in the global economy at an increasing pace impacting firms of all sizes and ages. These changes dealt with 
product innovations, emerging and new markets, regulatory adjustments, and many other aspects of industry which 
impacted firms in seemingly new ways (Rackham and DeVincentis, 2000). Traditional key firm characteristics such 
as the size of and age of a firm became less critical as businesses attempted to commercialize new products, enter 
new markets, and service new customers. Ultimately, these changes created the opportunity for businesses to adjust 
their architecture and focus in order to be able to take advantage of the new opportunities within markets, attract 
future investors and develop more efficient and viable ways of doing business. The internet and technological 
innovations previously discussed provided alternatives to existing means of conducting business. These changes in 
technology resulted in firms creating new business models to be able to take advantage of the emerging opportunities 
leading to a rapidly increasing focus on understanding the importance of business models (Hedman and Kalling, 
2003). 

Academic interest in the business model construct began to emerge in the 1990s. Reviews such as those completed 
by Timmers (1998), Morris, Schindenhutte, and Allen (2005), Schweizer (2005), Currie (2004), Hedman and Kalling 
(2003), Amit and Zott (2001) and others have attempted to synthesize the broad stream of emerging research 
primarily by defining business models and identifying elements of business models. Table 1 below outlines five of 
the most commonly cited definitions found in the reviews above as well as found generally within business model 
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publications in top tier management journals. The definitions begin with Timmers’ early work in 1998 and continue 
through to recent work by Teece in 2010. 

 

Table 1. Review of commonly cited business model definitions 

Author(s) and Year                                     Definition 

Timmers, 1998  

The business model is “an architecture of the product,  
service and information flows, including a description 
of the various business actors and their roles; a 
description of the potential benefits for the various 
business actors; a description of the sources of 
revenues” (p. 2). 

 

Amit & Zott, 2001; 
Zott & Amit, 2007, 2008 

The business model depicts “the content, structure, and 
governance of transactions designed so as to create 
value through the exploitation of business 
opportunities” (2001: 511).  

 

Chesbrough & 
Rosenbloom, 2002 

The business model is “the heuristic logic that connects 
technical potential with the realization of economic 
value” (p. 529). 

Magretta, 2002  

Business models are “stories that explain how 
enterprises work. A good business model answers 
Peter Drucker’s age old questions: Who is the 
customer? And what does the customer value? It also 
answers the fundamental questions every manager 
must ask: How do we make money in this business? 
What is the underlying economic logic that explains 
how we can deliver value to customers at an 
appropriate cost?” (p. 4). 

Teece, 2010  
“A business model articulates the logic, the data and 
other evidence that support a value proposition for the 
customer, and a viable structure of revenues and costs 
for the enterprise delivering that value” (p. 179). 

 

These definitions have provided a basis for additional work on the subject and have been an important part of the 
evolution of business model research (Zott et al., 2011). Visible within these definitions are the themes of value and 
a firm’s relationships with its exchange partners throughout its value network. 

Timmers (1998) proposed a definition of business models which focused on the ability of a firm to address 
technological innovation and was based primarily in an IT context. Other aspects of business models center on 
creating a framework for how a firm makes money (Chesbrough and Rosenbloom, 2002; Morris, Schindenhutte, and 
Allen, 2005). Morris et al. (2005) call for additional work on understanding more clearly what makes up a business 
model and how a business model affects firm performance. Magretta (2002) discusses business models as stories that 
explain key questions regarding a firm. Zott and Amit (2007) suggested a broader perspective of business models 
addressing multiple stages of a venture’s value chain and more broadly, the venture’s value network. Specifically 
they identified key aspects such as value and relationships with exchange partners. Zott and colleagues continued this 
synthesis in a recent review concluding with a call to establish greater clarity of the construct and where exactly 
business models fit within the challenge of explaining firm dynamics (Zott, Amit, and Massa, 2011). The common 
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conclusion for each of these reviews is that there is still a wide variance in understanding of the construct and the 
role of business models in explaining firm performance.  

Despite the increasing number of publications focused on business models, there remains a lack of clarity about the 
construct itself. Some have argued that business models are a static view of a firm’s organization (Baden-Fuller and 
Morgan, 2010); whereas others have proposed a more dynamic view discussing the role of business models in the 
innovation process (Gambardella and McGahan, 2010; Sosna, Trevinyo-Rodríguez, and Velamuri, 2010). Further 
still, recent research has proposed the need, and even attempted to summarize the various definitions and 
representations of business models in order to synthesize the vast body of articles into a comprehensive definition 
and understanding of the concept (Baden-Fuller and Morgan, 2010; Fetscherin and Knolmayer, 2004; Schweizer, 
2005; Zott and Amit, 2010). This emphasis on definitions provides understanding on the commonalities that are 
beginning to emerge in business model research. However, critical limitations develop as well. Definitions can often 
lead researchers down the path of attempting to identify which definition is right among the many proposed or even 
in the development of new definitions. We can find evidence of this in the emergence of other domains such as 
entrepreneurship. Early work focused on defining what entrepreneurship is and who is an entrepreneur. As research 
continued to examine these questions, the push has started to move away from defining entrepreneurs and more 
toward identifying the boundary conditions that exist between entrepreneurship focused research and other domains. 
A key step in this process is a clear understanding of the foundations of the domain or construct of focus. This step 
has started to emerge in more recent work discussing the relationship between business models and other core 
management domains. Specifically, Zott, Massa, and Amit (2011), Teece, (2010), George and Bock (2011) and 
others have individually highlighted or alluded to contributions from three specific domains: organization design, 
strategy, and customer marketing. 

