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Abstract 
  Knowledge and how it is shared is one of the most important sources of competitive advantage 
for a growing number of firms. Hence, there is an increasing need to develop tools which assist 
in sharing knowledge of experts. However, it is not feasible to share large amounts of knowledge 
if it does not relate holistically to value creation. Value creation, in turn, relates to firm's 
business model which can be seen as a template that portrays the way a firm performs its 
business. 
  In this study, the business model concept was used as a framework to study experts' views of 
the business logics of their companies, focusing especially on what kinds of knowledge sharing 
related challenges the business model analysis reveals. The business model concept was a 
boundary object between the researcher and various experts of different organizations. Thus, 
business model functioned as a methodological framework between the researcher and the 
interviewees in data generation. The empirical research consisted of four case studies where 
altogether 48 interviews were conducted. The research data was analyzed by content analysis. 
  The studied cases represent different service contexts and industries. The firms in the studied 
cases attempted to develop their businesses from multiple starting points. Case company A was 
transforming its value proposition from production orientation to service orientation. Case 
company B attempted to develop its service business towards knowledge-intensive offering. In 
case C, companies representing a developing industry attempted to understand their evolving 
businesses better. Case company D aimed at establishing its complex business model to 
international target market. 
  Discussion through interviews on business models revealed perspectives of the business logics 
of companies and related knowledge sharing developmental challenges. The study indicates 
that it is important to analyze how the business model is seen in different parts of the 
organization in order to develop knowledge management to overcome the challenges of value 
creation and capture. The study contributes to the business model concept by viewing it from 
an emerging point of view, namely the knowledge-based view, and focusing especially on 
knowledge sharing. Thus, the study adds theoretical depth to the distinct knowledge 
management related discussion on boundary objects by viewing them from a new unit of 
analysis, namely the business model concept. 

Keywords Business model, knowledge management, knowledge sharing, boundary object 

ISBN (printed) 978-952-60-6493-2 ISBN (pdf) 978-952-60-6494-9 

ISSN-L 1799-4934 ISSN (printed) 1799-4934 ISSN (pdf) 1799-4942 

Location of publisher Helsinki Location of printing Helsinki Year 2015 

Pages 205 urn http://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-60-6494-9 





Tiivistelmä 
Aalto-yliopisto, PL 11000, 00076 Aalto  www.aalto.fi 

Tekijä 
Otto Mäkelä 
Väitöskirjan nimi 
Liiketoimintamallien ja tietojohtamisen yhdistäminen 
Julkaisija Perustieteiden korkeakoulu 
Yksikkö Tuotantotalouden laitos 

Sarja Aalto University publication series DOCTORAL DISSERTATIONS 166/2015 

Tutkimusala Tietojohtaminen 

Käsikirjoituksen pvm 15.06.2015 Väitöspäivä 04.12.2015 

Julkaisuluvan myöntämispäivä 29.09.2015 Kieli Englanti 

Monografia Yhdistelmäväitöskirja (yhteenveto-osa + erillisartikkelit) 

Tiivistelmä 
  Tieto ja tiedon jakaminen on yksi tärkeimmistä kilpailuedun lähteistä yhä useammalle 
yritykselle. Liiketoiminnan kehittämisessä korostuu entistä enemmän tarve kehittää työkaluja, 
jotka auttavat asiantuntijoita tiedon jakamisessa. Suuren tietomäärän jakaminen ei kuitenkaan 
ole välttämättä tarkoituksenmukaista, mikäli tieto ei liity oleellisesti yrityksen arvonluontiin. 
Arvonluonti vastaavasti liittyy yrityksen liiketoimintamalliin, joka havainnollistaa, miten 
yritys luo arvoa. 
  Tässä tutkimuksessa liiketoimintamallin käsitettä hyödynnettiin viitekehyksenä 
asiantuntijoiden näkemysten hahmottamisessa heidän edustamiensa yritysten 
liiketoimintalogiikoista ja niihin sisältyvistä tiedon jakamisen haasteista. Liiketoimintamalli 
oli rajaesine tutkijan ja asiantuntijoiden välillä, jolloin liiketoimintamalli toimi 
menetelmällisenä viitekehyksenä tutkimusaineiston keräämisessä. 
  Tutkimuksen lähestymistapana oli tapaustutkimus neljässä erilaisessa 
palveluliiketoimintakontekstissa. Kaikissa tapauksissa empiirisen tutkimusaineiston 
keräämisessä sovellettiin liiketoimintamallin käsitettä ja tiedon jakamisen ulottuvuutta 
tutkimushaastatteluissa (n=48 asiantuntijaa). Tutkimusaineisto analysoitiin sisällönanalyysin 
avulla. 
  Tapaus A koski teollisuusyritystä, joka pyrki muuttamaan tuotantokeskeistä arvolupaustaan 
palvelukeskeiseksi. Tapaus B:ssä tutkittiin palveluyritystä, joka pyrki kehittämään 
palveluliiketoimintaansa tietointensiiviseksi. Tapaus C koski kehittyvää palveluliiketoimintaa, 
jonka toimijat pyrkivät ymmärtämään toimialansa muutosta paremmin. Tapaus D:ssä 
tutkittiin kansainvälistyvää yritystä, jonka tavoitteena oli vakiinnuttaa moniulotteinen 
palveluliiketoimintamalli kansainväliselle kohdemarkkinalle. 
  Tutkimus osoittaa, että on tärkeää hahmottaa, miten liiketoimintamalli käsitetään 
organisaation eri funktioissa, jotta tietojohtamista ja arvonluontia voitaisiin kehittää. 
Tutkimus luo uutta tieteellistä tietoa liiketoimintamallin käsitteestä tarkastelemalla sitä 
kehittyvästä tietoperusteisesta yritysnäkökulmasta keskittyen erityisesti tiedon jakamisen 
näkökulmaan. Tutkimus myötävaikuttaa myös tietojohtamisen alaan kuuluvaan 
rajaesinetutkimukseen tarkastelemalla rajaesineitä tuoreesta liiketoimintamallitutkimuksen 
näkökulmasta. 

Avainsanat Liiketoimintamalli, tietojohtaminen, tiedonjakaminen, rajaesine 

ISBN (painettu) 978-952-60-6493-2 ISBN (pdf) 978-952-60-6494-9 

ISSN-L 1799-4934 ISSN (painettu) 1799-4934 ISSN (pdf) 1799-4942 

Julkaisupaikka Helsinki Painopaikka Helsinki Vuosi 2015 

Sivumäärä 205 urn http://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-60-6494-9 





 

I 

Acknowledgements 

Several people have helped me to hit the target. First, I would like to thank my 
supervising Professor Eila Järvenpää from Aalto University for being supportive 
throughout the writing process. Professor Järvenpää is the best possible 
supervisor I can imagine. Second, I would like to thank my advisor, Postdoctoral 
researcher Anssi Smedlund from Aalto University. Anssi’s creative ideas were 
crucial in shaping this dissertation. Eila and Anssi, your attitude and support is 
invaluable. 

I would also like to thank Professor Yves Pigneur from University of Lausanne, 
Switzerland, and Professor Kirsimarja Blomqvist from Lappeenranta University 
of Technology, Finland, for acting as pre-examiners of this dissertation. I feel 
honoured that I received valuable knowledge from such experts in the field of 
business models and knowledge management. The Grand Old Man of 
knowledge management, Professor emeritus Karl-Erik Sveiby from Hanken 
School of Economics, Finland, has agreed to act as the opponent of this study 
which I am grateful for. 

Writing a dissertation has been fun. It is a rather long but rewarding process. 
It has also been a great learning experience and journey. In practice, it took me 
to the other side of the world. I would like to thank Sensei Kyoichi “Jim” Kijima, 
who hosted me at the Tokyo Institute of Technology for three months in 2013 
and seven weeks in 2014-2015. The time I spent in Japan was a great 
opportunity to put my thoughts in order. 

For the assistance and vivid discussions throughout the years I would like to 
thank my current and previous colleagues at Aalto University: Professors Ilkka 
Kauranen, Riitta Smeds and Marja Toivonen, Pauli Alin, Raphael Giesecke, 
Stina Giesecke, Colin Hazley, Pia Helminen, Mari Holopainen, Pekka Hytönen, 
Miia Jaatinen, Katriina Järvi, Mikko Ketokivi, Jaakko Korhonen, Kari 
Koskinen, Rita Lavikka, Mikko Lehtonen, Päivi Malinen, Eerikki Mäki, Naoto 
Nadayama, Jaana Näsänen, Veikka Pirhonen, Henri Rämä, Tiina Tuominen, 
Taija Turunen, Esa Viitamo, Mary-Ann Wikström, and others.  

It is a privilege to be able to conduct a dissertation research. I would like to 
thank Tekes (The Finnish Funding Agency for Innovation) for funding this 
research and all the companies which have participated in the Tekes research 
projects related to this study. I find it crucial that research and practice meet. 

I would also like to thank my friends, my sister Anna and my brother Mikko, 
and especially my mother Seija and my father Raimo who have always 
supported me in my intellectual and practical endeavors.  



 

II 
 

 
Finally, I thank my lovely wife Anni whose support is priceless.  
Anni, I dedicate this work to you. 

 
Espoo, October 2015  
Otto Mäkelä 
 



 

III 

Table of Contents 

1. INTRODUCTION ....................................................................... 1 

1.1 MOTIVATION AND OBJECTIVES ........................................... 1 

1.2 RESEARCH DESIGN IN BRIEF ............................................... 6 

1.3 STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION .................................. 7 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND ........................................... 9 

2.1 KNOWLEDGE........................................................................... 9 

2.2 KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT .............................................. 11 

2.3 THE RESOURCE-BASED VIEW OF THE FIRM .................... 16 

2.4 THE KNOWLEDGE-BASED VIEW OF THE FIRM ................ 17 

2.5 KNOWLEDGE SHARING IN ORGANIZATIONS .................. 20 

2.5.1 Knowledge sharing – views to the existing 
          research ...................................................................... 23 

2.5.2 Technology and human oriented approaches in 
          knowledge sharing ..................................................... 26 

2.5.3 Summary of the literature on knowledge sharing .... 29 

2.6 BOUNDARY OBJECT .............................................................. 31  

2.6.1 Research on boundary objects ................................... 33 

2.6.2 A theoretical framework for analyzing different 
          types of  boundary objects in knowledge sharing ..... 38 

2.7 BUSINESS MODEL CONCEPT .............................................. 42 

2.7.1 Theoretical views to business models ........................ 45 

 2.7.2 Business model as a managerial concept .................. 49 

 2.7.3 Business model concept in this research .................... 51 

2.8 SUMMARY OF THE THEORETICAL BACKGROUND ..........57 

3. RESEARCH APPROACH AND RESEARCH METHODS 59 

3.1 RESEARCH APPROACH ........................................................ 59 

3.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS ....................................................... 63 

3.3 RESEARCH DESIGN .............................................................. 65 

3.4 DATA AND DATA COLLECTION ........................................... 67 



 

IV 

3.5 CASE DESCRIPTIONS ............................................................ 72 

3.6 DATA ANALYSIS ..................................................................... 78 

4. RESULTS ................................................................................. 88 

4.1 CASE A – BUSINESS MODEL AS A TOOL IN DESCRIBING 
                   BUSINESS LOGIC AND CROSS-FUNCTIONAL 
                   KNOWLEDGE SHARING IN SERVITIZATION ... 89 

4.1.1 Describing the business model ................................... 89 

4.1.2 Knowledge sharing .....................................................94 

4.2 CASE B – BUSINESS MODEL AS A TOOL IN DEFINING 
                   THE CURRENT SERVICE BUSINESS AND 
                   RELATED KNOWLEDGE SHARING ....................99 

4.2.1 Describing the business model....................................99 

 4.2.2 Knowledge sharing .................................................. 109 

4.3 CASE C – BUSINESS MODEL AS A TOOL IN DESCRIBING 
                   BUSINESS LOGIC AND KNOWLEDGE 
                   SHARING OF A DEVELOPING SERVICE 
                   BUSINESS ............................................................ 116 

4.3.1 Describing the business model .................................. 116 

4.3.2 Knowledge sharing................................................... 127 

4.4 CASE D – BUSINESS MODEL AS A TOOL IN 
                   DESCRIBING BUSINESS LOGIC AND 
                   KNOWLEDGE SHARING IN 
                   INTERNATIONALIZATION OF KIBS ................. 132 

4.4.1 Describing the business model.................................. 132 

4.4.2 Knowledge sharing .................................................. 140 

4.5 CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS ...................................................... 143 

5. DISCUSSION .......................................................................... 158 

5.1 THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION ........................................ 158 

5.2 MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS ........................................... 162 

5.3 EVALUATION OF THE STUDY ............................................ 164 

5.4 FUTURE DIRECTIONS......................................................... 168 

REFERENCES ................................................................................... 169 

APPENDIXES .................................................................................... 183 

APPENDIX 1. INTERVIEW THEMES IN THE CASE A .................. 183 

APPENDIX 2. INTERVIEW THEMES IN THE CASE B.................. 185 

APPENDIX 3. INTERVIEW THEMES IN THE CASE C .................. 187 

APPENDIX 4. INTERVIEW THEMES IN THE CASE D ................. 189 



 

  1 

1. Introduction  

Since the beginning of 1990s knowledge has been seen as the most important 

asset of several firms. Not only knowledge per se, but the capability of the 

organization to share and create knowledge in order to gain competitive 

advantage. Therefore, knowledge sharing1 has been a remarkable theme in 

management literature for the last three decades. It is pointed out that the need 

to share knowledge of different experts2 in business is essential as the post-

industrial work becomes more and more knowledge-intensive3. Thus, ability to 

share knowledge as a part of firm’s knowledge management has been seen as an 

essential topic of business development by both academics and practitioners. In 

the end, the success of knowledge management initiatives4 is stated to depend on 

knowledge sharing (Wang & Noe, 2010). However, it has been estimated that at 

least $31.5 billion are lost per year by Fortune 500 firms as a result of not 

succeeding to share knowledge (Babcock, 2004). 

1.1 Motivation and objectives 

Despite the growing interest in knowledge management and knowledge sharing, 

there are critics. Literature on knowledge management is said to be 

“overwhelmingly optimistic” (Storey & Barnett, 2000, p. 146) and characterized 

by unresolved issues, untested claims and propositions, existing gaps, and 

                                                             
1 Basically, knowledge sharing is “the act of making knowledge available to others within the 
organization” (Ipe, 2003, p. 341).  
2 There is no established definition of “expert” and “specialist” in the literature. However, in 
this study, the terms “expert” and “specialist” refer to persons who have a great deal of 
domain-specific information (Glaser, 1999) and knowledge. 
3 According to Starbuck (1992), “labelling a firm as knowledge-intensive implies that knowledge 
has more importance than other inputs (of production)” (p. 715).  
4 Knowledge management initiatives refer to the wide range of processes, programs, projects, 
tools, etc. which are applied when attempting to improve knowledge management (Alavi & 
Leidner, 2001). 
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problems, (Foss, Husted & Michailova, 2010). In addition, knowledge 

management has been described as managerial rhetoric and lacking empirical 

evidence (Andreeva & Kianto, 2012), and not being yet a coherent academic 

field (Spender, 2015). Thus, the rapid occurrence of knowledge management in 

the business landscape has left academics struggling to make sense of the vast 

body of diverse work (Baskerville & Dulipovici, 2006). Moreover, it has been 

even stated that knowledge cannot be managed, but just enabled (von Krogh, 

2012), and that managers often say that they have no idea how to manage 

knowledge even if they state that knowledge held by their employees is their 

greatest asset (Dalkir, 2011). Overall, a lot has been written about the history of 

knowledge management, even if it has been hard to indicate whether there has 

been a good deal of progress over the period discussed (Spender, 2015). 

There are still relatively limited number of comprehensive tools or methods that 

can be applied to understand, communicate, plan, analyze, and develop 

company’s business comprehensively. Hence, there is a need to develop further 

means for these purposes. One rather recent concept for business development 

has been the business model concept which is said to offer managers fruitful 

means to ponder their alternatives in fast-moving, unpredictable, and uncertain 

environments (McGrath, 2010). However, despite the business model concept’s 

rapid raise in popularity, the theoretical underpinnings of the concept have been 

argued to be still vague (Teece, 2010; see also Chesbrough, 2011; Arend; 2013; 

Burkhart, Krumeich, Werth & Loos, 2011), and the empirical evidence and 

research thin (Johnson, Christensen & Kagermann, 2008; Markides, 2013; 

Wirtz, 2010). Nevertheless the criticism, both the business model concept and 

knowledge management have become managerial buzzwords, and topics of 

continuous scientific debate, too. To illustrate the popularity of these concepts, 

a Google search for them was conducted. The term business model produced 

473000000 hits and the term knowledge management 89100000 hits5.  

Theories of the firm are conceptualizations and models of business enterprises, 

and a single, multipurpose or universal theory of the firm does not exist (Grant, 

1996; Spender, 2015). Even if firms may share a great deal, every firm is one of 

a kind in strategically crucial standpoints and hence intricate to comprehend 

                                                             
5 The search operation was conducted on 11th of December 2014. 
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(Spender, 2015). One of the most popular theoretical approaches in theory of the 

firm discourse6 is the resource-based view expressed by Wernerfelt (1984) and 

Barney (1991). From the resource-based view stems the rather recent stream of 

organizational research, namely the knowledge-based view, which was 

introduced about twenty years ago (Grant, 1996). It sees knowledge as the most 

strategically important resource of the firm (Grant, 1996; Spender, 1996). An 

essential element of knowledge-based view is the sharing of a crucial resource 

of a firm – knowledge. This refers to the common coordination problem of how 

to integrate the separate efforts of multiple individuals (Grant, 2002).  

