Journal of the Association for Information

Special Issue

Designing Business Models and Similar Strategic
Objects: The Contribution of IS
Alexander Osterwalder
Business Model Foundry
osterwalder@gmail.com
Yves Pigneur
University of Lausanne
yves.pigneur@unil.ch

Abstract
In this paper, we argue that information systems (IS) research has the potential to contribute to improving
strategic planning, just like it has substantially contributed to improving decision making and its support in
organizations in the past. Based on our work and experience in the field of business models, we outline how IS
research can help strategic management researchers study the design of business models and other similar
strategic notions. The paper suggests that the current research focus in strategic management could be
improved and enlightened by some of the more conceptual and design-oriented research in IS. We highlight
three areas in particular in which IS research has excelled that could inform research in strategic management.
The first area concerns the identification, formalization, and visualization of the core constructs and models of
interest related to the design and analysis of strategic business issues. The second area corresponds to the
exploration of how design techniques and tools might contribute to improving the design of answers and
alternatives to strategic business questions. The third area addresses the research in computer-aided design
assisting the process of designing strategic management objects such as business models.
Keywords: Strategic Planning, Business Model, Design Attitude, Computer-Aided Design.
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1. Introduction
In this paper, we explain why and how information systems research can inform research in strategic
management, in particular with respect to business models. We outline how this research can
complement its traditional focus on decision making, organizational design, and performance analysis
with an additional new focus on the design, selection, and management of business models and
similar strategic notions such as business environments, business model portfolios, and strategic
canvases. We argue for research, based on design science, that investigates the design of strategic
management models and tools supporting that design process. Information systems (IS) as a field
can inform researchers in strategic management and help them investigate the process of generating
business models. The IS discipline has a variety of research streams in modeling, the collaborative
generation of models, and computer-assisted modeling.
Section 2 identifies the need for increasing the understanding of the essence of business models and
emphasizes the scant attention given to their design in strategic management research. Section 3
presents the potential contribution of IS research to researchers in strategic management in three
areas: (1) the formalization and visualization of the core strategic concepts, (2) the exploration of
design techniques for generating and assessing multiple models, and (3) the support of computeraided design for strategic management.

2. The Management Research in Business Models
Several management researchers have investigated the notion of “business model”. Most of the
research in this area focuses on economics, finance, firm performance, and innovation processes.
Chesbrough & Rosenbloom (2002) and Chesbrough (2010), for example, investigate the relationship
between innovation and business models. They view business models as a mediating construct
between technology and economic value, and assess how innovative business models result in
business success. Zott and Amit (2008) examine the fit between a firm’s business model and its
product market strategy, and analyze the impact of product market strategy and business model
choices on a firm’s performance. Johnson, Christensen, & Kagermann (2008) explore how innovative
business models can reshape industries and drive growth, how many companies find business-model
innovation difficult, and how managers can design or renovate their business models.
Recently, special issues of prestigious journals have been dedicated to the topic of business models
(Badan-Fuller & Morgan, 2010). In such a recent issue, Teece (2010) overviews state-of-the-art
research on business models in strategic management. His article analyzes the significance of
business models and explores their connections with business strategy, innovation management, and
economic theory. Given the importance of business design, he regrets the paucity of literature on the
topic. He observes that business models are mentioned frequently in the strategy literature but are
rarely analyzed and poorly understood, with too little attention given to their design. He explicitly
recognizes that increased understanding of the essence of business models should help the
understanding of a variety of subjects including market behavior, competition, innovation, strategy,
and competitive advantage.
The multiple research perspectives in strategic management therefore primarily focus on observing,
analyzing, classifying, and describing business models. As Teece (2010) suggests, however, the
understanding of the essence of business models could be improved and the following limits of
current research should be addressed:
1. Little research proposes common languages, conceptual frameworks, and visual
schemas that could be used to facilitate both the understanding and the design of
business models. Without a clear conceptualization, the research in strategic
management on business models innovation and competition will remain difficult, as
emphasized by Teece (2010).
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2. When it addresses a “how-to-build” issue, research mainly focuses on decision
making or at most triggers questioning. It barely addresses the process of design
thinking, prototyping, and exploring alternative solutions that is so central to the design
of strategies and business models. Only a few authors (e.g., Sosna, TrevinyoRodriguez, & Velamuri, 2010) consider the trial-and-error learning process in
designing business models.
3. Almost none of the research suggests that computer-aided design (CAD) systems
could be used at a strategic level to support the work of top executives in the design
and selection of strategic options for their companies. Knowing how CAD transformed
the field of architecture (Turkle, 2009) and generated research in this area, one could
anticipate a similar impact in business strategy, which calls for common research in
this area.