Understanding how each of these foundational disciplines contributes to our understanding of business models not 
only provides a theoretical basis for the construct development, but also helps to draw boundary aiding in the 
identification of the distinct domain of business models. The following section will consider each of these domains 
and articulate the core focus and assumptions of each, how each has contributed to the development of the business 
model construct as well as the limitations of each in addressing business models as a whole. 

2.2 Organization Design 

Organization design is made up of several aspects that focus on the organization as a central unit of analysis. 
Essentially, the focus of organization design research is based on how to bring people together, coordinate their 
activities and relationships, and produce as much output as possible. The idea is that an organization is made up of 
individual actors grouped together in order to accomplish some common purpose. The more complex the task to be 
accomplished the more complex the organization. Large or complex tasks are broken into smaller manageable 
segments and actors grouped according to a specific component of the task to be accomplished. This creates the need 
for interdependencies and coordination between groups in order to accomplish the whole task in an efficient manner 
(Pfeffer, 1978). The composition of actors and groups of actors is referred to as the structure. Structures develop 
through on-going differentiation of various key activities.   

Thompson (1967: 51) defines structure as the “patterning of relationships or activities in organizations.” Karl Weick 
(1969) discussed the idea that structure is the relationship between roles or responsibilities within the organization. 
Jeffrey Pfeffer defined organization design as the process of grouping activities, roles, or positions in the 
organization to coordinate effectively the interdependencies that exist (Pfeffer, 1978: 25). The basis of organization 
design is the ability to coordinate individuals in such a way that the goals of the organization can be accomplished 
(Cyert and March, 1963). The core assumptions are based on people organizing to accomplish goals and is focused 
internal to the firm (Zott and Amit, 2007). The central focus is to bring together disparate parts, coordinate them in 
such a way as to control the flow of information, reduce uncertainty, and delineate lines and types of authority all in 
order to accomplish a common goal: an internally focused perspective (Child, 1973). 

Through this overview, it is clear that there are basic concepts of organization design that are a part of the foundation 
of business models, namely the need to structure effectively to achieve goals. In this context, business models are 
depicted as the organizational structure that a firm must undertake in order to effectively transact with partners (Zott 
and Amit, 2008). The structure of the firm is central in the organization design perspective of business models. The 
nature of business models within organization design is primarily a static model of firm configuration (Amit and Zott, 
2001). Business models as organizational form are important not only as means of transaction focused configuration 
with partners but also as a method of signaling firm legitimacy to the market and investors as new opportunities are 
undertaken by the firm (Sanders and Boivie, 2004). Structure is an important part of this process and contributes to 
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our understanding of what comprises a business model and is often included in the various definitions provided in 
current research.   

However organization design, and specifically structure, has a much different focus than the over concept of business 
models and is not alone fully able to provide an understanding of the basis of a business model. Organization design 
is internally focused on coordination. Although this is an element to consider within business models, it must also be 
noted that business models involve a broader perspective of structural issues not addressed by organization design 
(Amit and Zott, 2001). Business models address the structural issues of a firm from both an internal perspective as 
well as from an external perspective addressing the structure of the firm in the context of how best engage with 
potential exchange partners (Yunus, Moingeon, and Lehmann-Ortega, 2010). Thus organization design contributes 
one important component of the theoretical foundation of business models in the attempt to clarify the overall 
concept of business models. 

2.3 Strategy 

A central question for strategy research is: “What decisions should be made in order to effectively compete so firm 
value can be increased?” Strategy as a field of study provides important insights regarding a firm’s quest to gain a 
sustained competitive advantage. In so doing, strategy focuses on the decisions of managers regarding firm initiatives 
such as innovation, top management teams, responses to industry structure, resource acquisition, and rents and value 
chain analysis. (Barney, 1991; Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart, 2010; Porter, 1985). 

Strategy is an important contributor to current business model understanding. A central theme of business models is 
value (McGrath, 2010) and within the question of competitive advantage within strategy research, several key 
aspects such as value creation, value capture and a firm’s value chain are central elements. Value creation, is 
emerging as a central concept of relevance in better understanding a firm’s quest to gain a competitive advantage 
(Sirmon, Hitt, and Ireland, 2007). In this view, value creation is expressed as firm decisions on how to use resources 
or resource bundles in way that will yield a stronger resource set in relation to competitors. Contributing to the 
concept of business models, value creation within this context is focused on the ability to produce a product or 
service that is superior to competitors. Although an important component of business models, value creation in this 
context is limited to only one aspect of business models: the output. Thus an important element of business models 
yet limited within the strategy lens of research. 

Additional contributions of strategy lie in the concept of value capture. Within strategy, the idea of value capture or 
rent appropriation underscores the importance of garnering economic value from efficient uses of resources by a firm 
(Crook et al., 2008). The importance of this concept within business models is the ability to not only create value 
through the business model but to have mechanisms in place to capture the value as well. For example, the search 
service provided by Yahoo is an important value creating service for users, but by itself does not lead to increased 
revenues or profits by Yahoo. There had to be developed a mechanism through which the value of search to 
customers could lead to economic value for Yahoo. This focus on value capture is companion to value creation in 
many current definitions of business models and central to the overall concept of business models (Baden-Fuller and 
Morgan, 2010). Although the strategic focus of rent appropriation contributes to our understanding of one aspect of 
business models, its profit focus is not able to address the broader picture of value capture of business models.  