As proposed by Carlile and Rebentisch (2003), organizations of even moderate 

size and scope have to concentrate on the problem of integrating contributions 

from several divergent specialty areas. However, there are problems of 

cooperation which arise from reconciling the different aims of the members of 

the organization (Grant, 2002). For example, if production demands the 

integration of many individuals’ specialist knowledge, the key to efficiency is to 

achieve effective integration through cross-learning by organizational members 

(Grant, 1996; Carlile, 2002).  

However, it is not necessarily feasible to share large amounts of knowledge if it 

does not relate holistically to value creation. Value creation7, in turn, relates to 

business model which can be seen as a system of interdependent activities which 

are carried out by the organization and its partners, and the mechanisms that link 

these activities to each other (Zott & Amit, 2013). Thus, a business model is a 

template that portrays the way a company performs its business (Zott & Amit, 

2013).  

It has been stated that knowledge sharing strategies and aims are all too often 

merely named in a business strategy (Riege, 2005). This may be related to the 

                                                             
6 The other popular discourse is the transaction cost economics (Williamson, 1975). 
Additionally, Spender (2015) states that the most familiar theory of the firm “is of the firm as a 
rationally designed goal-seeking mechanism to transform inputs (factors of production) into 
outputs, goods and services” (p. 4), and much of knowledge management literature takes this 
theory of the firm conception for granted. 
7 There is no clear consensus on what value creation is (Lepak, Smith & Taylor, 2007; see also 
Grönroos & Ravald, 2011). In this study, value creation is seen as an activity in which both 
parties (the customer and the supplier) involved in the business engagement get benefits 
(Grönroos, 2011), and as an arrangement of resources that are needed to create value for the 
client (Osterwalder, 2004). 
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crucial issue that many organizations still miss a process that would allow them 

to come up with entirely new and viable business models (Osterwalder & 

Pigneur, 2013), and all too few companies understand their existing business 

model (i.e. how they attempt to create value for the customer) well enough 

(Johnson et al., 2008). This study adopts a view that in order to develop business 

and business models, knowledge sharing must take place in an organization. 

Spender (2015) argues that knowledge management’s “promise is to go beyond 

the limits of the scientific method to discuss aspects of managing that cannot be 

discussed within ‘management science’; most importantly, knowledge and value 

creation” (p. 8). 

This study views the business model concept from the viewpoint of knowledge 

management. In this study, the business model concept is used as a framework 

to study experts’ views of the business logics8 of their companies including the 

challenges of the business logics, and especially focusing on what kinds of 

knowledge sharing related issues the business model analysis of the business 

logic reveals. This is done because so far the study on business models has 

concentrated largely on the use of information technology in organizations, e-

business, innovation and technology management, and strategic issues (Zott, 

Amit & Massa, 2011), while the communicative approach, the knowledge 

sharing aspect, and the potentiality of the business model concept to assist in 

creating new knowledge have received much less attention in the academia.  

In order to share knowledge of different speciality areas or between the 

representatives of different organizational units, or even between organizations 

in a network context, mediating tools or concepts may be applied. Boundary 

object is a concept which was introduced by Star and Griesemer (1989) who 

studied how individuals could overcome the tension of divergent viewpoints by 

boundary objects, and how boundary objects may ease and speed up the 

interactive communication process in an organization. Boundary objects are 

artifacts or concepts which allow diverse groups to work together (Star, 2010). 

At first, the concept was used in social sciences and then applied to 

                                                             
8 Business logic is seen in this study as “a set of formal or informal statements about how 
business is done” (Wang & Wang, 2006, p. 184), i.e. it is the underlying logic of the business 
(Teece, 2010).  
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organizational research (Carlile, 2002), as the concept may provide a means to 

tackle the issue of shared understanding between individuals in organizations.  

Star and Griesemer (1989) described the boundary objects as objects that are 

“both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the constraints of the several 

parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common identity across 

sites” (p. 393). Hence, one may presume that boundary objects have divergent 

relevance in different professional groups but the structure of a boundary object 

can be common to more than one group. This makes the boundary object 

recognizable by means of interpretation and translation (Star & Griesemer, 

1989).  

Objects are usually delineated as the artefacts that a community or a person 

works with (Carlile, 2002). Such objects may be concrete like blueprints or 

documents, and they can carry explicit or implicit information. On the one hand, 

explicit information may be directly demonstrated as a blueprint, for instance. 

On the other hand, implicit information can be embedded in the boundary object. 

Boundary objects can be applied in communicating, coordinating and 

collaborating among individuals and communities (Fong, Valerdi & Srinivasan, 

2007).   

In this study, the concept of boundary object is considered from the viewpoints 

of knowledge sharing and business model. The business model concept is 

discussed as a boundary object between the researcher and various experts of 

organizations. Hence, business model functions as a methodological framework 

between the researcher and the interviewees in data generation.  

The objective of this study is to contribute theoretically to the business model 

concept by viewing it from an emerging point of view, namely the knowledge-

based view, and focusing especially on knowledge sharing. In addition, the aim 

is to understand how empirical analysis of business models may reveal 

developmental issues which relate to knowledge sharing in an organization, 

between organizational units, or between organizations.  
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1.2 Research design in brief 

This study bases on empirical case study9 approach in answering the research 

questions. This is carried out by studying business models of different companies 

in four different cases which represent various contexts. The cases are used to 

illustrate how the business model concept can be applied in various contexts and 

settings to not only describe the business logics of different firms or an industry 

but to address the potentiality of the business model concept in revealing 

knowledge sharing issues in divergent settings. The business model concept is 

used to reveal different experts’ views of the challenges in the business logic, 

and these challenges are further analysed from the viewpoint of boundary 

objects, too.  

The empirical cases differ from each other in terms of the maturity of the 

business and the industries they represent. The first case illustrates the business 

logic of a servitizing company which attempts to transform from manufacturing 

orientation to service orientation. Thus, the case demonstrates knowledge 

sharing between different functions in such an organization. Servitization of 

manufacturing companies has been a major theme in service research for a few 

decades (Neely, 2009). In their seminal paper on servitization, Vandermerwe 

and Rada (1988) argued that it is no longer valid for either industries or 

corporations to make simplistic distinctions between goods and services, 

because customers’ needs are often holistic by nature which in turn requires the 

provision of integrated bundles consisting of services and goods. Hence, 

servitization generally refers to the transition process of adding services into a 

goods-based offering, where the importance lies in the relationship between the 

firm and the customer (Vandermerwe & Rada, 1988). Since the late 80’s the 

discussion on servitization has increased dramatically10. However, the 

complexity of the actual transformation from manufacturing orientation to 

service and especially knowledge-intensive11 orientation and the required 

processes and tools needs much more attention than the previous research on 

service business provides (Oliva & Kallenberg, 2003). Usually, the 

transformation involves acquiring new knowledge and skills. The business 

                                                             
9 Basically, case study is a strategy of doing research (Yin, 1994). 
10 See e.g. a literature study by Turunen (2013). 
11 Knowledge intensity has several meanings, since researchers adopt various definitions of 
knowledge (Starbuck, 1992). 
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model concept has been used in many industries in recent years in order to 

describe the value creation logic of a specific branch of business (Chesbrough, 

2010; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). However, the empirical evidence about 

how the concept works as a means in the analysis of knowledge-intensive 

business service12 is still largely unexplored. 

The second case illustrates the business logic of a service company which 

attempts to transform towards knowledge-intensive offering. The case also deals 

with knowledge sharing of such a company. The third case demonstrates the 

business logic of an evolving industry, namely veterinary health care, and 

knowledge sharing in such an evolving industry.  

Service companies aim to widen their operations into new markets in order to 

attract new customers, accelerate growth rate, innovate, and form new 

partnerships (Daniels, 2010; Massini & Miozzo, 2010). Services often need to 

be adapted to foreign markets since they cannot simply be internationalized 

directly in the form in which they are produced in the domestic market. In a 

business-to-business context, such as knowledge-intensive business service, 

there is a need to understand the business of foreign customers and find means 

in the service provider organization to structure and collect the information 

available of the customers, and hence make it possible to provide feasible 

services to foreign customers. The fourth case illustrates how the business model 

concept can be used to understand the dynamics of a foreign target market of a 

knowledge-intensive firm13 attempting to establish operations in such a market 

in internationalization context. The fourth case also illustrates knowledge 

sharing challenges in such a context.  

1.3 Structure of the dissertation 

This study is organized as follows. First, I will review and evaluate the existing 

research of the themes of this study. The literature study aims at covering the 

                                                             
12 According to Toivonen (2004), knowledge-intensive business services (KIBS) are business 
services and knowledge-intensive services such as R&D services, technical consultancy, legal, IT 
services, financial and management consultancy, and marketing communications. 
13 This study adopts Starbuck’s (1992) view of a knowledge-intensive firm (KIF) where 
“exceptional expertise must make an important contribution. One should not label a firm as 
knowledge-intensive unless exceptional and valuable expertise dominates commonplace 
knowledge” (Starbuck, 1992, p. 716).  
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essential points of the field of research including firm from a viewpoint of 

knowledge-based view, knowledge management and knowledge sharing, 

boundary object as a part of knowledge sharing, and evolution of the business 

model research. The gaps between the known and unknown are applied as a 

foundation for drafting a theoretical framework and research questions and aims 

for this study. Thereafter, a research design for reaching the aims of the study is 

portrayed. Then, the findings of the empirical case studies carried out in this 

research are described. Lastly, the theoretical contribution of this dissertation is 

reflected and horizons for further research are opened.   
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2. Theoretical background  

In this chapter, I review and discuss the theoretical viewpoints and existing 

research of the themes involved with the topic of the dissertation, namely 

knowledge management, knowledge sharing, boundary objects, and business 

model and its connection to knowledge-based view. The aim of this chapter is to 

justify the objectives of this study and illustrate the existing knowledge of the 

subject. At first, I define what knowledge is as knowledge is a crucial concept 

embracing the other concepts of the study. Then, I trace out briefly knowledge 

management and its connection to the emerging theoretical approach, namely 

the knowledge-based view. Then, I discuss knowledge sharing in organizations 

and present one comprehensive approach to it, namely the boundary object. 

Thereafter, I shall cover the business model concept focusing mostly on the 

theoretical roots of the concept and an empirical representation of a business 

model. Finally, I summarize the literature review of this study.  

2.1 Knowledge 

Knowledge is said to be “an exceedingly challenging concept” (Spender, 2015, 

p. 4). Knowledge is often defined as a justified true belief which is organized 

and created by the flow of information (Nonaka, 1994). Knowledge involves the 

understanding of how something works (Nonaka & Teece, 2001). Information is 

a commodity capable of producing knowledge, and because knowledge calls for 

truth, information calls for it, too (Dretske, 1981). In addition, according to 

Nonaka and Teece (2001), information is data. In sum, information is a flow of 

messages, whereas knowledge is organized and created by the flow of 

information, and based on the beliefs and commitment of its possessor. This 

comprehension highlights a crucial view of knowledge which concerns human 

action (Nonaka, 1994). 
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Knowledge can be further divided to tacit and explicit knowledge (Polanyi, 

1967). Explicit knowledge is “knowledge about”, whereas tacit knowledge is 

connected with experience, “knowing how” (Grant, 1996). The crucial 

dissimilarities between these two forms can be found in three essential areas, 

namely codifiability and mechanisms for transfer, methods for acquisition and 

accumulation, and the potential to be aggregated and distributed (Lam, 2000). 

According to Nonaka (1994), tacit knowledge can be thought of as the know-

how that is acquired by personal experience. It cannot be readily communicated 

or applied without the individual who is the knower, and it is not thus easily 

codifiable (Ipe, 2003). Tacit knowledge is “tied to the senses, tactile experiences, 

movement skills, intuition, unarticulated mental models, or implicit rules of 

thumb” (Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009, p. 636). 

Tacit knowledge tends to be sticky by nature (von Hippel, 1994). von Hippel 

(1994) defines stickiness “as the incremental expenditure needed to transfer 

information in a form usable by a given information seeker” (p. 430). Explicit 

knowledge, again, may be readily codified, aggregated at one location, generated 

through logical deduction, and moved without the participation of the knowing 

subject (Lam, 2000). Explicit knowledge thus has an understandable utility over 

tacit knowledge in terms of its probability to be shared rather readily among 

people. In addition, it has a universal character, as it supports the capacity to act 

across contexts (Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009). Nevertheless, just since explicit 

knowledge can be readily transferred across settings and individuals, it is not 

feasible to suppose that it would be easy to share in organizations (Ipe, 2003). 

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) see the interaction of the tacit and the explicit types 

of knowledge essential in their famous approach of knowledge creation in 

organizations14. Thus, according to them, the roots of all knowledge are in the 

intuition of individuals. Their approach focuses on the transformation and 

communication of what is earlier known tacitly by employees and how this 

knowledge is shared between them and then converted to explicit knowledge in 

the whole organization. Thus, Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) see organizational 

knowledge as knowledge shared by individuals. In addition, different types of 

                                                             
14 Organizational knowledge creation “is the process of making available and amplifying 
knowledge created by individuals as well as crystallizing and connecting it to an organization’s 
knowledge system” (Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009, p. 635). 
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knowledge are appreciated dissimilarly within firms. These two characteristics 

of knowledge, explicitness and tacitness, and the importance attributed to 

knowledge have an essential impact on how knowledge is shared within firms 

(Ipe, 2003).  

2.2 Knowledge management 

Knowledge management generally refers to the management of knowledge-

related activities such as creation, capture, transformation and use of knowledge, 

and its role is to plan, implement, operate and monitor the knowledge-related 

activities needed for effective intellectual capital management (Wiig, 1997). 

Knowledge management has been one of the major topics in management 

research since the 1990s (Barney & Clark, 2007; see also Alavi, Kayworth & 

Leidner, 2005; Andreeva & Kianto, 2012; Carlile, 2002; Choo & Bontis, 2002; 

Conner & Prahalad, 1996; Demarest, 1997; Foss et al., 2010; Grant, 2002; 

Massingham, 2014; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Spender & Grant, 1996), and 

the idea of knowledge management has been said to be emerged only around 

twenty years ago (Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011). 

The importance of information and knowledge has been recognized and 

highlighted in both the academia and organizations. In the old economy which 

was based on production and products, the primary challenge inside the firm was 

to coordinate the tangible items produced by various employees (Nonaka & 

Teece, 2001). In the knowledge economy15, the challenge is to create, combine, 

and integrate the knowledge assets of different individuals (Nonaka & Teece, 

2001). As knowledge is regarded as the most crucial strategic resource in today’s 

firms, and if firms have to capitalize on the knowledge they have, they need to 

understand how knowledge is shared, used, and created within the firm (Ipe, 

2003; Teece, 2000).  

Knowledge management involves the selection of techniques and procedures 

applied to get the best from firm’s codified and tacit know-how, and managing 

knowledge assets is the crucial factor for creating competitive advantage (Teece, 

2000). From a practical point of view, knowledge management is said to really 

                                                             
15 Knowledge economy is defined “as production and services based on knowledge-intensive 
activities that contribute to an accelerated pace of technical and scientific advance, as well as 
rapid obsolescence” (Powell & Snellman, 2004, p. 199). 
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matter since it can significantly increase financial performance of the firm 

(Andreeva & Kianto, 2012). Overall, knowledge management is about managing 

the processes of knowing and learning towards organizational aims (Spender, 

2015). 

Interestingly, in spite of the vast existing theory on knowledge management, 

Alavi and Leidner (2001) stated in their popular article in the beginning of the 

new millennium that little empirical research had been conducted. During the 

past twenty years we have seen more and more empirical research on knowledge 

management. However, there are still substantial gaps in the body of knowledge 

in this field, and hence empirical research is strongly needed to further 

understand knowledge management in organizations (Andreeva & Kianto, 

2012). Especially the questions about how to create new knowledge and how to 

share knowledge are becoming more and more crucial when attempting to create 

competitive advantage in enterprises. Generally, research opportunities to 

advance the understanding of organizational knowledge creation are vast 

(Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009).  

It has been stated that there are no distinct borderlines or classification about 

knowledge management as a research stream (Baskerville & Dulipovici, 2006; 

Dalkir, 2011), and that there is disciplinary pluralism (Foss et al., 2010). 

According to Baskerville and Dulipovici (2006), knowledge management as a 

research field is building on theoretical foundations from multiple views such as 

strategic management, information economics, organizational behavior, 

organizational culture, organizational structure, quality management, artificial 

intelligence, and organizational performance16 measurement. The importance of 

firm specific knowledge as a foundation for the firm’s competitive advantage 

has been highlighted in the literature of strategic management (Argote & Ingram, 

2000). Thus, organizational strategy has been stated to have a significant impact 

on knowledge management (Zheng, Yang & McLean, 2010). However, 

knowledge management as a phenomenon is still unclear and a better 

                                                             
16 The definition of organizational performance is not unambiguous in the literature (Richard, 
Devinney, Yip & Johnson, 2009). Organizational performance consists of three areas of firm 
outcomes: financial performance, product market performance and shareholder return 
(Richard, Devinney, Yip & Johnson, 2009). 
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understanding of it could improve the development of it as a research stream 

(Massingham, 2014; see also Lönnqvist et al., 2008). 