3. Contribution of IS Research
IS research can play a role in informing the strategic disciplines and in contributing to increase
understanding of the essence of business models and other strategic notions, and in improving their
design, which are goals that Teece (2010) proposes. As Taylor, Dillon, & Van Wingen (2010)
demonstrate, decision making and its support constitute a large part of IS research. We believe that
IS research has a unique opportunity to contribute to business strategy research by helping in the
design and exploration of multiple strategic options, much in the way it has contributed to better
decision making.
We suggest three major areas of potential contribution that could mitigate the limits we mentioned in
Section 2. First, IS research can help shed light on modeling, formalizing, representing, and
visualizing the concepts, constructs, and models of interest related to the design business models
and similar strategic notions. Second, we believe that IS research can help us understand how design
techniques and tools can improve the process of designing answers to strategic business questions.
Third, IS research can help clarify why and how computer-aided design can assist business
developers, strategists, and entrepreneurs in the design of answers to strategic business questions.

4. Modeling at Strategic Level
At a strategic level, organizations and their managers need to share a common ground or a common
language to facilitate their discussions (Clark & Brennan, 1991). Research in strategic management
should define and articulate concepts that facilitate the description of objects of strategic interest and
that improve the strategic discussions and enhance related decision making. A similar approach to
the one we took in establishing a common language for the design, selection, testing, and building of
business models (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010) could be refined and applied to other strategic
notions such as the value proposition, the business environment, the business model portfolio
(Sabatier, Mangematin, & Rousselle, 2010), and the strategic canvas (Kim & Mauborgne, 2002). The
core of this kind of research is the identification of underlying strategy constructs and models that
should be formalized and visualized.
IS research embodies a large body of knowledge with regard to modeling constructs, concepts,
ontology, and artifacts, and is rooted methodologically in design science thinking (Hevner &
Chatterjee, 2010), design theory (Gregor & Jones, 2007), conceptual modeling and requirement
engineering (Jarke, Loucopoulos, Lyytinen, Mylopoulos, & Robinson, 2011), and knowledge process
design (Markus, Majchrzak, & Gasser, 2002). Although business models originated in strategic
management research, we believe that IS research can contribute substantially to what Teece (2010,
p. 192) calls a better “understanding of the essence of business models” through its body of
knowledge and principles concerning the conceptual modeling and formalization of such objects.
Although strategic management research discusses such concepts, it is often not rigorous about its
conceptualization. IS research can inform strategic disciplines by identifying and formalizing strategic
notions such as business models in three areas that are familiar to IS (Jarke et al., 2011): (1) the
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discovery of objects relevant to the design of strategies, (2) turning these objects into explicit
specifications of a conceptualization, and (3) validating those subsequent objects.
IS research also can help investigate the visualization and usability of business models in
organizations as it has done for other domains (Lindquist, 2011) such as data analytics, graphical
information display and visual facilitation for thinking strategically (Eppler & Platts, 2008). Our
experience in the field of business models shows that it is vital to make these objects more tangible
by using visual representations. This allows a group of business designers to easily and jointly
sketch, create, manipulate, assess, and discuss such objects in order to create new strategic
alternatives using a common language.