A third contribution of strategy to current business model understanding is the concept of the value chain. Within 
strategy, the value chain is a main framework for the decision making process of managers. Porter (1985) discussed 
four main steps associated with manager decisions making and value chains. They are (1) the ability of the managers 
to identify the focal business (2) the ability to identify key activities (3) determining product focus and (4) 
understanding which activities were most important for the firm to undertake. These four steps, known as value chain 
analysis, contribute in many ways to understanding the role of the value chain in business models; however the value 
chain is expanded beyond these steps to a broader perspective of potential external partners within the context of 
business models. Amit and Zott (2001) discuss this as the framework of potential exchange partners where value 
creation may take place within the business model context. This framework extends beyond the linear set of 
activities that moves from raw materials to final product output traditionally associated with a value chain. In the 
context of business models, this framework links previously unlinked exchange partners together creating a broader 
value network within which a venture must exist (Peppard and Rylander, 2006). It is within this broader perspective 
of a value network where a firm is able to identify potential exchange partners in the pursuit of specific opportunities 
regardless of the partners’ affiliation or placement within a traditional value chain. The value network provides the 
basis to be able to develop relationships with exchange partners and create value within those relationships leading to 
optimal performance (Zott et al., 2011). Business models delineate the configuration of the firm and the links 
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established with exchange partners across the value network to create and capture value. As evident, strategy 
contributes multiple facets to our current understanding and existing definitions of business models yet business 
models extend beyond the strategic perspectives of value creation, capture and the value chain (Magretta, 2002).  

2.4 Customer Focused Marketing 

If one explores the business model concept through the lenses of organization design and strategy, a common theme 
emerges which may seem at first the core focus of business models. That theme discussed by Chesbrough and 
Rosenbloom (2002), Teece (2010), Amit and Zott (2007) and others is the concept of value creation. Within work by 
these authors, the focus on customers and the ability to create value for a customer plays a major role in delineation 
of the business model construct. Although most management research on business models does not specifically 
address the overlap with customer marketing focused research, the emphasis on value creation makes the link critical 
and important to understand at least at a high level. 

As the modern organization developed and industries emerged leading to intense competition, the need to understand 
customers and position a firm clearly against competitors also emerged leading in part to focus on customer based 
marketing. Whereas in strategy, Porter defines value as “the amount buyers are willing to pay for what a firm 
provides them measured by total revenue (Porter, 1985: 38),” the concept of value within the customer marketing 
domain centers on the ability of a firm to satisfy customer wants and needs (Fornell et al., 1996). This definition is 
less focused on revenue generation and more focused on customer perceptions of met expectations. The ability to 
achieve this concept of value from a customer’s perspective is a continually evolving and growing body of research 
and emphasizes both the overall benefits and costs associated with products and service offered by a firm (Brodie, 
Whitmore, and Brush, 2009). 

The quest to understand customer value is essentially the foundation of customer marketing (Anderson and Narus, 
2004). It is widely accepted that for marketing focused efforts, the ability to create customer value is the basis for 
superior performance (Slater, 1997). However, much of the early work in this domain focused on the alignment 
between product features and customer desires which is only part of the value creation equation. More recent work 
has begun focusing on the relationship side of value creation and researchers such as Eggert, Ulaga, and Schultz 
(2006) have begun focusing on the elements of the supplier customer relationship and the impact the relationship has 
on the value creation equation. Within the marketing perspective, value creation is the overall ability to provide a 
product, service, and relationship that brings greater benefit than costs to the customer (Anderson and Narus, 2004). 

This foundation contributes to the concept of value creation within business models as one considers the ability to 
align with customers as key members of the value network in order to provide benefits that exceeds costs both from a 
product or service perspective and a relationship perspective. This idea of relationship value permeates the broader 
business model discussions as indicated by several of the definitions presented earlier. Throughout the existing body 
of business model literature, the concept of value creation is prevalent. McGrath (2010) addresses the role of 
business models in bringing in the customer perspective to be able to create value. Extending this perspective 
however is the idea that value creation is much more than just the customer understanding and interaction (Shafer, 
Smith, and Linder, 2005). Value is created throughout the value network and like other foundational concepts 
discussed, is much broader than the traditional marketing perspectives provide. As with organization design and 
strategy, customer focused marketing contributes to our current understanding of business models yet by itself, it is 
only partially able to address the explanatory ability of business models. 