The field of knowledge management has conventionally been ruled by 

information technology and technology-driven viewpoints and from the 

beginning of the 21st century people-oriented approaches (Gourlay, 2001; Ipe, 

2003; Andreeva & Kianto, 2012), even if the importance of individuals as 

possessors of knowledge is widely acknowledged. Literature in the field of 

knowledge management may be categorized into two groups. The first genre of 

literature focuses mainly on comprehending how information and 

communication technologies (ICT) may be used in enhancing the utilization of 

knowledge and information. The second genre of literature concentrates on 

managerial and behavioral viewpoints of knowledge management.  

Smedlund (2009) argues that academics in the knowledge management field 

forget from time to time how crucial the management of human-centered assets 

is. At the core of the people-oriented viewpoint is the conception that individuals 

in firms possess knowledge (Spender & Grant, 1996). According to this 

approach, the knowledge possessed by individuals should be transferred to the 

levels of groups and the firm as a whole in order that it would be applied to 

contribute to the aims of the firm (Nonaka, 1994). In sum, knowledge has to be 

shared within the organization even if companies evidently face major 

challenges in sharing knowledge internally (Haas & Hansen, 2007).  

According to von Krogh (1998), knowledge management refers to the 

management’s ability to identify and leverage all of the knowledge resources 

possessed by individuals and teams in an organization to assist the organization 

compete by turning these resources into value-creating activities. This value 

creation can be seen to begin on the level of individuals who make up the 

organization (Felin & Hesterly, 2007).  

Knowledge management manages what is known in the organization, that is, its 

knowledge resources. It also manages flows and enablers17 which are 

transferring knowledge around the organization and the systems that support this 

transfer. This concerns creating value from knowledge and delivering 

                                                             
17 Knowledge enablers are defined as “organizational mechanisms for intentionally developing 
knowledge in organizations” (Ichijo, von Krogh & Nonaka, 1998, p. 176). 
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performance improvement in terms of problem-solving, productivity, and 

embeddedness18 (Massingham, 2014). At bottom, knowledge management is 

about enhancing profit (Spender, 2015), and hence it is closely connected with 

value creation. 

As proposed by Andreeva and Kianto (2012), knowledge management can be 

conceptualized as the set of “management activities” (p. 620) which makes it 

possible for the organization to deliver value from its knowledge assets. From a 

practical point of view, knowledge management could be viewed as an 

organizational innovation covering important alterations in strategy and 

management practices (Marques & Simon, 2006).  

One of the key concepts in knowledge management literature is knowledge 

processes which lie between information and the firm's stream of revenue, its 

services and products (Grover & Davenport, 2001). In general, knowledge 

processes can be illustrated as three subprocesses, namely, knowledge 

generation, knowledge codification, and knowledge transfer (Grover & 

Davenport, 2001). Knowledge generation consists of the processes needed in the 

development and acquisition of knowledge. Knowledge codification comprises 

the conversion of knowledge into applicable and accessible forms. Knowledge 

transfer incorporates the movement of knowledge from its position of generation 

to the position of usage (Grover & Davenport, 2001). In addition, knowledge 

processes can consist of infrastructures, management activities or capabilities 

which aids and enhance the knowledge processes (Lee & Choi, 2003; see also 

Gold, Malhotra & Segars, 2001).  However, Nonaka and Toyama (2003) state 

that “we are still far from understanding the process in which an organization 

creates and utilizes knowledge” (p. 2). According to the literature study by Mäki 

(2008), the most usually cited and identified knowledge processes comprises of 

knowledge storing, knowledge acquisition, knowledge sharing and transfer, and 

knowledge creation. However, other dimensions are mentioned as well. For 

example, Bhatt, Gupta and Kitchens (2005) conceptualize the activities 

consisting knowledge management process as: knowledge maintenance, 

                                                             
18 The concept of embeddedness refers to how behavior and institutions are influenced by 
social relations (Granovetter, 1985). The concept can be used to analyze the nature of the 
knowledge of the firm from two viewpoints: the societal and organizational (Lam, 1998). 
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knowledge distribution, knowledge creation, and knowledge review and 

revision. 

A difference can be made between knowledge processes and “knowledge 

management practices” (Andreeva & Kianto, 2012, p. 619). The former refers 

to the knowledge processes that naturally occur in a firm (e.g. processes of 

creation, sharing, and distribution of knowledge (Alavi & Leidner, 2001)), and 

the latter ones to the management practices which promote the effective and 

efficient management of knowledge for organizational benefit (Andreeva & 

Kianto, 2012). Moreover, process knowledge can be defined “as contextual, 

experiential, value laden and insightful information about a process, including 

how it is configured, how it is coordinated, how it is executed, what outputs are 

desirable and what impacts it has on the organization” (Amaravadi & Lee, 2005, 

p. 69). This study adopts the process view of knowledge presented by Alavi and 

Leidner (2001) in which knowledge is seen as a process of applying expertize, 

and hence the focus of knowledge management is on knowledge flows and the 

process of creation and sharing of knowledge. This implies that knowledge 

sharing belongs to knowledge processes of an organization.  

The main challenge of any firm is to create new knowledge (i.e. solutions to 

problems, new products, or new business models) by integrating knowledge 

from various dissimilar sources. It has been said that the research of knowledge 

transfer is a crucial field of study that supports this expectation since the transfer 

of knowledge from one location to another is essential for the integration 

activities (Carlile & Rebentisch, 2003). However, knowledge is often preserved 

in an organization. Hence, there may be several different knowledge reservoirs19 

in an organization (Argote & Ingram, 2000). The framework of such knowledge 

reservoirs see that knowledge may be embedded in individuals, tools or 

technologies, organization’s tasks, networks, and in the combinations of these 

(Argote & Ingram, 2000). This perspective emphasizes that knowledge can be 

transferred by moving a knowledge reservoir from unit to another or by 

modifying a knowledge reservoir at the receiver’s site. According to this 

approach, knowledge is embedded in the three basic components of firms: 

representatives, tasks, and tools, and the several subnetworks created by 

                                                             
19 Knowledge reservoirs are repositories where knowledge is embedded in organizations 
(Argote & Ingram, 2000). 
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conjoining or crossing the rudimentary components (McGrath & Argote, 2000). 

Knowledge transfer happens when knowledge of one organizational unit 

influences other unit (Argote & Ingram, 2000).  

The axiom of knowledge management is that the organization can create and 

maintain competitive advantage by applying its knowledge resources through 

specific competencies and thus generating its own markets among the customers 

who pay for its products and services (Penrose, 1959; see also Conner & 

Prahalad, 1996; Grant, 1996; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). One of the established 

theories of the firm, namely the resource-based view, actually entails a 

knowledge-based perspective since it addresses performance differences 

between firms using asymmetries in knowledge (Conner & Prahalad, 1996). 

Next, I will discuss the similarities and differences between the resource-based 

view and the knowledge-based view which stems from the center of the former. 

2.3 The resource-based view of the firm 

The resource-based view of the firm (RBV) was initially promoted by Penrose 

(1959) who saw a firm as a collection of productive resources. She described 

that these different resources are further used for the purpose of producing and 

selling goods and services. Penrose elaborated that “a firm is more than an 

administrative unit; it is also a collection of productive resources the disposal 

of which between different uses and over time is determined by administrative 

decision” (Penrose, 1959, p. 24). Wernerfelt (1984) expanded the resource-based 

view in his seminal paper by introducing that the basic idea of the resource-based 

view is to analyze a firm preferably from the resource side instead of the product 

side. By a resource he meant anything which could be thought of as a strength 

or weakness of a given organization. These resources can be qualified as tangible 

or intangible assets which are tied semipermanently to the firm. Illustrations of 

resources are in-house knowledge or technology, brand names, employment of 

skilled personnel, efficient procedures etc. (Wernerfelt, 1984).  

In the same year as Wernerfelt (1984) published his paper on the resource-based 

view, another paper focusing on the resource-based view was published by 

Rumelt (1984). While Wernerfelt (1984) concentrated on establishing the 

possibility that firm performance dissimilarities might be generated in terms of 
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the resources that a firm possesses, Rumelt (1984) concentrated on defining a 

strategic theory of the firm in which entrepreneurship was seen as a province of 

those who have innovative business ideas and are already wealthy enough to 

indulge them. The third remarkable and seminal paper on the resource-based 

view was written by Barney (1986) in which it was proposed that it is 

conceivable to establish a theory of persistent superior firm performance based 

on the attributes of the resources an organization possess. The fourth early paper 

on the RBV was by Dierickx and Cool (1989) who described how the resources 

a firm already possess may enable those resources to generate economic benefits. 

These four papers outline the basic principles of the RBV. The papers propose 

that it is conceivable to generate a theory of persistent superior firm performance 

applying a firm’s resources as a unit of analysis.20  

The resource-based view proposed by Wernerfelt (1984) did not receive much 

attention in the 1980s (Wernerfelt, 1995). But in the early 90s it gained 

tremendous popularity in the academia. The RBV was further discussed and 

extended to different views like the organizational capabilities discourse which 

became famous through the paper by Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997). Teece et 

al. (1997) focused on the significance of the ability of organizations to generate 

new, dynamic, capabilities. In sum, the resource-based view presumes that firm 

competitiveness can be achieved through incomparable bundles of tangible and 

intangible assets that are valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable, and sustainable 

(Barney, 1991).  

2.4 The knowledge-based view of the firm 

The knowledge-based view of the firm (KBV) started to rise from the resource-

based view in the 1990s like Spender and Grant noted in 1996 “A decade ago we 

barely heard knowledge-oriented terms such as ‘tacit knowledge’, 

organizational ‘competence’ and ‘capability’, ’intangible assets’, and 

‘organizational learning’” (p. 5). In the 1990s, economic and organizational 

theorists both started to pay attention to the organization’s intangible assets, 

particularly the skills and knowledge of its members (Spender & Grant, 1996). 

Academics and practitioners started to see knowledge as a significant 

                                                             
20 Barney and Clark (2007) provide a detailed comparison of the views by Wernerfelt (1984), 
Rumelt (1984), Barney (1986), and Dierickx and Cool (1989).  
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organizational resource (Wang & Noe, 2010; see also Barney & Clark, 2007; 

Alavi & Leidner, 2001).  

The knowledge-based view differs from the resource-based view by assuming 

that the crucial input in production and main source of value is knowledge 

(Grant, 1996). However, a crucial point of the knowledge-based view is that the 

source of competitive advantage resides in the application of the knowledge 

instead the knowledge itself (Alavi & Leidner, 2001). The knowledge-based 

view presumes that the services provided by tangible resources are depended on 

how they are combined and used which is in turn a function of the organization’s 

know-how (i.e. knowledge) (Alavi & Leidner, 2001). Further, KBV postulates 

that firms exist since it is difficult to generate, transfer, and apply all the required 

types of knowledge via markets (Alavi & Denford, 2011).  

The resource-based view was modified by the idea that the strategic operations 

which position the company in a new way in the market require the firm to 

possess specific resources, competencies and capabilities. As stated by 

Eisenhardt and Santos (2002), KBV, in turn, offers several meaningful and 

empirically grounded insights into the multi-level social processes through 

which knowledge is transferred and integrated within and across firms. In spite 

of the diversity in terminology for organizational knowledge (capabilities, 

competencies, innovations, or routines), there is an increasing consensus that 

what the firm comes to know indicates its performance (Argote & Ingram, 2000). 

Thus, the key knowledge-based challenge a practitioner of a firm encounters is 

not only how to organize to exploit already developed knowledge or capability 

(Szulanski, 1996; see also Davenport et al., 1998), but moreover how to 

coordinate to powerfully generate knowledge and capability (Kogut & Zander, 

1992; Nickerson & Zenger, 2004).  

Adam Smith’s classic idea was that specialization is productive, and his focus 

was on the changes wrought in the individual worker (Demsetz, 1988). However, 

this idea creates the challenge of how the activities of cooperating experts could 

be organized. Demsetz (1988) states that even if knowledge can be learned more 

powerfully in a specialized way, its application to reach high living standards 

necessitates that an expert somehow applies the knowledge of other experts. 

Since knowledge-based resources are often hard to imitate and socially 



 

19 

complicated, the knowledge-based perspective of the organization assumes that 

these knowledge assets can produce long-term sustainable competitive 

advantage (Alavi & Leidner, 2001). As Spender (1996) reminds that if markets 

are assumed to be quite efficient and competitive advantage is expected to be not 

fully a consequence of asymmetric information on those markets these rent-

yielding capabilities have to stem from the organization if they are to be of value. 

If the roots of all tangible resources reside outside the organization, it is rather 

plausible to state that competitive advantage is more likely generated from the 

intangible knowledge, specific for the given organization. This knowledge may 

allow adding value to the incoming factors of production in a rather 

incomparable way (Spender, 1996). Hence, Spender (1996) argues that at the 

heart of a more epistemologically sound theory of the firm resides the 

organization’s knowledge, and its capability to generate knowledge. 

Grant (1997) divides the fundamental assumptions of the knowledge-based view 

to four characteristics of knowledge and the circumstances of its creation and 

application. First, knowledge is the overwhelmingly crucial productive resource 

in terms of its contribution to value added and its strategic management. Second, 

various types of knowledge differ in their transferability with the crucial 

distinction being between explicit and tacit knowledge. Third, individuals are 

the main actors of knowledge creation, and in the case of tacit knowledge, they 

are the principal repositories of knowledge. Fourth, most knowledge, especially 

explicit knowledge, is subject to economies of scale and scope (Grant, 1997). 

As Spender (1996) reminds, in the knowledge-based view, the stress is on the 

amplifying effect of the intangible knowledge21 that the organization’s members 

use in the organization’s value-adding processes, whereas in the resource-based 

view the stress is on the performance differentials between firms, and the firm is 

seen as a seeker of unique or otherwise costly to copy inputs (Conner, 1991). 

Spender (1996) states by using a concept of knowledge-based theory22 that this 

approach can yield insights the resource-based theories of the firm, since it 

                                                             
21 Intangible knowledge relates to the conception that knowledge assets of an organization are 
intangible (Nonaka & Teece, 2001). 
22 Knowledge-based theory, knowledge-based perspective, and knowledge-based view are 
sometimes used interchangeably in the literature of knowledge management. 
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provides a platform for a novel approach of the company as a dynamic and 

developing system of knowledge generation and application.  

The knowledge-based view has received some criticism (Felin & Hesterly, 2007; 

Foss, 1996; Kaplan, Schenkel, von Krogh & Weber, 2001; Williamson, 1999). 

It has been criticized for oversimplifying and misleadingly emphasizing the 

importance of tacit knowledge (Håkanson, 2010), or stated to be “a contested 

and unmapped terrain” (Kaplan et al., 2001, p. 4). However, despite the 

criticism, knowledge-based view is an appealing approach as it stresses 

specifically the interactions among individuals and teams for knowledge sharing 

and creation, and essentially the implications of such interactions for competitive 

advantage (Grant, 1996).  

It has been said that knowledge is challenging the previous rules of strategy and 

competition since the basis of industrialized economics has shifted from natural 

resources to intellectual assets (Lee & Choi, 2003). Hence, it can be stated that 

the knowledge-based view may create the most profound changes in 

management thinking since the scientific management revolution of the early 

decades of the 20th century (Grant, 1997). Additionally, Spender (1996) has 

noted that a substantial paradigm change was taking place in the research field 

of organizational studies as it had to respond to the shifts in the economy as a 

whole. Simultaneously the information age had begun to replace the industrial 

age. Since this change has taken place drastically in the 2000s, Spender’s 

described need for a new kind of knowledge-based theory that regards firms as 

enduring alliances between independent knowledge-creating unities, be they 

individuals, groups or other organizations, has taken place.  

2.5 Knowledge sharing in organizations 

It has been argued that the creation and transfer of knowledge are a foundation 

for competitive advantage in companies (Argote & Ingram, 2000). The modern 

enterprise depends on timely and effective flows of knowledge, and knowledge 

exists at multiple levels within organizations (Ipe, 2003). Knowledge can be 

divided into different levels like individual, group and organizational (De Long 

& Fahey, 2000), and departments and divisions (Roos & von Krogh, 1992). Even 

if individual members of an organization constitute just one level at which 
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knowledge resides within an organization, the sharing of individual knowledge 

is imperative to the creation, diffusion, and management of knowledge at all the 

other levels within an organization (Ipe, 2003).  

The most usual label applied to delineate the movement of knowledge in 

organizations is knowledge transfer (Carlile, 2004). The process of knowledge 

transfer aims at moving knowledge to a location where it is required and where 

it may be applied (Alavi & Denford, 2011; Nissen, 2002). Knowledge transfer 

happens when knowledge is disseminated from the individual to others (Roberts, 

2000). This transfer can take place concretely when a unit communicates with 

another unit about a method that it has discovered to ameliorate operations, for 

instance (Argote & Ingram, 2000).  Knowledge sharing is thus a process in which 

individuals mutually exchange their tacit and explicit knowledge and together 

create new knowledge (van der Hooff & de Ridder, 2004). 

Usually, the words sharing and transfer are used as synonyms. The words have 

a bit different meaning. Transfer refers more to the technical standpoints of 

knowledge to be transferred from a specific point to other location. 