5. Strategizing as Designing
Teece (2010, p. 192) mentions that little attention has been given to “designing business models”. IS
research has a strong foundation in investigating the rules and principles related to the process of
designing artifacts. IS research can help strategic researchers in improving the process of codesigning and validating strategic objects.
The existing body of knowledge in strategic planning about such design processes is relatively weak.
For example, the essential problem today’s organizations face with respect to strategic questions
about their business models and their evolution is not that of choosing between several known
business models in an industry—that would require a decision attitude, which managers have already
mastered. Rather, the core issue many organizations face today is the lack of a process that allows
them to come up with entirely new and viable business model alternatives from which to choose. This
type of problem requires a design attitude such as Martin (2009) and Boland, Collopy, Lyytinen, and
Yoo (2008) already propose and examine in general management. Their “managing as designing”
paradigm is an important step, but it must be refined and investigated more specifically for strategic
planning and business model design.
We believe IS research is relatively well equipped to address this issue because of its historical focus
and its body of knowledge specifically related to the design process and methodology (Checkland &
Poulter, 2010). Various IS disciplines research and employ design techniques. IS and strategic
researchers together could investigate the use of design techniques in the process of crafting business
models and other strategic concepts. Such techniques include, but are not limited to, ideation, visual
thinking (Lindquist, 2011), prototyping (Lim, Stolterman, & Tenenberg, 2008), customer or user insight
(Mumford, 2003), and storytelling and scenarios (Rasmussen, 2008). IS and specifically humancomputer interaction (HCI) research are well positioned to leverage their body of knowledge and inform
management research on testing the usability of artifacts. Although these design techniques are
common in IS and in professional domains such as architecture and industrial design, research still
needs to demonstrate how and with what benefits they can be applied to questions of strategic
importance to an organization. We believe that a design attitude and the application of related
techniques could significantly improve organizations’ responses to strategic questions.

6. Considering Computer-Aided Design
As a third area of research, we propose that strategy and IS researchers investigate computer-aided
design (CAD) that assists in the process of designing business models and other strategic notions,
similarly to how decision support systems (DSS) have been designed, developed, and used for
decision making (Taylor et al., 2010). Such CAD or “design” support systems (DgSS) should aim to
assist a person or a team in the task of conceptualizing and conceiving strategic objects.
In IS, design tools constitute an important area of research in the field of computer-aided software
and requirement engineering (Lyytinen, Loucopoulos, Mylopoulos, & Robinson, 2009) and strategic
decision support systems (Carlsson, 1999), but also in the organizational domain, such as process
design (Markus et al., 2002). They are already widely adopted in all of these areas. Computer-aided
design is much less researched and applied in strategic management.
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We suggest exploring the application of computer-aided design tools to design tasks such as
prototyping, simulating, iterating, and versioning business models and similar strategic notions.
Observing what CAD tools have brought to the fields of architecture and engineering (Turkle, 2009), we
anticipate that, in the realm of strategic concepts, computer-aided design at the strategic level would
make many tasks easier and quicker, while revealing as-yet-unseen opportunities. In particular, CAD
brought speed, rapid prototyping, quicker visualization, integration, better collaboration, simulation, and
better planning to engineering, architecture, and other design areas. For conceiving such environments
for strategic planning, a strong collaboration of strategy and IS researchers is necessary.
Furthermore, many of today’s organizations are global, with the teams, functions, and collaborators
that contribute to strategic planning being spread across the world. We suggest that IS research
could inform strategic management on how to support co-design and collaborative engineering
(Briggs et al., 2010 of business models and similar strategic objects, in the same way that group
decision support systems (GDSS) have extended the traditional DSS (Taylor et al., 2010), how
strategic management has been linked to DSS (Carlsson, 1999), and how network-centric CAD has
extended the individual CAD (Turkle, 2009).

7. Conclusion
In this paper, we outline how information systems research is particularly well equipped to provide
substantial inroads into the study of strategic planning, in particular with respect to business models. We
argue for research at the interface of IS and strategic management that investigates the essence and
the design of business models (Teece, 2010) and similar strategic notions according to the proactive
engagement in the fashion-setting process of research, which Baskerville and Myers (2009) suggest.
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