2.5 Business Model Literature Analysis 

Organization design, strategy, and customer marketing each provide elements of greater understanding when 
considering business models. Bringing the contributions of these three domains together to better understand the 
theoretical basis of the key dimensions of business models provides a greater context for creating construct clarity 
and understanding the holistic nature of business models. Although many authors (i.e. Amit and Zott, 2001; Teece, 
2010; Morris et al., 2005; Fetscherin and Knolmayer, 2004; Schweizer, 2005) have conducted literature reviews to 
develop definitions of and insights into business models, there remains the need to clarify the theoretically based key 
elements of business models in order to understand how the relationships between the elements lead to a better 
understanding of business models. In order to accomplish this task, I followed the review process presented by 
Haleblian et al. (2009), and conducted a systematic review of a broad selection of business model research. I 
followed five steps in order to manage the broad range of potential articles on the subject. First, I performed a search 
using Business Source Premier using the word string “Business Model” in abstracts and titles (Stähler, 2001). This 
produced 9,388 results. Second, in order to focus the search from the broad range of topics and journals I narrowed 
the list down to academic journals which produced 1,349 results. From this search, the third step involved a review 
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of the titles and abstracts yielding a narrowed selection of articles to 224 articles focused on business models within 
firms found in management, marketing, and MIS as well as to leading practitioner journals such as Harvard Business 
Review and Sloan Management Review. As my purpose was to focus on top tier journals, I selected those articles 
published in top tier academic journals focused on business models. As academic research on business models is 
newly emerging, there were only a small group of top tier management journals to date with articles published on the 
topic. The journals included the Academy of Management Executive, Academy of Management Perspectives, 
Strategic Management Journal, Journal of Management, Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, Organization 
Science, Journal of Marketing, Journal of Management Information Systems and Long Range Planning. This 
selection provided 32 articles which represent the business model-centered research within the high quality 
management journals. 

Business model analysis results: With this sample, I proceeded to review each of the 32 articles with two main 
objectives in mind. First was to identify convergent threads within the various definitions and second was to 
understand the consistency of each of the dimensions within current research. In so doing, I began coding each of the 
articles based on identifying the foundational elements identified previously through my review of the domains of 
organization design, strategy, and customer marketing. I coded each of the articles’ reference to the elements of 
value creation, value capture, value network, and structure to determine the frequency of each element in top tier 
management publications as a measure of consistency of acceptance of the central dimensions of business models. If 
an article presented any of the four identified dimensions of a business model, I marked the dimension in the 
appropriate category. All of the articles had more than one category marked. Upon completion of the coding process, 
I added up the number of times each of the seven categories was referenced. This coding process revealed that the 
four dimensions or elements identified earlier were each present in more than 70 percent of the articles examined. 
Elements of structure were found to be present 71 percent of the time. Not surprisingly, value network which is often 
closely linked to structure also appeared about 71 percent of the time. Value capture appeared 84 percent of the time, 
and value creation appeared 90 percent of the time. These results indicate an important element of convergence of 
the theoretical roots of business models as well as consistency of the core dimensions of the business model 
construct. The question remains, with the level of consistency surrounding the core dimensions of business models, 
why does the persistent confusion regarding the nature and distinct domain of business models continue to exist? 

Each dimension is important in building a common understanding of business models however each has limitations 
as well based on their roots within their foundational domains. It may seem that the business model construct is 
simply the aggregate of these basic dimensions and that creating a definition from these dimensions should lead to a 
clear understanding of business models. However upon closer examination it is clear that there is more to the 
business model construct than simply these four dimensions pieced together. The presence of these four dimensions 
provides a portion of understanding regarding business models, but as Zott et al., (2011) state, there is still a missing 
element to our ability to understand the broader nature of the construct. Although these four dimensions provide a 
degree of clarity regarding the make-up of business models, as argued by Zott et al. (2011) the continued focus on 
these dimensions alone may actually be partially responsible for the continued confusion regarding business models. 
This confusion stems from the inability of these four dimensions alone to fully explain the construct and its 
explanatory ability. Looking beyond the commonly identified dimensions of a business model to an understanding of 
the nature of the combined dimensions can help establish clearer boundary conditions as well as increase 
understanding regarding the distinct domain of business models. 

3. The Gestalt of Business Models 

The above analysis above indicates the presence of meaningful consistency surrounding the foundational dimensions 
of business models. While this is an important contribution, it still does not resolve much of the confusion 
surrounding the nature of business models. The lack of clarity is evidenced in both review articles on business 
models calling for further construct clarification (Zott et al., 2011) and the emphasis on attempts to provide new 
definitions of business models in order to help mitigate the lack of common understanding (George and Bock, 2011; 
Teece, 2010). Zott et al., in their 2011 review of business model research concluded:  

“Despite the overall surge in the literature on business models, scholars do not agree on 
what a business model is. We observe that researchers frequently adopt idiosyncratic definitions 
that fit the purposes of their studies but that are difficult to reconcile with each other. As a result, 
cumulative progress is hampered. Current research has established the need to continue to move 
beyond current properties of business model definitions to be able to more clearly understand the 
broader nature of the construct (Zott, et al., 2011: 1020).”   
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Whereas definitions are necessary at some level, particularly with early stage research as with business models, 
continued focus on definitional issues seem to actually limit the progression of the emergence of business model 
research. Focus on definitions can help to clarify the dimensions or elements of business models, yet as indicated by 
Zott et al., (2011) above, definitions alone are not able to clarify the broader nature of the construct and the 
theoretical basis of the construct as outlined by Dubin (1969). Research needs to be able to understand the theoretical 
foundations of a construct, work to establish a clearer set of boundary conditions through understanding the 
relationship between the core elements, and identify distinct explanatory opportunities. The business model construct 
does indeed have foundational roots in organization design, strategy, and customer marketing but business models 
can also seem to address elements of a firm’s activities beyond the limitations of each individual dimension 
previously discussed (Amit and Zott, 2001; Magretta, 2002; and McGrath, 2010). It is evident that a common 
understanding remains an important gap leading to the continued need to be able to identify the distinct domain of 
business models.  