Correspondingly, sharing accentuates rather the interplay between the receiver 

and the source (Oshri, Pan & Newell, 2005). Ipe (2003) separates knowledge 

sharing and transfer by stating that knowledge sharing happens more likely 

between individuals while knowledge transfer describes how knowledge moves 

between bigger entities within organizations, such as between divisions or 

departments. According to Alavi and Leidner (2001), a major issue concerning 

knowledge transfer is to at what extent knowledge transfer is cumulated in an 

organization as an output of using information technology to the knowledge 

management initiative. In comparison, Serban and Luan (2002) argue that 

knowledge sharing aims at aggregating the tacit knowledge of individuals.  

The words transfer and sharing can be used as synonyms. However, this study 

adopts the definition of knowledge sharing by Bartol and Srivastava (2002) who 

define knowledge sharing “as individuals sharing organizationally relevant 

information, ideas, suggestions, and expertise with one another. The knowledge 

shared by individuals could be explicit as well as tacit” (p. 65).  

The process of knowledge transfer can be considered from several standpoints. 

These consist of knowledge transfer between groups of people or individuals 



 

22 

(Nonaka, 1994), between organizations (Grant & Baden-Fuller, 2004), applied 

practices and tools (Swan, Newell, Scarbrough & Hislop, 1999), and the mode 

of knowledge that will be transferred (Cummings & Teng, 2003). These 

perspectives have at least one commonality, namely they attempt to delineate 

and account for why knowledge transfer succeeds or fails. However, the basic 

assumption of knowledge sharing is that when it happens between employees 

and within and across groups it enables firms to capitalize and exploit on 

knowledge-based resources (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2005). Nevertheless, more 

knowledge sharing does not necessary indicate better performance (Haas & 

Hansen, 2007). 

Basically, knowledge sharing is the act of making knowledge available to others 

within the organization (Ipe, 2003). Knowledge sharing between individuals is 

the process by which knowledge possessed by a member of an organization is 

converted into a form that may be comprehended, adopted, and applied by other 

members (Ipe, 2003). As noted by Ipe (2003), the term sharing indicates that the 

process of presenting individual knowledge in form that may be applied by 

others requires some conscious action on the part of the person who holds the 

knowledge. Knowledge sharing is essential since it provides a connection 

between the level of the individual knowledge possessors, where knowledge lies, 

and the level of the firm, where knowledge attains its economic and competitive 

value (Hendriks, 1999). In addition, specialization raises the effectiveness of 

knowledge storage and creation, but it thus causes the urge for integration once 

knowledge is applied to production, and integrating a vast range of divergent 

knowledge bases portrays a tremendous organizational task (Grant, 2002). Thus, 

organizational units usually represent divergent stocks of expertise and 

knowledge, and insufficient overlap between the knowledge source and recipient 

makes cross-unit transfer challenging (Tortoriello, Reagans & McEvily, 2012). 

As stated, knowledge within the organization may lie at the level of the 

individual, or be shared among other representatives of the organization. 

Individual knowledge is that part of the organization’s knowledge which resides 

in the brains and bodily expertize of the individual (Lam, 2000). Collective 

knowledge is connected with the ways in which knowledge is distributed and 

shared among members of the firm. It is the accumulated knowledge of the 

organization stored in its procedures, rules, shared norms, and routines which 
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influence the problem-solving activities and patterns of interaction between its 

representatives (Lam, 2000). Literature of organizational learning also promotes 

the conception that knowledge in firms lies within individuals as Simon (1991) 

has stated that “all learning takes place inside individual human heads” (p. 125). 

2.5.1 Knowledge sharing – views to the existing research 

Knowledge sharing appeared as a rather practice-influenced research area of 

inquiry, and the studies in this area are not even yet highly normative (Foss et 

al., 2010). The roots of the research of knowledge sharing have been said to be 

in different literatures. Cummings (2003) divided the roots to technology 

transfer, innovation, strategic management, and organizational learning 

literature. Respectively, in their wide literature review on knowledge sharing, 

Wang and Noe (2010) found that studies on knowledge sharing have drawn upon 

most commonly from the theory of reasoned action, social capital, social 

exchange theory, and network theories. However, several other theories have 

been applied in studies on knowledge sharing. Hence, it can be stated that 

research on knowledge sharing has drawn upon a wide range of theories (Wang 

& Noe, 2010). Of course, this is not necessarily a shortcoming. Instead, a wide 

theoretical basis can provide a diverse view to knowledge sharing.  

As stated, transfer and sharing of knowledge have been discussed a lot in the 

knowledge management literature. Foss et al. (2010) reviewed articles published 

between 1996 and 2006 in 13 top-tier management periodicals with the 

keywords knowledge sharing, knowledge exchange, and knowledge transfer, and 

found 100 articles. Interestingly, the review revealed that academics in the 

knowledge sharing field prefer macro (organizational) level approaches over 

micro (individual) level analyses.   

Haas and Hansen (2007) state that knowledge sharing has been conceptualized 

as consisting of two distinct modes of transferring knowledge across subunits in 

an organization. The first is through direct contact between members of an 

organization when an individual advises another about how to carry out a 

particular job. The second mode to acquire knowledge is from written documents 

which may be available in electronic or paper format (Haas & Hansen, 2007).  

Knowledge sharing may take place not only within an organization, but between 

organizations, too. Boh, Ren, Kiesler, and Bussjaeger (2007) state that 
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organizational units which are geographically dispersed may face barriers to 

collaboration across sites, and this in turn creates coordination problems.  

Knowledge sharing and knowledge creation are essentially interrelated. 

Knowledge sharing can be treated as a focal antecedent to knowledge creation 

(Tsai, 2001). The famous SECI23 model of knowledge creation by Nonaka and 

Takeuchi (1995) is about continuous conversion of tacit and explicit knowledge. 

According to Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), knowledge is created through the 

interaction between individuals at several levels in the organization, and unless 

individual knowledge is shared with other individuals and groups, the 

knowledge is likely to have restricted impact on organizational effectiveness. 

This is related to the competitive advantage gained through knowledge sharing 

and creation, since in order to gain competitive advantage resources regenerated 

or made useful inside the firm should be stressed instead of the resources 

acquired from outside the firm (Argote & Ingram, 2000). Hence, knowledge 

sharing and knowledge creation are deeply connected. Knowledge is created 

through interaction and collaboration when the different knowledge types are 

shared and converted (Nonaka, 1994). 

Rather recently, knowledge management has been approached from a 

perspective of knowledge governance which is characterized as a distinctive, 

emerging approach that focuses on how the deployment of governance 

mechanisms influences knowledge processes such as sharing, retaining and 

creating knowledge (Foss, 2007; Foss et al., 2010). Knowledge governance is 

identified as “organizational design exercises aimed at influencing knowledge 

processes in value-creating directions” (Foss et al, 2010, p. 457). However, this 

approach calls for more research from the knowledge management perspective 

(Foss et al., 2010; see also Andreeva & Kianto, 2012). 

Knowledge sharing has been studied from the perspective of organizational 

communication (van den Hooff & de Ridder, 2004). Organizational 

communication refers to the application of different instruments for 

communication and to the communication climate of the organization (van den 

Hooff & de Ridder, 2004). It has been stated that organizations that facilitate 

                                                             
23 SECI comes from the words socialization, externalization, combination, and internalization 
(Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). 
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communication processes may presume higher levels of and higher quality 

knowledge sharing (Witherspoon, Bergner, Cockrell & Stone, 2013).   

Individual-level research on knowledge sharing has been studied widely by Ipe 

(2003) and Nonaka (1994). Wang and Noe (2010) found out that individual-level 

research on knowledge sharing can be classified to “organizational context, 

interpersonal and team characteristics, cultural characteristics, individual 

characteristics, and motivational factors” (p. 116). Studies where the 

organizational context approach is applied focus, for example, on organizational 

culture and climate. Example of this is the study by De Long and Fahey (2000) 

who found how the advantages of a new technology infrastructure may prove to 

be limited if long-standing organizational practices and values do not support 

knowledge sharing across units in an organization. According to Wang and Noe 

(2010), trust has attracted the most research attention what comes to cultural 

dimensions of knowledge sharing. Face-to-face presence and the social 

interaction involved make it possible to share skills and establish mutual 

understanding and trust (Roberts, 2000). Ipe (2003) argues that culture of the 

work organization is the most critical factor which influences knowledge sharing 

in organizations. 

According to Wang and Noe (2010), just a couple of studies have examined a 

limited amount of team characteristics and processes in relation to knowledge 

sharing. The findings from these inquiries propose that processes and team 

characteristics affect knowledge sharing within team representatives. An 

illustration of such a research is the study by Parke, Campbell and Bartol (2014) 

in which it was examined how virtual teams can be designed in order to promote 

effective sharing of knowledge expertise. Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1999) have 

also studied the challenges of creating and maintaining trust in a global virtual 

team from organizational trust and team perspectives. 

Cultural characteristics of knowledge sharing are reflected in multinational 

organizations and international subsidiaries, and language differences are said to 

possibly create knowledge blocks, and cross-cultural differences are stated to 

possibly account for the direction of knowledge flows (Ford & Chan, 2003). In 

order to overcome such problems in knowledge sharing, Siemens’ globally 

spread subsidiaries adapted a reward system which would adjust to local income 
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levels (Voelpel et al., 2005). This kind of adaptation is essential, since 

knowledge sharing practices usually seem to fail as firms aim to adjust their 

organizational culture to fit their knowledge management or knowledge sharing 

aims and strategy instead of implementing them so that they fit their culture 

(Riege, 2005). 

Individual characteristics stresses the individual traits and habits which 

influence knowledge sharing. It has been pointed out that just a scarce amount 

of studies have empirically investigated the role of individual personality or 

dispositions in knowledge sharing (Wang & Noe, 2010; see also Foss et al., 

2010; Wang et al., 2014). On individual level, knowledge sharing may fail due 

to factors such as lacking communication skills, overemphasis of position 

statuses, and a lack of trust and time (Riege, 2005). Also, major barriers to 

knowledge sharing within an organization can be factors like receiver’s lack of 

absorptive capacity, causal ambiguity, and a trying relationship between the 

source and the receiver (Szulanski, 1996). 

According to the literature review by Wang and Noe (2010), motivational factors 

in knowledge sharing can consist of beliefs of knowledge ownership, perceived 

benefits and costs, interpersonal trust and justice, and individual attitudes. Even 

if trust is rather elusive concept, it is very crucial for the effective operation of 

knowledge-based economy, because the market exchange of knowledge may 

bring a tremendous risk (Roberts, 2000). In the case of knowledge sharing trough 

informal interactions, a crucial enabling issue is said to be trust between the 

individual and the organization (Bartol & Srivastava, 2002). The role of 

organizational reward systems (Bartol & Srivastava, 2002) has been one 

approach to study knowledge sharing from the perspective of motivation. This 

approach proposes that rewards are significant for mechanisms of knowledge 

sharing (Bartol & Srivastava, 2002).  

2.5.2 Technology and human oriented approaches in knowledge sharing 

Knowledge sharing has been studied from both human dimension and more 

technical viewpoints, and in the process of knowledge transfer a vital role is also 

ascribed to information and telecommunications systems (Bolisani & Scarso, 

1999). The latter approach emphasizes the importance of different technological 

tools (e.g. Lotus Notes, Intranet, Wiki etc.) that can assist in knowledge sharing. 
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Due to the proliferation of cheap decentralized computational power, the 

collection, collation, storage, and diffusion of data enables novel information 

and from this novel knowledge (Roberts, 2000). Information communication 

technologies (ICT) assist knowledge sharing by enabling various 

communication channels in the firm (Davenport et al., 1998). Thus, ICT makes 

it possible to efficiently and effectively manage organizational knowledge. In 

addition, it has been stated that the trend is toward knowledge management by 

social software (von Krogh, 2012). One emerging technology for knowledge 

sharing is social media. Social media comprises of tools which allow open online 

exchange of information through interaction and conversation (Yates & Paquete, 

2011). Such technologies are social networking sites, blogs, micro-blogging, 

wikis, and social bookmarking (Panahi, Watson & Partridge, 2013).  

A range of information technology tools applied to transfer information and 

enhance the exchange of knowledge is summarized in short in the Table 1. 

Technologies and tools for knowledge sharing in social media is not included in 

the Table 1 as research on social media as a means for knowledge sharing is still 

recent, and it has been even stated that there is a lack of academic research 

studying the contributions in that field, especially what comes to tacit knowledge 

(Panahi, Watson & Partridge, 2013). 

Table 1. Examples of ICT services enabling information and knowledge 

transfer, edited from Roberts (2000, p. 435). 

ICT Services Comments 
E-mail For day-to-day project communication and the transfer of documents. 
Voice mail Asynchronous audio communication. 
Teleconferencing Telephone discussions between more than two people.  
Videoconferences Group meeting among geographically spread individuals.  
CAD and CAM For the mediation of specifications from design to manufacturing. 
Information 
databases 

For common access to project data. 

Groupware Includes a range of facilities listed above and lots of others (e.g. Lotus 
Notes). 

 

Even if such ICT tools may prove to be very helpful in sharing knowledge 

(Bolisani & Scarso, 1999), they should not be the only focus of interest since 

organizational, interpersonal, and individual characteristics have an impact on 

knowledge sharing (Carter & Scarbrough, 2001; Voelpel, Dous & Davenport, 

2005), and especially the sharing of tacit knowledge (Roberts, 2000). Like 
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Spender (2015) states “If we presume people are as rational as computer systems 

we have no problem getting them working together, no need for the term 

knowledge, and no KM project to be discussed – it is all about IT” (p. 10). It has 

been even stated that there is no consensus whether IT can facilitate tacit 

knowledge sharing even if the use and optimization of IT is argued to be crucial 

in facilitating tacit knowledge sharing in the new business models of the 

information age (Panahi, Watson & Partridge, 2013). ICT may assist in 

transferring and creating different types of knowledge as presented by Bolisani 

and Scarso’s (1999) case study about correlations between different kinds of 

knowledge exchange and ICT applications in Italian companies. Their study 

indicates that the process of knowledge exchange calls for knowledge 

conversion between explicit and tacit knowledge. It is important to notice that 

information systems represent a crucial support function without which most 

knowledge sharing practices could be not so efficient and applications not so 

timely (Riege, 2005). 

ICTs alone may fail to capture holistically the conditions needed to share tacit 

knowledge successfully. For example, two persons on other sides of the Earth 

may read the same codified knowledge embedded in a printout delivered to them 

simultaneously through e-mail, but these persons may not share tacit knowledge 

effectively, if they do not share a common social and cultural context. Generally, 

ICTs may be better applied to the transfer of extremely codified and standardized 

knowledge than the transfer of tacit knowledge (Roberts, 2000). 

On the contrary to the technological approach, knowledge sharing can be studied 

focusing on individual-level (i.e. micro-level) knowledge sharing. Hence, the 

focus is on how organizational, team, and individual characteristics (including 

human interaction) affect this sort of knowledge sharing. Sharing necessitates a 

conscious act by an individual who takes part in the knowledge exchange even 

if it is not mandatory to do so (Ipe, 2003). Ipe (2003) mentions in her model of 

knowledge sharing between individuals in organizations four interconnected 

major issues which influence knowledge sharing between individuals in 

organizations: opportunities to share, motivation to share, the culture of the work 

environment, and the nature of knowledge. As Bartol and Srivastava (2002) 

state, sharing knowledge, whether explicit or tacit, calls for input on the part of 

the person doing the sharing. However, it has been said that even up today only 
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minority of inquiries have empirically considered how individual characteristics 

influence knowledge sharing (Wang, Noe & Wang, 2014). 

Cohen and Levinthal (1990) suggested that interactions between individuals who 

hold divergent and dissimilar knowledge heighten the ability of the organization 

to innovate far beyond what any single member of the organization could. An 

organization’s ability to leverage its knowledge in an efficient manner is 

crucially dependent on its personnel who as a matter of fact create, share, and 

apply the knowledge. Thus, leveraging knowledge is just enabled once 

organizational members can share the knowledge they possess and build on the 

knowledge of others (Ipe, 2003).  

2.5.3 Summary of the literature on knowledge sharing  

In practice, problems in knowledge sharing have proved to be crucial barriers 

for efficient knowledge management (Hendriks, 1999; see also Andreeva & 

Kianto, 2012). Moreover, it has been stated that studies which would provide 

empirical evidence about the complicated dynamics that take place in processes 

related to knowledge sharing are still rather recent (Ipe, 2003), and hence there 

is to this day a lack of empirical studies showing an actual connection between 

knowledge management and organizational performance (Andreeva & Kianto, 

2012). Additionally, it has been argued that the role of ICT in tacit knowledge 

sharing is still uncertain (Panahi, Watson & Partridge, 2013). 

Generally, as pointed out earlier, there is lots of existing research on knowledge 

sharing. As represented above, the research can be roughly divided to two 

categories, namely individual-level knowledge sharing (micro-level) and firm-

level knowledge sharing (macro-level). Technological tools may assist in both 

fields of knowledge sharing, even if the shortcomings of such tools are 

substantially crucial in the case of tacit knowledge transfer as pointed out by 

Roberts (2000). 

Even if lots of literature exists on why managing knowledge is crucial to firms, 

there is not that much literature on how knowledge could be managed. This 

concerns especially the processes which can be used to identify, share, and apply 

knowledge within firms. In order to increase the likelihood of knowledge sharing 

of employees, practitioners and scholars should focus on discovering tools that 



 

30 

improve knowledge sharing within organizations (Bartol & Srivastava, 2002). 