The four individual contributions of structure, value creation, value capture, and the value network do not fully 
explain the construct. Thus, I argue that business models are more than simply the combination of the four 
dimensions contributed by organization design, strategy, and marketing. Drawing on the early work of Wertheimer 
(1938), I utilize gestalt theory to help further our understanding of the business model construct. Rather than the 
whole being determined by the presence of the individual elements, gestalt theory suggests that the individual 
elements gain meaning from being a part of the whole (Wertheimer, 1944). This is more than simply the whole being 
greater than the sum of the parts. It states that when individual dimensions of a construct are combined, there is an 
additional unique property that emerges. This new unique property is only visible when the individual dimensions 
are considered as a whole (Wertheimer, 1944). Ambiguity involving complex constructs can often arise from 
attempts to understand only the individual elements of the construct, and not how the various components fit together 
as individual parts to make a whole (Rindova, Ferrier, and Wiltbank, 2010). 

Gestalt properties are those that rely on the relationship that exists when individual elements are combined and 
helping establish an understanding of the whole not able to be derived by examining the individual components alone 
(Kimchi, 1992). Consider the following example of Ehrenfel (1988) to help explain the concept of gestalt: If a 
musician plays a melody comprised of 6 tones and then plays the same melody comprised of 6 different tones, the 
listener would be able to identify the melody in both instances. Likewise if a musician plays the 6 original tones in a 
different combination, the tones stay the same but the melody is now different. There is evidently something beyond 
simply compiling the 6 individual tones which makes up the melody. It is this additional property of the gestalt of the 
melody which transforms the 6 individual tones into a recognizable melody, even when the specific tones may 
change. The relationship between the tones once combined creates a unique property which is the melody. The 
melody is clear once the individual tones are combined, but is not present alone in the tones when considered 
individually. This is an important element of the gestalt nature of business models as a means to help answer the call 
from above by Zott et al. (2011). Just as it is very difficult to identify the melody from the musical tones as 
individuals, focus on the individual dimensions of a business model rather than the combined whole will fail to yield 
the gestalt property of business models. This amplifies the challenge of current research to be able to develop 
understanding of the broader nature of business models. 

Reconsidering the review of business model literature discussed earlier in this paper suggests the existence of the 
gestalt nature of business models. It is evident that the individual dimensions of structure, value creation, value 
capture, and the value network are recognized as key components of a business model within the current research 
with great consistency. However, even with the identification of the four dimensions from our review, the continued 
call for clarification and new understanding of business models indicates that something is still missing. As Zott et al. 
(2011) point out, there remains confusion as to what actually is a business model and more specifically, as to the 
broader nature and explanatory ability of business models. It is often impossible to understand complex constructs 
when focusing on each individual element of the construct due to the insights which come from understanding the 
elements in combination (Dubin, 1969). It is essential to understand not only the individual elements but the 
relationships between them. Continued confusion regarding the business model construct may be in large part due to 
the focus on identifying and understanding these dimensions individually and that when examined as a whole that an 
additional dimension or property of business models becomes visible: opportunity alignment. 

Each of the four dimensions identified above is able to provide some understanding into a firm’s business model. 
Current research examines these dimensions while attempting to articulate a depiction of the business model 
construct. Examples include how to organize in order to create value in unique ways, the ability to understand and 
create relationships with new or shifting markets, and establishing transactions with existing as well as unique 
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partners (Ilinitch, D'Aveni and Lewin, 1996; Smith, Binns and Tushman, 2010). Additionally, Smith et al. (2010) 
specifically address how a firm navigates a complex shifting market through the correct structure and position within 
the value network which can lead to the ability to create and capture value to address the changes brought about 
within these markets due to continued innovation. Alone we can gain some understanding of the role of each 
dimension within the venture; however each dimension is not sufficient to illuminate the firm’s business model. 
When examined closely each of the examples above hint at the notion that as the dimensions combine there are 
interactions which provide greater clarity regarding the ability effectively pursue a new opportunity.   

These interactions provide the basis for better understanding the opportunity alignment (gestalt property) of business 
models. First, consider each dimension alone. Value creation addresses the ability to meet or exceed customer needs 
or demands (Eggert et al., 2006). Structure focuses on the venture’s internal organization to produce an output 
(Thompson, 1967). Value capture centers on the ability to appropriate the rents from value created, the value chain is 
simply the series of activities from raw materials to consumers, and the value network is a framework of potential 
exchange partners (Betz, 2002; McGrath, 2010; Mutaz, Al-Debei and Avison, 2011). Each describes a focused 
activity or state of the venture but the whole of the venture’s business model cannot be identified from them 
individually or even as an aggregate. When examining the four dimensions once combined with each other, 
understanding of the broader nature of business models increases. As four combined dimensions, value creation 
extends to the ability of a venture to provide benefit to all potential exchange partners across a value network and 
considers a more comprehensive perspective of value. The ability to organize the structure creates the mechanisms 
for the capture of value throughout the value network not just in the form of rents from customer, but in the form of 
new relationships, information and learning, and even new opportunities across a single or even multiple value 
chains. In the combined state, the nature of the value network evolves from a linear depiction of sequential activities 
to a broader array of partners previously disconnected that can be linked to contribute to both value creation and 
value capture associated with an opportunity. 

Teece (2010) expanded on this notion as he proposed that in the context of a changing market, shifts within the 
market bring about the possibility to address and ultimately pursue new opportunities in unique ways. It is the role of 
the business model to provide the framework for a firm to be able to effectively pursue new opportunities associated 
with changes in the market and to be able to capture the value created through this pursuit as a result. Inherent in the 
framework discussed by Teece and others is the presence of the individual dimensions of business models (structure, 
value creation, value capture and value network) which actually when combine together lead to the ability to identify 
an additional dimension. This new fifth dimension is focused being able to effectively pursue new opportunities that 
the four individual dimensions are unable to accomplish alone (George and Bock, 2011; McGrath, 2010; Teece, 
2010). Teece discusses this combination of dimensions to pursue a new opportunity as an architectural rendering. 
Within the architectural drawing, the individual building materials are combined together and when combined 
generate a new outcome which is a new building. Much like an architectural drawing, the combination of the 
dimensions of the business model leads to a clearer picture of the whole. As the dimensions combine, they provide 
understanding of an additional property of business models which focuses on being able to effectively pursue new 
opportunities. I propose that through the lens of gestalt theory, the interactions of value creation, structure, value 
network, and value capture contribute lead to a fifth dimension of business models which I label as opportunity 
alignment. Whereas current literature focuses primarily on the four previously identified dimensions, the continued 
lack of clarity regarding business models partially stems from not understanding this fifth dimension. Gestalt theory 
provides insight into the broader nature of business models and understanding of the five instead of four dimensions 
which make up business models. 

Opportunity alignment incorporates several aspects of a venture’s pursuit of a new opportunity due to the combined 
dimensions identified above. As value creation, structure, value network, and value capture are combined as part of 
the business model they lead to the ability to more clearly understand the breadth and more favorable path to follow 
when pursuing an opportunity. Understanding the value that can be created is clearer when combined with the 
structure of the venture and the entire value network. Value capture encompasses the value created across the entire 
value network and the structure considers not only internal coordination of resources but the critical links to potential 
partners across the value network in order to create value. These interactions provide a broader perspective of the 
dynamic nature of business models as well as the uniqueness of each business model. The nature of the relationship 
of each dimension with the others creates a unique context and thus a unique element of opportunity alignment. As 
one dimension changes, the alignment of the opportunity will also change creating the need for further adjustments 
and pivots. However if one or more of the four dimensions is not clearly defined or understood, the more favorable 
path of opportunity pursuit may also be more difficult to understand. 
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As each dimension of a business model comes together, it is proposed that the connections between each dimension 
yield the additional dimension of opportunity alignment. The venture’s structure connects to the value network to 
more clearly articulate the venture’s links with exchange each partner. Adding in the role of value creation, creates 
greater understanding into what value can be created and how the venture should link with identified exchange 
partners to effectively pursue a new opportunity. Additionally, the dimension of value capture provides greater 
insight into the specific nature of the links between the venture and its exchange partners and how each link 
contributes to the venture’s ability to pursue the new opportunity in a viable manner. It is in this combined 
perspective that the fifth dimension of opportunity alignment becomes more clearly visible. As a stand-alone term, 
alignment means the ability to coordinate or connect parts in relation to a common goal. In this context, opportunity 
alignment can thus be defined as the connection or coordination of structure, value creation, value capture, and value 
networks in order to effectively engage in the entrepreneurial enactment process. 

Evident in this description of opportunity alignment is the dynamic nature of the dimension. This dynamic 
component of opportunity alignment provides greater clarity in the existing debate of whether or not business models 
are a static framework or a dynamic process. Business models when considered through the lens of gestalt theory 
provide a link to addressing both perspectives. There is a static model based element of business models which is 
most commonly explained through understanding the dimensions of structure, value creation, value capture, and 
value network. These provide insight into the framework of the business model, or the architectural aspect of 
business models (Teece, 2010). Additionally when the gestalt property of business models, opportunity alignment, is 
considered, a dynamic element is introduced. This dynamic element of business models addresses both an external 
and an internal perspective. Opportunity alignment, in part, addresses the ability of a business model to adjust or 
pivot based on changes in the market as discussed by George and Bock (2011). At this level, this is similar to the 
description of dynamic capabilities as posited by Eisenhardt and Martin (2000). Teece (2007) discusses the role of 
dynamic capabilities as a resource that a firm uses to implement its business model in the face of changing 
opportunities or market conditions, again pointing to the dynamic nature of opportunity alignment with an external 
focus. 

However, opportunity alignment goes beyond the traditional definitions of dynamic capabilities as it addresses the 
internal coordination between key elements of new venture. In this case, the dynamism of opportunity alignment is 
more specifically focused on internal coordination even in the pursuit of a stable or non-changing opportunity. It is 
clearly possible that an opportunity has been found and is relatively stable in the market and the dimension of 
opportunity alignment is the dynamic process of internal coordination to be best able to pursue the opportunity. 
Where opportunity alignment can be a type of dynamic capability it extends beyond dynamic capabilities. 