However, knowledge sharing between organizations is needed, too. This is 

especially crucial for firms which are geographically dispersed (Boh et al., 2007) 

and networked.    

Ipe (2003) states that nature of knowledge is complicated and differs across 

various functions and levels in the firm. If a firm attempts to successfully manage 

its knowledge, a shared understanding of how knowledge is constituted across 

the firm is needed. In addition, employees representing various organizational 

tasks, levels, and functions perceive knowledge differently. Thus, the 

dissimilarities about how knowledge is identified and valued have an influence 

on how employees share knowledge (Ipe, 2003). Hence, the successful transfer 

of knowledge between organizational units is crucial for organizational 

processes and performance results (Tortoriello et al., 2012). In addition, people 

may use their capability to create value by transferring and converting 

knowledge externally from or internally to their organization (Sveiby, 2001). 

Table 2 illustrates the different theoretical approaches to knowledge sharing 

research. 

Table 2. Summary of different research areas in knowledge sharing. 

Focus of the research Reference 
Social networks Hansen, 1999; 2002 
Creation of new knowledge Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 

1995 
Communication van den Hooff & de Ridder, 2004; Witherspoon, 

Bergner, Cockrell & Stone, 2013   
Integration of specialists’ knowledge Carlile & Rebentisch, 2003 
Knowledge reservoirs Argote & Ingram, 2000; McGrath & Argote, 2000 
Practices promoting knowledge transfer Oshri, Pan & Newell, 2005 
Knowledge transfer between groups or 
individuals 

Nonaka, 1994 

Knowledge transfer between 
organizations 

Grant & Baden-Fuller, 2004 

Factors influencing knowledge sharing 
between individuals 

Ipe, 2003 

Knowledge sharing in network context Tortoriello et al., 2012 
Knowledge governance Foss 2007; Foss et al., 2010 
Organizational context De Long & Fahey, 2000 
Team characteristics Parke et al., 2014 
Cultural characteristics Ford & Chan, 2003; Voelpel et al., 2005; Riege, 

2005 
Individual characteristics Wang et al., 2014 
Motivational factors Bartol & Srivastava, 2002 
ICT Bolisani & Scarso, 1999; Davenport et al., 1998 
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Demarest (1997) reminds that effective management of any organization’s 

performance is anchored to a shared conception of how value is created, 

maintained and distributed within the organization, and a set of processes and 

systems that support and assist channel the organization’s value creating 

activities. As interest in knowledge management increases, there is an urge for 

empirical evidence regarding what kinds of knowledge management tools can 

be applied in knowledge management (Massingham, 2014). Demarest (1997) 

points out that a typical knowledge management problem for a company is that 

there is no commonly-held model for knowledge creation and dissemination 

within the company, and no processes or systems which focus on fostering these 

activities. This study attempts to tackle this challenge by focusing on how the 

concept of business model may assist in generating a comprehensive notion of 

the value creation and business logic of an organization from the viewpoint of 

knowledge management. Next, the concept of boundary object will be discussed 

focusing especially on its role as a possible vehicle in knowledge sharing related 

to the value creation of the firm. 

2.6 Boundary object 

According to the knowledge-based view of the firm, integrating different sources 

of expertise requires overcoming obstacles associated with knowledge 

embeddedness and tacitness (Levina & Vaast, 2005). The concept of boundary 

object (Star & Griesemer, 1989) provides a means to tackle the issue of shared 

understanding. Boundary objects are artifacts of practice that are shared and 

agreed between communities, yet “satisfy the informational requirements of 

each of them” (Star & Griesemer, 1989, p. 209). From the perspective of 

knowledge management, the focus in boundary object research lies in the 

efficiency of sharing and assessing knowledge across boundaries (Carlile, 2004), 

and hence research on boundary objects represents an important field of inquiry 

related to knowledge sharing. Generally, boundary objects can serve as 

coordinators of standpoints of several constituencies for a given aim, and hence 

heighten both social interaction and create shared understanding (Koskinen, 

2005). 

Boundary objects were originally proposed by Star and Griesemer (1989) who 

used them to describe the scientific objects that both inhabit several intersecting 
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social worlds and satisfy the knowledge requirements of each of them. Hence, 

boundary objects are defined as being plastic, since they are interpreted and used 

differently in different communities (Star & Griesemer, 1989). They are robust 

at the same time, because they maintain a recognizable identity which allows 

translation across social worlds (Star & Griesemer, 1989). Since the seminal 

article by Star and Griesemer (1989), boundary objects have gained the attention 

of scholars from diverse fields. Even though the roots of the boundary object 

concept are in the sociology of science (Star, 2010), the concept is receiving 

increasing attention in management literature (Iorio & Taylor, 2014; Sapsed & 

Salter, 2004). The major interest to the concept comes from the increasing 

theoretical and practical focus on how organizations may manage, organize, and 

integrate knowledge (Bechky, 2003). 

Usually, boundary represents something like edge or periphery (Star, 2010). 

However, Star (2010) uses it to mean a shared space. Commonly, as defined by 

Star (2010), an object is a thing, a material entity composed of more or less well-

structured element. In the term boundary object, Star (2010) uses the term object 

in both its computer science and pragmatist senses, as well as in the material 

sense. This means that an “object is something people (or, in computer science, 

other objects and programs) act toward and with. Its materiality derives from 

action, not from a sense of prefabricated stuff or ‘‘thing’’-ness” (Star, 2010, p. 

603).  

The term object does not necessarily indicate only concrete, tangible objects, but 

also abstract and intangible ones (e.g. jargon and metaphors, Koskinen, 2005) 

which allow different groups to understand and share knowledge of an issue in 

similar terms. They provide a locus for communication and coordination 

(Yakura, 2002). Objects are artifacts (e.g. blueprints, parts, tools, and machines) 

that individuals work with, create, measure, or manipulate (Carlile, 2002). Such 

objects can contain information, too, and this information may be implicit or 

explicit. It is possible to represent explicit information as a blueprint, for 

example.  

Leonard-Barton (2005) states that most innovation takes place at the boundaries 

between disciplines or specializations. Hence, working across boundaries is an 

essential ingredient of competitive advantage (Carlile, 2004), even if it has 
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proved to be difficult (Carlile, 2002; Dougherty, 1992). Even in some cases 

entire organizations can serve as boundary objects when attempting to solve 

problems by providing the opportunity and incentives for the creation and use of 

boundary objects, and by involving the involvement of representatives from both 

sides of the boundary (Guston, 2001).  

Star (2010) clarifies that her initial framing of the boundary object concept in the 

late 1980s was motivated by a wish to analyze the nature of cooperative work in 

the absence of consensus. As Star (2010) refines the concept of boundary object 

in 2010, she expresses that it may be difficult to define what is not a boundary 

object. For example, a bike may be a boundary object, but only when it is applied 

between groups when they act toward something. Hence, it is not surprising that 

as a concept, boundary object is stated to lack a definite definition (Wilson & 

Herndl, 2007).    

Star (2010) emphasizes that the concept of boundary object is most beneficial at 

the organizational level. Boundary objects have differing meanings in dissimilar 

professional groups, but the structures of boundary objects may be common to 

one or several groups. This makes them recognizable by interpretation and 

translation.  

2.6.1 Research on boundary objects 

Next, I will present illustrations of boundary objects found in the existing 

research. Generally, articles on boundary objects review how artifacts and tools 

span work boundaries within organizations.  

Several illustrations of boundary objects exist in the literature. Brown and 

Duguid (2001) describe that such things as shared documents, tools, business 

processes, objectives, and schedules not only provide means to coordinate, but 

to perceive and indicate shifts in a practice of a community. The boundary object 

concept has been used when researching accounting packages and tools that 

support change processes (Briers & Chua, 2001). The concept has also been 

applied to serve as an organizational memory (Ackerman & Halverson, 1999; 

Cacciatori, 2008). Thus, it has been applied in project management (Yakura, 

2002), and in new product development (Carlile, 2002; 2004). Common to these 
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different studies on boundary objects is that boundary objects function as 

mediators in expressing interpretations between different actors.  

Moreover, it has been stated that boundary objects can be used in order to 

generate and maintain hegemonies within communities and to achieve authority 

over other intersecting groups of people (Huvila, 2011). Boundary objects have 

been studied as tools to mediate conflict in culturally-diverse, distributed 

networks (Iorio & Taylor, 2014). Their role in complex project contract 

negotiations (Koskinen & Mäkinen, 2009) have been studied, too. In addition, 

they have been understood as rhetorical constructs that can improve cooperation 

and communication among the divergent representatives of heterogeneous 

working groups (Wilson & Herndl, 2007). It has been suggested that artifacts 

(i.e. boundary objects) may serve to establish and destabilize protocols and push 

boundaries rather than merely sailing across them (Lee, 2007).  

It is not always straightforward to convey definite and shared boundary objects 

as their development necessitates actors to see themselves not as all-knowing 

specialists, but rather as reflective practitioners (Lee-Kelley & Blackman, 2012). 

Carlile (2002) states that an object or method that performed well as a boundary 

object in one context may prove to be a boundary obstruction when applied in 

other context. However, a successful choice of boundary object allows a diverse 

group of individuals to develop a shared understanding of concepts and ideas, 

and hence enable communication of common meaning and interpretation (Lee-

Kelley & Blackman, 2012). 

Studies have identified not only diverse types of boundary objects, but their 

properties as well, including modularity, abstraction, accommodation, and 

standardization (Pawlowski & Robey, 2004; Star & Griesemer, 1989). 

Academics have proposed that effective boundary objects are those which are 

tangible (Cacciatori, 2003), and concrete (Bechky, 2003; Carlile, 2002; 

Henderson, 1991). 

Visualization as a theme recurs in the studies of boundary objects. Henderson 

(1991) stressed the flexibility of visualization by illustrating how sketches can 

be used to foster communication of design engineers. Henderson (1991) 

expresses that the visual representations assist in coordinating distributed 
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cognition because they allow for the manipulation of tacit knowledge between 

individuals. 

Boundary objects are applied in the studies of communities of practice (Brown 

& Duguid, 2001; Wenger, 2000). Comprehension, sense making, and knowledge 

is shared across a community of practice. More precisely, there is a shared 

comprehension of what the community does, how activities should be carried 

out, and how this comprehension is linked with another community and its 

practices (Fong, Valerdi & Srinivasan, 2007). Based on the approach of 

communities of practice, objects may be labelled as boundary objects if they will 

be applied at the boundary of dissimilar communities of practice in order to share 

and disseminate information and knowledge. These communities produce a 

shared compilation of communal resources like routines, language, tools, and 

artifacts (Wenger, 2000). It has been stated that a same world view can be 

developed by a community of practice (Brown & Duguid, 2001).  

The use and design of boundary objects are specifically crucial in cooperation 

between communities that are geographically separated (Iorio & Taylor, 2014). 

Boundary objects can enhance understanding of the context where these artifacts 

are going to be applied, and hence boundary objects can be crucial for an 

integrator who attempts to bring different systems together (Fong et al., 2007). 

However, as stated by Bechky (2003) there is not much discourse in the studies 

about the interplay between separate communities and the challenges of sharing 

knowledge across boundaries and reaching a synthesis.   

Boundary objects can be regarded as temporal artifacts (Cacciatori, 2008; 

Yakura, 2002). Yakura (2002) argues that timelines which are applied in project 

management can serve as temporal boundary objects that make time tangible and 

negotiable through visualization for several groups of attendants. Yakura (2002) 

sees that the narrative quality of timelines distinguishes them as temporal 

boundary objects.  

The concept of boundary object has been used in the discourse on organizational 

decision support systems (King & Star, 1990). King and Star (1990) argue that 

a principle goal of organizational decision support systems should be the creation 

of boundary objects that heighten attendant understanding of what standpoints 

other attendants possess, and why they possess them.  
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The boundary object concept has been applied in sustainability science in which 

resilience24 has been seen as a boundary object, and the resilience conceived as 

a boundary object should be designed in a manner to foster interdisciplinary 

scientific work (Brand & Jax, 2007). In the boundary object literature, resilience 

has been referred to as a boundary object that can be used to facilitate 

communication and understanding across disciplines (Baggio, Brown & 

Hellebrandt, 2015).  

Program management tools and processes have been studied as boundary objects 

in the case study by Sapsed and Salter (2004). Their study indicated that a lack 

of face-to-face meetings can be a significant issue in the lapsing of the program 

management tools as boundary objects. Bechky (2003) demonstrated through 

ethnographic study how boundary objects are applied in organizational learning 

and problem solving in the diverse work contexts of engineers, technicians, and 

assemblers. Spee and Jarzabkowski (2009) have viewed boundary objects as 

strategy tools, and hence incorporate the concept of boundary object into the 

strategy literature. They conceptualize strategy tools as boundary objects that 

can make possible or constrain interplay about strategy across intra-

organizational boundaries. According to Spee and Jarzabkowski (2009), the 

literature about boundary objects assists in explaining why strategy tools can be 

applied dissimilarly in divergent situations and why straightforward and 

adaptable tools are appreciated by business developers. The boundary object 

concept enables to shift the examination to the events that take place when 

strategy practitioners apply strategy tools in interplay across organizational 

levels (Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2009). 

Levina and Vaast (2005) distinguish between designated boundary objects and 

boundary objects in-use. Designated boundary objects refer to artifacts that, due 

to their design and properties, were named as valuable in spanning boundaries 

of diverse fields. They are presented by agents who have power in an 

organization. But these objects may not become boundary objects in-use. 

Boundary objects in-use “refer to artifacts that, with or without designation, are 

                                                             
24 Resilience is a broad and elusive concept (Wieland & Wallenburg, 2013) but it can be applied 
as a transdisciplinary approach to analyze social-ecological systems (Brand & Jax, 2007). 
Generally, resilience can be conceptualized as the proactive capacity to “take action before it is 
a final necessity” and the reactive capacity to “recover after experiencing a crisis” (Välikangas, 
2010, p. 19). 
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not only usefully incorporated in the practices of diverse fields, but also acquire 

a common identity in joint practices” (Levina & Vaast, 2005, p. 342). 

As noted, boundary objects have been studied in various scientific contexts. 

Table 3 represents the different roles of boundary objects as presented in the 

research. 

Table 3. The roles of boundary objects according to the literature.  

Role of the 
boundary object 

Description Reference 

Maintain coherence Maintain coherence across several social 
worlds 

Star & Griesemer, 
1989 

Knowledge management 
across boundaries 

Transfer, translation, and transformation 
of knowledge   

Carlile 2002; 2004 
Carlile & 
Rebentisch, 2003 

Temporal connections Mediating a shared understanding from 
one point of time to another 

Yakura, 2002; 
Cacciatori, 2008 

Provide interpretive 
flexibility 

Providing value for different information 
seekers 

Star, 2010 

Provide organizational 
structure  

Allowing different groups to work 
together without consensus 

Star, 2010 

Scheduling and 
synchronization 

Temporal role in projects for participants Yakura, 2002 

Organizational memory Temporal role in mediating information 
between projects 

Cacciatori, 2008 

Strategy tool Enable or constrain interaction about 
strategy across intra-organizational 
boundaries 

Spee & 
Jarzabkowski, 2009 

Organizational decision 
support 

Enhancing participant understanding in 
decision making 

King & Star, 1990 

Interdisciplinary 
scientific work 

Enhancing communication to bridge 
scientific disciplines 

Brand & Jax, 2007 

Create and maintain 
hegemonies 

Achieving 
authority over other intersecting groups 
of people 

Huvila, 2011 

Organizational learning Enhancing or hindering organizational 
learning 

Bechky, 2003 

Change accounting and 
productive activities 

Supporting change processes Briers & Chua, 
2001 

Co-ordinate knowledge 
sharing 

Creation of metaphoric boundary objects Koskinen, 2005 

Coordinating mechanism Negotiating contracts in project business Koskinen & 
Mäkinen, 2009 

Boundary organization as 
boundary object 

Boundary organizations providing means 
and opportunity for the creation of 
boundary objects   

Guston, 2001 

Artifact Artifacts that become boundary objects-
in-use 

Levina & Vaast, 
2005 

Conflict process 
mediator 

Mediating conflict in global virtual 
project networks 

Iorio & Taylor, 
2014  

Metaphor Understanding rhetorical activities Wilson & Herndl, 
2007 
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2.6.2 A theoretical framework for analyzing different types of boundary 
objects in knowledge sharing 

Like Carlile and Rebentisch (2003) propose that when knowledge becomes 

broadly specialized, it develops its own protocols, syntaxes, terminology, and 

associated rules of thumb which are commonly possessed by experts. If those 

experts are not capable of representing the knowledge within their area in a 

meaningful way to outsiders, it will be as if it does not exist for the aim of 

upgrading the present service or product. Hence, the way knowledge is 

represented has an effect on how those individuals who are outside a specialized 

knowledge domain can comprehend the knowledge and fundamentally evaluate 

whether it is meaningful in a given context. This raises the strategic challenge of 

how to integrate knowledge across the boundaries created by various knowledge 

areas (Carlile & Rebentisch, 2003).  