This is best seen when considering real world scenarios of entrepreneurs pursuing new opportunities. Consider a 
team of entrepreneurs who were attempting to commercialize a new bio-fuel focused on generating fuel for heat. As 
they developed the technology and considered the possible markets and opportunities, they began presenting their 
plan to others in attempts to begin the commercialization process. In discussing their concept and business model 
with industry experts, potential customers and potential investors, they received feedback that their initially target 
home heating market was going to be problematic because of distribution and seasonality challenges. Consequently, 
they reconsidered their business model and ended up readjusting their distribution and customer market indicating 
the dynamic nature of business models. In this case the dynamism was more about gaining critical understanding and 
coordinating a new venture to be able to pursue a relative stable opportunity incorporating both an external focus and 
an internal focus. 

Such realignments are actually a common occurrence with entrepreneurial endeavors and can be easily understood 
when considering the gestalt nature of business models. If there is a gap in understanding of any of the four 
foundational dimensions of a venture’s business model, the gestalt property of opportunity alignment will reflect the 
same gap in the business model framework. Additionally, opportunity alignment can actually help expose potential 
flaws in a new venture’s plan and provide a clearer path for how to address potential opportunities. If the potential 
for value creation is not understood across the entire value network and a venture only focuses on the customers, the 
gestalt property will also only take into account alignment from the customer’s perspective and miss the potential for 
value creation and alignment with a broader set of exchange partners within the value network. This example is 
depicted in the differences between Google and other early search engines. Value creation and value capture were 
not clearly defined across the entire value network by Google’s early competitors which caused very different 
perspectives of effective opportunity alignment between each company. Each venture’s business model contained 
elements of value creation, structure, value capture (although in varying degrees), and value network, yielding a 
framework for opportunity alignment which yielded very different paths for opportunity pursuit and thus contributed 



http://jms.sciedupress.com Journal of Management and Strategy Vol. 6, No. 4; 2015 

Published by Sciedu Press                        44                           ISSN 1923-3965  E-ISSN 1923-3973 

to the differences in outcome and Google’s comparative success. Early competitors’ business models incorporated 
the dimensions of value creation capture from a per user perspective and introduced banner ads as a result. Google 
articulated value creation and value capture in a much broader sense. For example, they incorporated a unique group 
of exchange partners leading to a quicker search process, a more focused advertising strategy, and a clearer 
understanding of how their structure should connect with the value network in order to facilitate the value creation 
and capture process. This is evidenced in their recent relationships established with partners such as NASA, News 
Corp, NORAD, and even the Pontifical Council for Social Communications (Krause, 2009; Lewis, 2005). This 
clearer perspective of each of the four dimensions combined to provide a direct path for effective pursuit of the 
opportunities at hand, or in other words created an additional dimension of opportunity alignment which help to 
contribute to Google not only being the dominant firm in their industry, but in the word Google becoming an official 
part of common vocabulary meaning to search (Harris, 2006). 

It is through understanding the combined nature of the four core dimensions of business models and the alignment 
that exists within the combined dimensions that research can begin to address the lack of progress cited by Zott et al., 
(2011) and create a clearer understanding of the broader nature and unique explanatory ability of business models. 

4. Discussion and Future Directions 

The rise in business model research over the past 15 years has led researchers to focus on attempts to understand 
what business models are plus how they may provide understanding and insight to management research. Business 
models are important factors in firm performance (Zott and Amit, 2008), yet a clear understanding of what business 
models are and how they work is missing. This paper explores the underlying theoretical foundations of business 
models as contributed by core domains such as organizational design, strategy, and customer marketing plus 
identifies the specific dimensions of each. Further, this paper examines the prevalence of these contributions in 
current business model research published in high quality management journals. Finally, to address the continued 
lack of clarity around business models despite the growing body of research focused on setting forth definitions and 
identifying several common dimensions of the construct, I apply gestalt theory to the business model context. Gestalt 
theory examines the holistic nature of a complex construct such as business models stating that business models are 
more than the result of combining together their identified individual dimensions. It is through understanding the 
relationship that exists between these dimensions when combined that yields a more complete understanding of the 
broader nature business models and thus the unique explanatory ability of the construct. Current research has 
primarily focused on the definition and dimensions of business models stopping short of considering the relationship 
between the dimensions when combined or the gestalt nature of business models: opportunity alignment. Business 
models as gestalt aides our ability to understand the distinct domain of business models: the pursuit of opportunities 
which in other words provides insight into the theory of each individual firm. The gestalt property of business 
models, opportunity alignment, emerges more clearly when the individual dimensions of business models are 
examined as a combined model. As each dimension is considered in conjunction with each of the other dimensions 
the relationships between them provide insight into how a venture should best address potential opportunities. As one 
dimension changes, the approach to pursuing the opportunity also changes to ensure that each dimension is properly 
developed. 

This new dimension of opportunity alignment has important implications on several aspects of Entrepreneurship 
research. First of all is the clearer understanding of the theoretical foundations of business models and their role 
within entrepreneurship. Traditional research has continued to ask the questions of what is a business model and of 
whether or not business models are distinct or simply a part of organization design, strategy, or even customer 
marketing. An examination of these domains clearly identifies key aspects of business models which each domain 
has contributed. These aspects or dimensions are identified as structure, value creation, value capture, and the value 
network. These dimensions are important elements of business models and contribute to our understanding of the 
construct as they provide insight into the architectural framework of a business model (Teece, 2010). These four 
foundational dimensions are important and are found to be highly consistent in recent research focused on business 
models. Yet despite the commonality of these four dimensions of business models with the research, there remains a 
high level of ambiguity regarding understanding what a business model is and how it works. 