If new knowledge is created it can distract an existing interconnection between 

areas of expertise, and this indicates that dependencies have to be renegotiated 

and redefined (Carlile & Rebentisch, 2003). In order to overcome this, time may 

be needed to establish a novel shared method, artifacts or language which 

facilitate the generation of a communal resolution (Carlile, 2002). According to 

Carlile and Rebentisch (2003), the challenge of knowledge sharing is typically 

across specialized areas since experts focusing on a specific area may lack a 

shared knowledge or syntax for portraying and interpreting the knowledge of 

other experts of special areas. To create solutions for this typically calls for the 

establishment of a shared approach which enables discussion on how the 

knowledge represented by specialized experts is going to affect the outputs. A 

shared approach allows the participants to have a concrete and coherent means 

of specifying their dissimilarities and dependencies (Carlile & Rebentisch, 

2003).  

Altering the collectively applied knowledge is a process that begins by 

representing and identifying the specialized knowledge of the parties involved 

(Carlile & Rebentisch, 2003). Moreover, the altering involves facilitating a 

process of assessing, altering, and sharing knowledge to adopt a collective 

solution which addresses the proposed novelty of a new product. If there are no 

common ways of portraying and applying knowledge of individuals in an across-
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domain context, some individuals may stand back from or even hinder the 

knowledge integration process (Carlile & Rebentisch, 2003). 

Star and Griesemer (1989) classify four types of boundary objects which can be 

used to delineate the objects and their use by people at different knowledge 

boundaries. These are repositories, ideal type, coincident boundaries, and 

standardized forms (Star & Griesemer, 1989). Carlile (2002; 2004) adopts these 

four types of boundary objects to his three-sided framework for understanding 

three different boundaries. Next, this approach will be presented by expressing 

the four types of boundary objects at first.  

The first category of a boundary object is repositories which are modular ‘piles’ 

of objects that can be applied without negotiation. Carlile (2002) gives following 

examples of repositories: CAD/CAM databases, cost databases, and parts 

libraries which provide a common reference point of data, measures or labels 

across functions that allow shared definitions and values for solving challenges. 

When attempting to solve problems across boundaries, repositories can be 

usefully applied as a shared resource which can be compared across various 

functional settings (Carlile, 2002).  

Second, the standardized forms category is regarded as particularly suitable for 

divergent work groups. According to Carlile (2002), standardized forms provide 

a shared format for solving challenges across various functional settings and they 

enable a mutually understood framework and language (e.g. standards for 

reporting findings, problem-solving methods, engineering change forms etc.) 

that make describing and categorizing dissimilarities and possible consequences 

more shareable and less tricky across divergent contexts (Carlile, 2002).  

Third, objects or models represent simple or complex representations which can 

be observed and then applied across various functional contexts. They (i.e. 

sketches, assembly drawings, prototype assemblies, mockups etc.) portray or 

illustrate present or the potential form, fit or function of the dissimilarities and 

interconnections observed at the boundary (Carlile, 2002).  

Fourth, maps of boundaries embody the interconnections and boundaries that 

take place between various teams or functions at a rather systemic level. Maps 

(i.e. process maps, workflow matrices, and computer simulations) assist in 
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clarifying the interconnections between various cross-functional problem-

solving attempts which share deliverables, deadlines, and resources (Carlile, 

2002). Since the uniformity of the categories 3 and 4, Carlile (2002) combines 

them into a single category which he calls objects, models, and maps. 

In Carlile’s model25, boundaries are the essential elements of boundary objects. 

The different degrees of difficulty for sharing knowledge have been labelled 

syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic knowledge boundaries (Carlile, 2002; 2004). 

These will be discussed next. 

Syntactic boundaries are the most straightforward forms of knowledge 

boundaries. They assume that knowledge can be transferred between actors 

dispensing that there is a shared syntax. A boundary object can establish a shared 

syntax or language for individuals to represent their knowledge. Hence, the 

above presented repository category of a boundary object relates to a syntactic 

boundary (Carlile, 2002). An essential challenge concerning syntactic 

boundaries is the need for a shared lexicon which may not always be sufficient 

to assess and share knowledge across a boundary (Carlile, 2004). 

According to Carlile (2002), a semantic boundary is more complicated since 

shared meanings have to be established in order to translate knowledge, for 

instance between a design function and a sales department. This form of a 

boundary represents that although a shared syntax or language is present; 

interpretations are sometimes dissimilar which induces challenges to 

communication and cooperation. An efficient boundary object at a semantic 

boundary affords a tangible way for experts to determine and learn about their 

dissimilarities and interconnections across a given boundary. A tangible 

approach provides experts to determine what they know or what they worry 

about the present challenge. To cope with an intricate knowledge boundary, the 

dissimilarities and interconnections between units or parties have to be 

determined. The above presented standardized form of a boundary object relates 

to a semantic boundary as standardized forms employ a shared language of 

representing challenges (Carlile, 2002). In order to create shared meanings and 

                                                             
25 Carlile’s (2004) three-sided framework for understanding three different boundaries 
originates from Shannon and Weaver’s (1949) three levels of communication problems 
(technical, semantic, and effectiveness problems) which concerns what is needed in effective 
communication across domains. 
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to share and assess knowledge, the creation of new knowledge is usually required 

(Carlile, 2004). 

According to Carlile (2002), pragmatic boundaries are the most socially and 

politically complicated, because common aims have to be agreed to transform 

knowledge at a pragmatic boundary. A pragmatic view to boundaries presumes 

that the conditions of dissimilarity, dependence, and novelty are all present. To 

create shared interests and to assess and share knowledge require significant 

practical effort (Carlile, 2004). Thus, in order to cope with the negative 

consequences that appear, a pragmatic view indicates a need for an overall 

process for altering existing knowledge. At a pragmatic boundary an efficient 

boundary object fosters a process where individuals can together transform their 

knowledge. According to Carlile (2002), above presented objects, models and 

maps are the only category of a boundary object that directly supports 

transforming knowledge.  

Table 4 characterizes the three different boundaries (Carlile, 2004) in which 

knowledge is shared. 

Table 4. Summary of three different boundaries of sharing knowledge, 

adapted from Carlile (2004, p. 560). 

 Syntactic 
boundary: A 
transfer 
approach 

Semantic 
boundary: A 
translation 
approach 

Pragmatic 
boundary: A 
transformation 
approach 

Characteristics Differences and 
dependencies 
between actors 
are known. A 
shared lexicon is 
developed that is 
sufficient to 
share and assess 
knowledge at a 
boundary. 

Novelty generates 
some differences and 
dependencies that are 
unclear and hence 
different 
interpretations exist. 
Shared meanings are 
developed to create 
common meanings 
and provide an 
adequate means of 
sharing and assessing 
knowledge at a 
boundary. 

Novelty generates 
different interests between 
actors that hinder their 
ability to assess and share 
knowledge. Shared 
interests are developed to 
transform knowledge and 
interests and provide an 
adequate means of sharing 
and assessing knowledge 
at a boundary. 

Challenges A shared lexicon 
is necessary but 
not always 
sufficient to 
assess and share 
knowledge 
across a 
boundary. 

To create shared 
meanings and to 
share and assess 
knowledge usually 
requires creating new 
knowledge. 

To create shared interests 
and to assess and share 
knowledge requires 
significant practical effort. 
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Carlile’s (2004) framework identifies different types of processes associated 

with each type of boundary: transferring, translating, and transforming. At a 

syntactic boundary, knowledge is transferred through a common lexicon, and 

then domain-specific knowledge may be effectively coordinated across the 

boundary. As novelty arises, new differences and dependencies emerge which 

have to be identified and their consequences comprehended. At a semantic 

boundary, a process of learning about and translating domain-specific 

knowledge establishes shared meanings which become sufficient for the actors 

involved to share and assess their knowledge. If a semantic response does not 

resolve the problem, then a pragmatic boundary is confronted. At this boundary, 

negotiating and transforming both the shared knowledge and domain-specific 

knowledge are required (Carlile, 2004).  

2.7 Business model concept 

Teece (2010) argues that every time a business enterprise is incorporated, it 

either explicitly or implicitly applies a specific business model that portrays the 

design or architecture of the value creation, delivery, and capture mechanisms it 

adopts. The core of a business model is in delineating how the firm delivers value 

to customers, attracts customers to pay for the value and turns those payments 

into earnings (Teece, 2010). The term “business model” is conducted from the 

words business and model. Business is fundamentally concerned with creating 

value, and a model is a representation of reality (Shafer, Smith & Linder, 2005) 

The usage of the business model concept increased substantially during the rise 

of electronic commerce26 in the 1990s when enterprises were proactively 

searching for novel approaches of doing business. The concept has been widely 

used to explain how an Internet company operates (Yip, 2004). Rather recent 

advances in information and communication technologies have enabled the 

progress of new ways to create and deliver value. This has opened possibilities 

for the creation of untraditional exchange mechanisms and transaction 

architectures (Amit & Zott, 2001; Betz, 2002). Paul Timmers (1998) wrote in 

his seminal paper on business models that “electronic commerce on the basis of 

the Internet is set to become a very important way of doing business” (p. 3). 

                                                             
26 Electronic commerce can be defined simply as ”doing business electronically” (Zott et al., 
2011). 
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Timmers (1998) was also one of the first authors who defined the business 

model, his definition was that a business model is “an architecture for the 

product, service and information flows, including a description of the various 

business actors and their roles; and a description of the potential benefits for 

the various business actors; and a description of the sources of revenues” (p. 4).  

Since the seminal paper by Timmers (1998), there has been a parade of articles 

about business models in different fields of disciplines, especially in e-business, 

innovation management, and business strategy (Zott et al., 2011). Ghaziani and 

Ventresca (2005) carried out a frame analysis of the use of the term business 

model in public talk by searching for the use of the word in general management 

papers from 1975 to 2000. The search was done by using the ABI/INFORM 

database and it returned 1,729 publications which included the term business 

model. Only 166 of these were published in the period 1975-1994, while the rest 

1,563 belonged to the period 1995-2000. This reveals a drastic growth in the 

occurrence of the term.  

Zott et al. (2011) performed a similar study and got similar results as Ghaziani 

and Ventresca (2005). Zott et al. (2011) used the EBSCOhost database, 

differentiating between academic and journalistic publications and extended the 

breakdown to 2009. They discovered that until December 2009, the notion 

business model had been incorporated in 1,203 papers in academic journals. 

However, Zott et al. (2011) also discovered that from 1975 to December 2009 

the term had been referred in 8,062 non-academic writings. This illustrates not 

only that the interest in the business model concept has increased drastically in 

the 15-year period between 1995 and 2010, but also that academic research on 

business models appears to fall behind practice.  

During the rise of the popularity of the business model concept, the debates about 

the ‘correct’ definition of a business model increased drastically, too (Ghaziani 

& Ventresca, 2005; Zott et al., 2011). Thus, inquiries of business models is said 

to be a rather recent research stream (Zott & Amit, 2008; see also Osterwalder, 

Pigneur & Tucci, 2005), and the term is yet scattered and described usually 

without explicit definition (Zott et al., 2011; see also Al-Debei & Avison, 2010; 

Morris, Schindehutte & Allen, 2005). Besides, the existing definitions of the 

business model concept overlap only partially which increases the potentiality 
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of various possible interpretations, and hence the shortage of definitional 

uniformity causes confusion and obscures the cumulative research advancement 

on business models (Teece, 2010; see also Zott et al., 2011).  

The term business model is often applied in portraying even merely the service 

or product offerings to clients. Actually, the term has been applied to describe 

almost anything related to business operations, from longer term strategies to 

daily activities (Shafer et al, 2005; see also Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002; 

Magretta, 2002; Porter, 2001; Seddon, Lewis, Freeman & Shanks, 2004). 

Seppänen (2008) argues that some people has dismissed the term even as 

purposeless jargon. Teece (2010) argues that while the business model concept 

is promising and important, the concept generally has no established theoretical 

grounding in business studies or economics; rather it is a multidisciplinary theme 

which has been neglected.  

The literature study on business models by Zott et al. (2011) showed that the 

business model has been largely applied in attempting to focus on or account for 

three phenomena. These are strategic issues, such as value creation, competitive 

advantage, and firm performance; e-business and the use of information 

technology in organizations; and technology and innovation management (Zott 

et al., 2011).  

There is diversity in the definitions of business models (Morris et al., 2005; 

Shafer et al., 2005; Zott et al., 2011). The concept has been referred to as a 

statement (Stewart & Zhao, 2000), a description or conceptual model or tool 

(Applegate, 2001; Osterwalder, 2004; Osterwalder et al., 2005; Osterwalder & 

Pigneur, 2002), a pattern (Fritscher & Pigneur, 2015), a strategic management 

object (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2013), a mental map (Chesbrough, 2010), a 

framework (Eckhardt, 2013), a representation (Arend, 2013; Morris et al., 2005; 

Shafer et al., 2005), integrating concept (Mäkinen & Seppänen, 2007), an 

abstraction (Betz, 2002; Seddon et al., 2004), a cognitive instrument (Baden-

Fuller & Mangematin, 2013), an architecture (Dubosson-Torbay, Osterwalder 

& Pigneur, 2002), a platform (Brousseau & Penard, 2007), and an template (Zott 

& Amit, 2013). Additionally, business model has been referred to ontology 

(Osterwalder, 2004; see also Gordijn & Akkermans, 2001; Osterwalder & 

Pigneur, 2002) which “essentially gives a common understanding of a specific 
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domain by defining its elements and relationships between these elements” 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2002, p. 3). Table 5 illustrates the variety of definitions 

on business models. 

Table 5. Definitions of business models according to literature. 

Definition References 
Statement Stewart & Zhao, 2000 

Description or conceptual 
model or tool 

Applegate, 2001; Osterwalder, 2004; Osterwalder et al., 
2005; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2002 

Pattern Fritscher & Pigneur, 2015 

Strategic management object Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2013 

Framework Eckhardt, 2013 

Mental map Chesbrough, 2010 

Representation Arend, 2013; Morris et al., 2005; Shafer et al., 2005 

Abstraction Seddon et al., 2004; Betz, 2002 

Cognitive instrument Baden-Fuller & Mangematin, 2013 

Architecture Dubosson-Torbay et al., 2002 

Platform Brousseau & Penard, 2007 

Integrating concept Mäkinen & Seppänen, 2007 

Template Zott & Amit, 2013 

Ontology Osterwalder, 2004; Gordijn & Akkermans, 2001; 
Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2002 

 

2.7.1 Theoretical views to business models  

Research on business models is based on different traditions. Osterwalder et al. 

(2005) identify the origins of the concept to be mainly in transaction cost 

economics (TCE). Osterwalder and Pigneur (2013) state that business models 

originated in strategic management research. Amit and Zott (2013; 2001) base 

the theoretical basis of business model in the resource-based view of the firm, 

Schumpeter’s theory of innovation, and the Porterian value chain framework, in 

addition to TCE. Seppänen (2008) studied business models from the resource-

based view by considering the resource components for the business model 

concept. Business models can be studied from the contingency theory (e.g. Zott 

& Amit, 2008) as the basic argument in contingency theory is that different kinds 

of businesses need to be managed differently (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967). This 

is the basic viewpoint in many popular business consultation books as well: you 

have to manage different customer segments by diverse business models (see e. 

g. Hamel, 2000; Kim & Mauborgne, 2005).  
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In addition, business models have been studied in information system (IS) 

research (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2013; Al-Debei & Avison, 2010), which is 

natural since Timmer’s (1998) early paper concerned e-commerce. Also, 

business models has been stated to focus on the activity-system part of how a 

company generates economic value, as Seddon et al. (2004) sketch: “A business 

model outlines the essential details of a firm’s value proposition for its various 

stakeholders and the activity system the firm uses to create and deliver value to 

its customers” (p. 429). 

Business models have also a connection to the dynamic capabilities perspective 

which was previously presented in the literature review of this study. According 

to Teece (2010), the selection and “design of business models is a key 

microfoundation of dynamic capabilities” (p. 190). Teece (2010) argues that a 

firm must have the skills not only to sense, seize, and reconfigure in order to 

keep up with changing markets, but to stay alive and adapt to and itself modify 

the business environment. 

In their paper on business model ontology, Osterwalder and Pigneur (2002) 

defined business model rigorously as an ontology and attempted to create a 

framework for companies to implement their business strategies. Generally, 

ontologies are a popular research theme in several research fields such as 

knowledge engineering, knowledge management, cooperative information 

systems, intelligent information integration, and natural language processing 

(Fensel, 2001). Ontologies provide a shared and common understanding of a 

matter that can be communicated between people (Fensel, 2001), and hence they 

can be seen to be connected with boundary objects.  

On the one hand, several authors like Porter (2001), Arend (2013), and Zott and 

Amit (2013) have criticized the business model concept for being superficial, 

ambiguous, and not theoretically grounded. Thus, the term has been blamed to 

be applied independently from theory which indicates that the elements of the 

concept and their connections are rather blurred (Hedman & Kalling, 2003). 

Additionally, empirical research on business models is still rather short-handed, 

and it is based mainly on hypothetico-deductive and quantitative approaches (see 

e.g. Zott & Amit, 2007; Malone et al., 2006; Markides & Charitou, 2004). As a 

sound theoretical framework is at times missing in these approaches, they 
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produce limited results. On the other hand, since the business model is arising as 

a new unit of analysis (Zott et al., 2011), there is a real need for further research 

and there are many different possibilities for research, too. Because business 

models are continuously mentioned but analyzed seldom, they are said to be 

poorly understood (Teece, 2010). Thus, it is fair to argue that there is a need for 

a qualitative approach in order to illuminate the business model concept and 

supplement our understanding of it with rich empirical illustrations.  

Theoretically, a business model is a holistic concept (Shafer et al., 2005) which 

contains areas such as partnering, pricing mechanisms, customer relationships, 

and revenue generation (Osterwalder, 2004). In the research field on business 

models, there is a prevalent acknowledgement that the business model is a novel 

unit of analysis in addition to the industry, firm, network, or product levels (Zott 

et al., 2011). Zott and Amit (2008) indicate that a business model should help to 

conceptualize, analyze and assess the sale and purchase of a company’s goods 

or services and the method by which it earns its income.  

Usually, two different uses of the term business model can be mentioned. The 

first is the static approach meaning a blueprint for coherence between the core 

components of the business model. The second use refers to a rather 

transformational approach; the concept is a tool to point out change and 

innovation in a firm or in the business model itself (Demil & Lecocq, 2010). In 

this study, a combination of these views is adopted. Conceptually this means the 

viewpoint of Osterwalder et al. (2005) who delineate business model as “a 

conceptual tool containing a set of objects, concepts and their relationships with 

the objective to express the business logic of a specific firm” (p. 5). The authors 

further clarify that it should be considered “which concepts and relationships 

allow a simplified description and representation of what value is provided to 

customers, how this is done and with which financial consequences” 

(Osterwalder et al., 2005, p. 5). Rather similar definitions of the content of the 

concept can be found from other authors like Chesbrough (2010, p. 355) and 

Teece (2010). Also, the literature study on business models by Zott et al. (2011) 

reveals that especially organizational activities are represented in the different 

notions of business models. These approaches to business models address the 

potential the concept provides for understanding what an enterprise is, what it 

offers and to whom, and how it operates.  
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In spite of the above outlined theoretical shortcomings, the business model 

concept has been viewed as a concept which offers practitioners a coherent way 

to ponder their views in doubtful and fast-moving environments (McGrath, 

2010; see also Linder & Cantrell, 2001; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2002). Business 

model concept has been said to be used as a common language among 

stakeholders or as a cognitive tool for visualization (Arend, 2013). Teece (2010) 

states that a deeper appreciation of business models and their role in innovation, 

business performance, and entrepreneurship would improve our comprehension 

of the nature of the firm and the roles of entrepreneurs and managers in the 

society and economy. In the theory development of entrepreneurship, the 

business model is said to hold promise as a unifying unit of analysis (Morris et 

al., 2005).  

Business models are said to be “necessary features of market economies where 

there is consumer choice, transaction costs, and heterogeneity amongst 

consumers and producers, and competition” (Teece, 2010, p. 176). Business 

model of a firm may be viewed as a crucial locus of innovation, and it has been 

even stated that the business model bears promise to confuse existing industries 

(Amit & Zott, 2001; Markides & Charitou, 2004). It has been stated that a 

business model helps to formulate and implement the competitive strategy by 

which the innovating enterprise will gain and possess advantage over 

competitors (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002).  

Seddon et al. (2004) argued that business models may be comprehended as 

abstractions of strategy. The business model concept has been seen also as a tool 

to communicate, reflect and analyze strategic choices (Nenonen & Storbacka, 

2010; Osterwalder et al., 2005; Shafer et al., 2005). Baden-Fuller and Morgan 

(2010) state that business models may act as recipes for managers. According to 

Magretta (2002), business models assist in gathering everybody in the firm 

aligned in creating the type of value the firm attempts to generate, and hence the 

term has been said to have an enormous practical value.  

Even if various authors have described the benefits of the business model 

concept, it seems that academics and practitioners need still to establish a shared 

and commonly adopted language of business models (Zott et al., 2011). This is 

interesting, since this problem has been addressed already in the earlier papers 
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on business models (Linder & Cantrell, 2001; Rappa, 2001; Shafer et al., 2005). 

Hence, more empirical research is still needed. Table 6 illustrates research 

approaches to business models. 

Table 6. Research approaches to business models according to literature. 

Scientific focus of 
the research 

References 

Transaction cost 
economics  

Amit & Zott, 2013; 2001 

Resource-based view Amit & Zott, 2001; Seppänen, 2008 
Contingency approach  Markides & Charitou, 2004; Zott & Amit, 2008 
Dynamic capabilities Teece, 2010 
Entrepreneurship Morris et al., 2005 
Innovation Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002; Chesbrough, 2010; Giesen, 

2007; Amit & Zott, 2001  
Strategy Nenonen & Storbacka, 2010; Osterwalder et al., 2005; 

Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2002; Seddon et al., 2004; Shafer et 
al., 2005  

Value chain Amit & Zott, 2013; 2001 
E-commerce Timmers, 1998 

 

2.7.2 Business model as a managerial concept 

In this part of the literature review we move towards the empirical applicability 

of the business model concept, because the objective of this study is to apply the 

business model concept in knowledge management context. As described above, 

business model has stated to have managerial relevance. Like Teece (2010) 

explicates, a beneficial analytic approach for managers should include a 

systematic deconstruction of existing business models and an assessment of 

every component with a thought for improvement or substitution. This requires 

that the components of a business model have to be mapped out by considering 

their dependencies (Teece, 2010).  

Chesbrough (2010) proposes that the business model can be regarded as a mental 

map which determines how business ideas are observed. As presented earlier, 

two different uses of the business model concept can be mentioned. The first is 

the static approach, which regards the business model as a blueprint for the 

coherence between core business model elements. This stream helps to delineate 

how a firm functions and generates revenues. The second refers to a rather 

transformational approach in which the concept is used as a means to address 

change and innovation in a firm (Demil & Lecocq, 2010).  
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There is an emerging consensus that business model innovation is a crucial 

aspect of firm performance, and hence business model innovation has been a 

central topic of many scholars (e.g. Chesbrough, 2010; 2011; Chesbrough & 

Rosenbloom, 2002; Demil & Lecocq, 2010; Teece, 2010). The essence of a well-

developed business model is recognized since without such a model innovators 

may fail to either deliver or capture value from their innovations (Teece, 2010). 

However, business model innovation is stated to require significant trial and 

error (Chesbrough, 2010). Business model innovation has been seen as a 

discovery-driven process of experimentation (McGrath, 2010). Such a process 

necessitates that assumptions concerning business models are articulated and 

tested (McGrath, 2010). 

Companies may have to experiment in order to discover a valuable business 

model, and hence a culture which encourages staff to propose “what if” questions 

has been stated to be necessary (Hayashi, 2009). New business models are 

argued to themselves represent a form of innovation (Teece, 2010). However, 

the process of generating novel business models may vary between different 

firms in dissimilar competitive landscapes (Zott et al., 2011). For example, 

Sheehan and Stabell (2007) express that knowledge-intensive firms call for 

specific methods to contemplate innovative growth prospects. This is because 

knowledge-intensive organizations create and appropriate value in unique terms 

(Sheehan & Stabell, 2007).  

The importance of a good business model design coupled with corresponding 

strategy and implementation of the business model has been emphasized (Teece, 

2010; see also Giesen et al., 2007). Giesen et al. (2007) found out in their study 

on business model innovation, that dissimilar types of business model innovation 

can generate success if the right strategy and execution are applied 

simultaneously. Giesen et al. (2007) introduced a framework for business model 

innovation which consists of three types of business model innovation. The first 

type is industry model innovation, which includes innovating the industry value 

chain by shifting into new industries, defining prevailing industries again or 

generating totally novel ones. The second type is revenue model innovation 

which exemplifies innovation in the way how revenues are generated by 

reconfiguring offerings and/or introducing new pricing models. The third type is 
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enterprise model innovation which consists of innovating the structure of the 

firm and the role it has in new or existing value chains (Giesen et al., 2007).   

However, like Teece (2010) puts it, mapping out a novel business model calls 

for vision, creativity, and enough information about competitors, customers, and 

suppliers. Nevertheless, a crucial tacit element may exist since an entrepreneur 

may sketch a novel model intuitively but cannot give reasons to it or articulate it 

completely. Hence, prototyping and learning is presumably needed (Shafer et 

al., 2005). Teece (2010) argues that business model pioneers often possess an 

understanding of some fundamental truth about the ultimate needs of customers 

and of the technological and organizational possibilities. However, Shafer et al. 

(2005) express that the process of making strategic choices and testing business 

models should be ongoing and iterative, and hence a firm’s business model is 

never complete. 

Linder and Cantrell (2001) emphasize that companies must not only understand 

and communicate their business models; they must clarify existing models by 

naming, describing and communicating them throughout the organization. 

Gordijn and Akkermans (2001) approach the same issue from slightly different 

viewpoint by stressing that “business models are usually represented by a 

mixture of informal textual, verbal, and ad-hoc graphical representations. 

However, these representations typically limit a clear understanding of the e-

business issues that confront the stakeholders, and often perpetuate the existing 

gap between business executives and the IT developers who must create the e-

business information systems” (p. 11). There is no need to restrict this definition 

to the online world. Even though the term business model gained momentum 

during the dot-com era, the concept may be meaningful for firms of all sorts 

(Shafer et al., 2005) or different industries (Osterwalder, 2004). Next, we will 

consider a concrete means for how to apply the concept of business model in an 

empirical context in order to understand the value creation and business logic of 

a company. 

2.7.3 Business model concept in this research 

Next, I shall explain the business model concept and approach of this study. As 

the literature review indicates, multiple definitions of business models exist in 

literature. Hence, it is important to define the business model approach applied 
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in this study. I will first define conceptually the business model concept of this 

study, and then illustrate an empirical framework of a business model.  

The generic definition of a business model in this study is as follows: “Business 

model is an empirical object which allows a firm to describe and communicate 

its business logic within it and to other organizations or individuals through a 

holistic lens which covers the value proposition, the means to realize the value 

proposition, customer interface, and financial issues.” 

Terms business logic and value creation need some explaining. It should be 

noted that when discussing business models, the term business logic refers to the 

underlying logic of the business (Teece, 2010), not to its use in computer 

software (Fowler, 2002). In this study, business logic is seen “as a set of formal 

or informal statements about how business is done” (Wang & Wang, 2006, p. 

184). Naturally, there is some kind of logic behind every firm’s operations, but 

the logic is not necessarily portrayed as a business model.  

The business logic of an enterprise can be roughly divided to two different views: 

a goods oriented or a service oriented (Grönroos, 2006). Based on the definition 

by Grönroos (2006), a goods logic indicates that a company “makes goods as 

resources available for customers so that the customers can coordinate their 

own processes in a value-generating way” (p. 7). Correspondingly, services can 

be seen as processes where a set of company resources interact with the 

customers so that value is created. Thus, unlike goods that are value-supporting 

resources, services are value-supporting processes. A service logic means that 

an enterprise facilitates processes that support customers’ value creation 

(Grönroos, 2006). In addition, this study sees service as “an activity (that) can 

be defined as a process where a set of resources interact with each other and 

with the customer aiming at supporting the customer’s processes in a value-

generating way” (Grönroos, 2006, p. 7).  

Business model is essentially related to value creation as presented earlier. 

Interestingly, the research on business models does not often explicitly define 

what is meant by value creation. Management literature seems to lack a 

consensus on the definition of value creation (Lepak et al., 2007; see also 

Grönroos & Voima, 2013), even if business is substantially involved with 

creating value (Grant, 2001). Business model literature focuses mostly on stating 
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that business models are means to create value for the customers through value 

creating activities and hence capture value for the firm. The traditional view 

which sees value embedded in products that are outputs of a supplier’s 

manufacturing processes has been recently challenged by the marketing 

literature (Grönroos & Ravald, 2011; Grönroos & Voima, 2013) and the service-

dominant logic (SDL) (Vargo & Lusch, 2004; 2008). The SDL states that value 

is created through co-creation of the service provider and the customer. The SDL 

shares the notion that all actors, customers, and firms alike co-create value. 

However, this view is criticized by the service logic view (Grönroos, 2006; 

Normann, 2001) of value creation (Grönroos & Ravald, 2011; Grönroos & 

Voima, 2013). Grönroos and Voima (2013) state that SDL’s notion of value 

creation makes value creation “an all-encompassing process, without any 

distinctions between, for example, the service provider’s and the customer’s 

roles and actions in that process” (p. 135).  

This study does not aim to contribute to marketing research, service logic, or 

literature on SDL even if it acknowledges the contributions they provide. 

However, this study recognizes the increasing view of such research which 

challenges the value-in-exchange view by the value-in-use notion. The value-in-

exchange refers to the “either the monetary amount realized at a certain point in 

time, when the exchange of the new task, good, service, or product takes place, 

or the amount paid by the user to the seller for the use value of the focal task, 

job, product, or service” (Lepak et al., 2007, pp. 181-182). The value-in-use 

refers to the specific quality of a new work, task, product, or service as perceived 

by users in relation to their demands (Lepak et al., 2007). According to the value-

in-use view, value is created when products or services are used by clients 

(Grönroos, 2006). This study adopts service logic based view’s notion of value 

creation in which value creation is seen as an activity which targets to create 

benefits for both parties (the customer and the supplier) involved in the business 

engagement (Grönroos, 2011). In addition, in this study, value creation is 

regarded as the arrangement of resources and activities which are needed in order 

to create value for the client (Osterwalder, 2004).  

In this study, business model is seen as an empirical object rather than merely a 

concept per se. This standpoint emphasizes the practicality and applicability of 

the business model approach. Next, we shall discuss in detail a framework of a 
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business model. This approach bases on the view in which business model is 

seen as a conceptual framework. This approach is the previously mentioned 

business model ontology27 by Osterwalder (2004; Osterwalder et al., 2005; 

Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2002). This approach is illustrated since it will be 

applied in the empirical part of this study. It is a holistic framework which has 

been further applied in a more popular visualization template namely the 

Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 

The business model ontology includes four pillars: customer interface, value 

proposition, infrastructure management, and financial aspects. The pillars are 

further divided into a lot of nine interconnected building blocks that enable the 

sketching of a business model. According to Osterwalder (2004), the four pillars 

form a broad framework for a business model, but the nine building blocks form 

the heart of a business model. These building blocks are further specified 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010) to target customers, value proposition, channels, 

customer relationships, revenue streams, key resources, key activities, 

partnerships, and cost structure. The blocks and their foundations are illustrated 

in the Figure 1. 

 

 

                                                             
27 Gordijn & Akkermans (2001) use also the term “business model ontology”. But their view 
emphasizes mostly the importance of a network of actors that together offer a complex product 
or service.  
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Figure 1. The business model concept with the nine building blocks and 

their foundations, adapted from Osterwalder (2004); Osterwalder & 

Pigneur (2010). 

The building blocks of a business model illustrate interrelated issues of a firm’s 

business. The target customer block of a business model refers to segmentation 

which, if done effectively, allows a firm to allocate resources to such target 

customers which are likely seduced by the value proposition. A usual disparity 

of target customers takes place between business and consumer customers, 

generally alluded to business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-consumer 

(B2C) (Osterwalder, 2004; Osterwalder et al., 2005; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 

2010).  

The value proposition block is a comprehensive view to a company’s bundles of 

products and services that are aimed to create value to the firm’s target 

customers. Value proposition relates to offerings which describe company’s 

bundle of services and products. Offering represents a particular service or 

product which is expected to create value to the customer (Osterwalder, 2004; 

Osterwalder et al., 2005; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010).   

The channels block describes how a firm reaches its target customers. It is the 

linking element between the value proposition and target customers, since 

channels enable the company to deliver its value proposition to the target 

customers. Typically, a company utilizes one or many direct (e.g. sales force, 
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website) or indirect (e.g. resellers, brokers) channels (Osterwalder, 2004; 

Osterwalder et al., 2005; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 

The customer relationship block describes the relationship a firm establishes 

with its target customers. The interactions between a company and its customers 

influence the strength of the relationship a firm creates with its customers. 

However, these interactions may cause high costs, and hence the company has 

to define cautiously what kind of relationships are feasible to establish with 

different customer segments (Osterwalder, 2004; Osterwalder et al., 2005; 

Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 

The revenue streams block describe the way a firm makes money through a 

selection of incoming revenue flows. Revenue streams indicate the ability of a 

company to translate the value it offers to its customers into money (Osterwalder, 

2004; Osterwalder et al., 2005; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 

The key resources block describes the most crucial assets needed to create and 

deliver value. These resources can be human resources, tangible assets (e.g. 

manufacturing facilities, machines, and systems), or intangible assets such as 

brand equity, customer databases, and expertise (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; 

Osterwalder, 2004). 

The key activities block consists of the most crucial activities that need to be 

done in order to provide a value proposition. These can be, for example, 

production, problem solving, or network management (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 

2010; Osterwalder, 2004).  

The partnership block outlines what kinds of partnerships are required in the 

business model. The partnerships may vary on a broad continuum from buyer-

supplier relationships to strategic alliances (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; 

Osterwalder, 2004). 

The cost structure block outlines the costs that are incurred to execute the 

business model. These costs are connected to the other blocks of the business 

model. For example, resources can cause high fixed costs (Osterwalder & 

Pigneur, 2010; Osterwalder, 2004). 
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2.8 Summary of the theoretical background 

So far we have discussed and defined the concepts related to knowledge 

management and business models from various perspectives which are essential 

to this study. First, we draw the big picture of knowledge management by 

attaching it to the knowledge-based view which stems from the resource-based 

view of the theory of the firm discourse. Secondly, we discussed knowledge 

sharing in organizations. This topic is important for this study since the study 

aims at viewing business model as a possible concept in knowledge sharing. 