Additionally, this paper moves beyond definitions and explores not only the four dimensions themselves, but the 
relationships between those dimensions. It is this process that pushes the field forward in beginning to draw 
boundary conditions and establish the theoretical viability of business models as a research domain (Dubin, 1969). 
Through this process, business models are found to indeed be different from core domains such as those listed above. 
Each of the existing domains contributes to our understanding but each is limited in its ability to address the 
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construct as a whole. Structure, value creation, value capture, and value network provide understanding into the key 
aspects of a new venture. However when examined individually they do not fully address the questions surrounding 
business models. This is evidenced in the myriad of articles continuing to address the nature and definition of 
business models. Each proposes some combination of several or even all of the four dimensions identified in this 
paper yet each continues to imply there is more to business models. When taken together the dimensions of business 
models create a clearer picture of how a firm addresses opportunities through understanding the theory of an 
individual firm. This helps to continue to delineate the focus of business models in addressing new opportunity 
pursuit. It is the combined nature of the four foundational dimensions leading to the fifth dimension of opportunity 
alignment which provides additional understanding into the boundary conditions of the construct. Understanding the 
nature and role of opportunity alignment focuses the business model construct on the ability to better explain how 
new ventures address new opportunities. 

Another impact is the clarification of potential future research streams focused on business models. Initially is the 
importance of being able to validate the presence of each dimension of business models within new ventures through 
focus on not only the four dimensions outlined, but on the broader nature of the construct as depicted through the 
lens of gestalt theory. As discussed earlier, one way to do this is to isolate the context to new ventures and 
understand the role of each of the four dimensions within a new venture as well as the nature of the four dimensions 
when combined. Following the lead of Gartner (2007) and others, the narrative or interview process may provide the 
framework for this process. The ability to interview entrepreneurs and have them outline the dimensions of the 
business models as well as articulate the story of their business may allow for the ability to address the impact of 
combining the dimensions listed above to engage in the entrepreneurial enactment process (George and Bock, 2011). 
This will aid in developing construct clarity and in continuing to establish divergent validity. Additionally, it is 
important to further understand the links between business models and venture growth. Do business model choices 
impact venture progression? Can business model choices amplify resource strengths and weaknesses or even 
compensate for a lack of certain types of resources? Finally a potential path for future research is through examining 
the antecedents of business models. What factors impact the choice of business models and how do business models 
account for potential weaknesses within new ventures? 

This paper puts forth several contributions of note. First of all is a review of the core domains of organization design, 
strategy, and customer focused marketing in order to provide a clearer picture of the theoretically based contributions 
of each to our current understanding business models. This review resulted in four clearly articulated dimensions of 
business models, structure, value creation, value capture and the value network. Additionally this process outlined 
the contributions as well as the limitations of each of the domain in addressing the business model construct which 
aides in creating clearer boundary conditions and distinctions between business models and the domains of 
organization design, strategy, and customer marketing.  

This leads to the second contribution of this paper. This article presents a thorough review of current business model 
research published in high quality management journals to understand how the dimensions mentioned above 
manifest themselves in business model publications. A high level of consistency was found between the 
contributions of the management domains reviewed and the inclusion of those contributions in the form of 
dimensions of business models. This indicates that despite the lack of clarity surrounding business models that there 
are several commonly accepted aspects of the construct. This is important we attempt to move the field of business 
model research forward. 

An additional contribution is the application of the lens of gestalt theory to business models. There is a high level 
consistency pertaining to key aspects of business models in current research however common understanding is 
lacking. Through this paper I propose that one main reason is the focus on the definition of a business model and 
each individual dimension of business models. Gestalt theory addresses the need to examine not only the individual 
dimensions of business models, but the relationships that exist between the dimensions when combined which lead to 
a broader perspective. The whole is more than the sum of the individual parts. This perspective helps to establish a 
more holistic view of business models and takes into account the importance of each dimension as well as the 
limitation of any individual dimension in explaining the composite construct. The result of this application of gestalt 
theory is the delineation of the distinct focus of business models and thus a broader understanding of the construct. 
Business models are more than simply a venture’s structure, ability to create and capture value and position and 
relationships within the value network. A business model in this perspective actually becomes the theory of each 
individual venture or firm. The role of opportunity alignment as the fifth dimension of business models allows each 
unique venture to address an opportunity creating clarity around the how the venture will be structured, what value 
the venture brings to market and how they will capture that value as well as a picture of the potential value network 
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the venture will employ to address the opportunity. The role of alignment is to create the right coordination between 
these four aspects to uniquely allow the venture to pursue the focal opportunity. As each venture is unique and the 
way each venture approaches the pursuit of a new opportunity is unique, business models become the unique story of 
each venture. 

5. Conclusion 

Even as the use of the term business model continues to appear with more and more frequency, the understanding of 
what a business model is and what a business model actually does seems to vary widely. It is becoming widely 
accepted that the concept of business models are an important to practitioners as well as a potentially interesting 
research focus. However there is a lack of clarity regarding the not only the nature of business models but the 
distinctness of the construct. With this in mind, this paper set out to address this issue through an examination of the 
theoretical foundations of business models, a thorough review of current research on business models, as well as an 
examination of the gestalt properties of business models providing greater clarity around the nature of business 
models and how they work within new ventures.  
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