Thirdly, the concept of boundary object was introduced. Finally, the business 

model concept was described generally, and then considered as an empirical 

concept. Now, it is time to combine the earlier mentioned views to a unified 

view. Since the knowledge management and knowledge-based view are the 

umbrella concepts of this study, they are not combined. Instead, the focus is on 

viewing the business model as a possible empirical representation of a boundary 

object, and adding the knowledge management perspective to the business 

model concept. 

As the literature study shows, the basic starting point is that with boundary 

objects it is possible to coordinate different groups without a consensus about 

their aims and interests (Brand & Jax, 2007). However, this is not a simple task 

as organizations have people with diverse and specialized tasks and 

backgrounds. Hence, there is a challenge of unifying the different views. The 

unifying of different views may not happen only on organizational level, but 

between organizations, too. Since the essence of business is to create value, a 

comprehensive understanding of the value creation should be gained in the 

organization. This all has consequences for knowledge sharing and vice versa to 

value creation. An evident question which rises is how the different experts and 

their knowledge of the value creation of the company can be capitalized for the 

benefit of the firm. As stated by the literature, the business model concept should 

include the elements of value creation of a firm. However, there is no evidence 

on how the analysis of business models assists experts to understand better their 

possibly and probable differing views of the business logic (i.e. business model) 

of their company. As the literature study indicates, the knowledge-based view 

has developed rather recently. Moreover, even if knowledge sharing has taken 

place in organizations throughout the development of mankind, there is still an 
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urge to understand empirically better how knowledge sharing could be assisted 

in organizations and with which concepts.  

As based on the literature review, research on boundary objects has developed a 

quite static view of the concept, and the concept lacks a clear definition. 

Correspondingly, as the literature review reveals, the business model concept 

still needs to be developed further. This study aims at improving the status quo 

of the concepts of boundary object and business model by viewing them under 

the knowledge-based view and its derivative, namely knowledge sharing. The 

research approach presented in the Figure 2 has two purposes. First, it 

summarizes the different literatures essential to this study. Second, it illustrates 

the course of this study which will be further examined in the next chapter of 

this thesis. Knowledge-based view (KBV) is used an empirical theoretical frame 

for the study. Knowledge sharing is a part of KBV and a boundary object is an 

empirical representation of knowledge sharing. Business model is a means to 

generate data through interviews in this study and it is an empirical 

representation of boundary object, too. The results of the study contribute to 

knowledge sharing, boundary objects, and business models.  

 

Figure 2. Framework of the research and the research approach. 

Boundary object (BO)
as an empirical
representation of KS

Business model 
(BM) as an 
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representation
of BO
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Contribution: 
Contribution to 
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Knowledge-based view (KBV) as an empirical
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3. Research approach and research 
methods  

3.1 Research approach 

According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), a paradigm is “a set of basic beliefs (or 

metaphysics) that deals with ultimates or first principles” (p. 107). Paradigm 

represents a worldview that defines for its holder the nature of the “world”, 

individual’s place and relation to it, and the range of possible relationships to 

that world and its parts (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Paradigm issues are essential, 

since a researcher should not launch a study without being clear what kind of 

paradigm guides her or his study. Guba and Lincoln (1994) present inquiry 

paradigms which “define for inquirers what it is they are about, and what falls 

within and outside the limits of legitimate inquiry” (p. 108). The basic beliefs 

which define inquiry paradigms can be summed up by the responses given by 

proponents of any given paradigm to three fundamental questions. These 

questions are interconnected in such a way that the answer given to any one 

question constrains how the others may be answered. These questions are 

ontological, epistemological, and methodological (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 

108). Next, I will discuss these questions and this study’s relationship to them.  

The ontological question is about what is the form and nature of reality and, 

hence, what is there that can be known about it. For instance, if a “real” world is 

assumed, then what can be known about it is “how things really are” and “how 

things really work”. Thereafter, only the matters which relate to issues of “real” 

existence and “real” action should be accepted (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 108). 

The epistemological questions stress what is the nature of a relationship between 

the knower or would-be knower, and what can be known. The possible answer 

to this matter is limited by the explanation already provided for the ontological 
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question. This means that not just any relationship may now be stated. For 

instance, assumption of an objectivist stand implies the existence of a “real” 

world to be objective about (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 108).  

The term methodology in a broad sense refers to the process, principles, and 

procedures by which a researcher approaches problems and seeks answers 

(Bogdan & Taylor, 1975). The methodological question relates to the 

assumption how can the researcher go about discovering whatever she or he 

believes can be known. Once more, the explanation that may be provided for this 

matter is constrained by the answers already provided for the first two questions. 

This means that not just any methodology is applicable. For instance, a “real” 

reality tried to be achieved by an “objective” researcher dictates control of 

potential confounding factors, whether the methods are qualitative or 

quantitative. Thus, it is not possible to reduce the methodological matter to an 

issue of methods. Instead, methods should be fitted to a predetermined 

methodology (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 108-109). Moreover, it is essential to 

recognize that our assumptions, interests, and goals influence the 

methodological procedures we choose (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975). 

This study adopts the tradition of social sciences as it investigates how human 

beings describe their social setting. Generally, there are two primary schools or 

approaches for conducting such investigation (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975). The first 

one is called positivism which denotes to the “received view” that has dominated 

the formal discourse in the physical and social sciences over 400 years (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994). Positivism is based on naïve realism which assumes that there is 

an objective external reality which can be in the focus of the inquiry (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994). Epistemologically, positivism bases on objectivist assumption 

which enables the researcher to determine “how things really are” and “how 

things really work”. Methodologically, positivism rests on experimental and 

manipulative methodology which focuses on verification of hypotheses (Guba 

& Lincoln, 1994). Generally, the positivist seeks the facts or causes of social 

phenomena with little regard for the subjective states of individuals (Bogdan & 

Taylor, 1975). 

However, even if positivism has a very strong position within physical sciences, 

it has faced critique in social sciences. By the beginning of the new millennium, 



 

61 

the assumed reliability of quantitative research – which bases often on the 

positivist approach – has started to be under significant threat (Silverman, 2010). 

These common critiques toward positivism include, for example, that social 

phenomena occurs in the minds of people. Hence, social phenomena may not be 

investigated applying the similar approaches used in natural sciences. The 

postpositivism approach attempts to answer to the most challenging criticism of 

positivism by arguing that “real” reality can be apprehended but only imperfectly 

and probabilistically (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).   

The second paradigm is called as the interpretive social science paradigm 

(Silverman, 2010) which consists of several approaches like constructive 

(Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011) or phenomenologist (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975) 

approaches. This paradigm is interested in descriptions, observations, meanings, 

and social constructions. The view appears to hold a rather pluralistic viewpoint 

of the world compared with positivism as it claims that reality can be generated 

by human beings in local and specific settings, and how people experience the 

world. Additionally, it implies that it is impossible to comprehend reality without 

a comprehension of the reality of the human beings in a given investigated 

context. The roots of this approach are in ontological relativism. Interpretive 

research is often regarded as constructivist emphasizing the social construction 

of the world (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).     

Since the positivist and interpretative paradigms approach different problems 

and seek different answers, researchers applying them usually call for divergent 

methodologies. On the one hand, the positivist searches for facts and causes 

through methods such as survey questionnaires and demographic analysis which 

allow her or him to statistically prove relationships between operationally 

derived variables. On the other hand, interpretative approaches seek 

understanding through such qualitative and descriptive methods as participant 

observation and interviews (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975). 

Ontologically, I position my approach rather to the interpretive view if the other 

view is generally classified as a positivistic approach. This choice is properly 

reasonable since the dissertation concentrates on the descriptions of human 

beings and their interpretations of how things are in a social world. Human 

behavior can be observed and investigated from the positivist standpoint. 
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However, when the intentional behavior of people is studied, making 

interpretations and judgments by applying the positivist approach can be 

challenging. The action of individuals in social settings is highly affected by 

roles, beliefs, and motives. Hence, many of these characteristics are difficult to 

measure using the methods of natural sciences. In addition, interpretative and 

qualitative approaches often aim at understanding a specific social phenomenon, 

and through this understanding it is possible to learn about people and their world 

that we would not otherwise know (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975). If quantitative 

research approach refers to counts and measures of things, this study is closer to 

qualitative research which refers to the meanings, concepts, definitions, 

characteristics, metaphors, symbols, and descriptions of things (Berg, 1989).  

It is essential to recognize that no construction is or can be absolutely right. 

Supporters of any particular construction must rely on persuasiveness and utility 

rather than proof in arguing their position (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). This 

implicates that everything we shall say subsequently is also a human 

construction: ours. This means that the world is like we perceive it. But one 

cannot be certain that others see the world similarly. Just as different people may 

interpret the same issues differently, the same persons may interpret things 

variously at different times (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975). This indicates that also 

the view of the researcher – who is a human being obviously – is biased which 

means that he focuses her or his attention on events that another researcher might 

find inessential. Thus, researcher who influences the research process cannot 

exist in an ideological vacuum (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). 

Since the perceptions and interpretations of the researcher about events and 

things are not totally objective, there cannot be a single universal truth of the 

phenomena which are researched in this dissertation. For example, research data 

read as empirical material make a variety of readings possible and may also make 

different results possible (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). However, my aim is to 

provide a clear description of the investigated phenomena and the methods 

applied in this research. I hope this illuminates the reader about how the research 

is constructed and conducted, and how I have interpreted the data. Finally, 

reliability and validity of the research will be assessed by expressing potential 

limitations. 
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3.2 Research questions 

The objective of this research is to contribute to the scientific discussion on the 

concepts of business models, knowledge sharing, and boundary objects. The aim 

is to provide new knowledge through the empirical research of these concepts. 

Based on the literature review, the concepts of business model and boundary 

object are more or less vague, and need further empirical and theoretical 

deepening. In addition, the knowledge-based view is a rather new and still 

emerging approach. Therefore, this study examines and illustrates how the 

business model concept can be applied as a means to understand and 

conceptualize business logic of a firm or an industry and how an analysis 

conducted through the concept may reveal issues in the business logic related to 

knowledge sharing and boundary objects. In addition, this study examines 

business model as a boundary object in data generation between the researcher 

and the interviewees. The attempt is to illustrate the use of the business model 

concept in different contexts through a case study approach. Given that the 

importance of knowledge sharing in knowledge management is increasingly 

recognized (Massingham, 2014; Wang & Noe, 2010) and value creation through 

the business model concept (Teece, 2010), the study has importance, relevance, 

and justification for scientific domain.  

There are three research questions in this study. They are specified as follows: 

1. How business logic of a firm or an industry28 can be described and 

conceptualized through the business model concept in interview 

based setting? 

This research question studies how to describe and conceptualize business logic 

of a firm or an industry through interviews of experts by using the business 

model framework (Osterwalder, 2004: Osterwalder et al., 2005). The question 

aims at capturing differences in business models and their conceptualizations by 

different experts who possess knowledge of their company’s business logic.   

                                                             
28 Industry is defined here “as the group of firms producing products (or services) that are close 
substitutes for each other” (Porter, 1980, p. 5). 



 

64 

2. How the business model concept can be used to reveal different 

experts’ views of the challenges in the business logic, and how these 

challenges relate to knowledge sharing and boundary objects?  

This research question bases on the first question. It will study the different 

challenges the analysis carried out with business model concept may reveal of 

the business logic. It also investigates how these challenges differ between 

experts who have different knowledge and represent various departments of a 

firm. This question will study and give explanations about how the different 

challenges attained through the use of the business model concept in analyzing 

business logic relate to knowledge sharing and how these challenges can be 

further theoretically elaborated from the viewpoint of syntactic, semantic, and 

pragmatic knowledge boundaries (Carlile, 2002; 2004). 

3. How the business model functions as a boundary object between the 

researcher and interviewees in data generation? 

The third question will study and give explanations about how the use of the 

business model concept in analyzing business logic functions in data generation. 

It is a methodological research question concerning boundary objects. 

This study combines descriptive and explanatory views (Yin, 1994) in the 

research questions in order to understand how the business model concept can 

be applied to describe experts’ views of their companies’ business logics, and 

how the business model concept reveals knowledge sharing related issues. For 

studying business logics of firms and an industry, the study applies the business 

model ontology (Osterwalder, 2004; Osterwalder et al., 2005) presented in the 

Figure 1. For studying knowledge sharing, the study applies existing knowledge 

about knowledge sharing presented in the literature review. Boundary objects 

are viewed from two perspectives in study. First, the results generated in the 

study will be further analyzed in a cross-case analysis from the viewpoint of 

Carlile’s syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic knowledge boundaries presented in 

the literature review. Second, the study ponders the use of a business model as a 

boundary object between the researcher and the informants in a case study. The 

general theoretical approach of this study is illustrated in the Figure 2.  
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3.3 Research design 

Case studies can be used to understand better a particular case or to provide 

insight into an issue or refinement of theory (Stake, 1994). Also, case study 

approach is beneficial when the aim of the research is to generate theory 

(Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1994). When case studies are properly designed they 

will be helpful for theory-building purposes because they provide a strong 

potential for a certain thickness of description. According to Yin (1994) “a 

research design is an action plan for getting from here to there, where here may 

be defined as the initial set of questions to be answered, and there is some set of 

conclusions (answers) about these questions” (p. 20). This means that the 

researcher should create a research strategy in order to turn research questions 

into reasonable procedures. These procedures or activities represent field work 

as well as data generation and analysis, writing results of the study, and 

evaluation of the study. In other words, a research design is a “blueprint” (Yin, 

1994) which deals with what questions to study, what data are relevant, what 

data to collect, and how to analyze results.  

The research design of this study represents an embedded multiple case study 

(Yin, 1994). Embedded multiple case study consists of more than one case. 

Multiple case design enables broader exploration of research questions and 

theoretical elaboration (Yin, 1994). The number of cases in case studies is 

usually low, and hence few additional cases can significantly provide more 

analytic power (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Generally, the strength of a 

qualitative multiple case study approach lies in its ability to generalize research 

outcomes while preserving the in-depth description (Herriott & Firestone, 1983).  

Yin (1994) distinguishes three types of case study strategies: exploratory, 

descriptive and explanatory. The boundaries between these types are not always 

very clear. The nature of the research question defines some criteria for the 

choice of the case study strategy. Exploratory strategies are usually related to 

“what” questions when the goal is to develop pertinent hypotheses and 

propositions for further inquiry. “Who” and “where” questions refer often to 

settings where the aim is to describe the incidence or prevalence of a 

phenomenon. “How” and “why” questions are more explanatory and likely to 

lead to the use of case studies (Yin, 1994). As my research questions are related 

to how business logic of a firm or an industry can be described through the 
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business model concept in interview based setting, and how the business model 

concept can be used to reveal different experts’ views of the challenges in the 

business logic, and how it hence relates to knowledge sharing, the explanatory 

approach would be a justified choice. However, the research approach of this 

study has a descriptive aspect as well as the study analyzes a sample in detail 

and in depth which is the main goal of a descriptive case study (Tobin, 2010).  

The question of defining a unit of analysis for the research is a specific and 

sometimes challenging task, too (Yin, 1994). Generally, the unit of analysis 

describes what the case is, and what its boundaries are. Also, it should be in line 

with the research questions (Yin, 1994). The case can be, for instance, an 

individual person, an event, entity, a decision, a program, or organizational 

change. In this research, the unit of analysis consists of experts’ views of 

business models and knowledge sharing.  

In reality, the investigator has to contemplate the availability of relevant and 

meaningful cases. All potential cases are not accessible to the investigator, nor 

can she or he have precise prior knowledge on what types of cases will be 

theoretically meaningful. Hence, the cases in this research were selected to 

represent application of the business model concept in different contexts. The 

aim in all of the cases was to understand how business model could be applied 

as a conceptual framework to describe the business logic of a company in 

interview based setting and how the analysis of business models reveal 

knowledge sharing related issues. 

As Pettigrew (1990) has pointed out, given the limited number of cases which 

can be studied, it is reasonable to select polar cases29 in multiple case study 

design. Of course, the cases may be chosen randomly, but however, random 

selection is neither necessary, nor even preferable (Eisenhardt, 1989). Instead, 

each case of a multiple case study can be regarded as serving as a distinct 

experiment that stands on its own as analytic unit (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; 

Yin, 1994). Further, each case should be selected so that it either (a) predicts 

similar results (a literal replication) or produces (b) contrasting results (a 

theoretical replication) (Yin, 1994). In this study, there is variation between the 

                                                             
29 A polar case refers to characteristics of interest that are extreme or unique. Such cases may 
help to describe, comprehend, and account the broader characteristics of specific phenomena 
(Jugdev & LaFramboise, 2010). 
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selected cases. The cases varied in several ways: industries they represented, 

size, and maturity of the organization. However, the chosen cases have to be 

similar enough, on the one hand, to make reasonable comparison between the 

cases, yet dissimilar enough, on the other hand, to illustrate how the investigated 

phenomenon differs in various contexts (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). These 

criteria were met in this study, since each case represents how the business model 

concept is applied as a means to describe and understand the business logic of a 

firm. Additionally, the context where the business model concept was applied 

varied across the cases.    

3.4 Data and data collection 

The data gathered for this study stems from four different case studies in four 

different contexts. Data were gathered by the interview method. It is important 

to realize that methods impose certain perspectives on reality. For instance, if a 

researcher directly observes events she or he assumes that reality is deeply 

affected by the actions of all participants including his own. Every research 

method reveals little different facets of the same symbolic reality. Every method 

is a different line of sight directed toward the same point – observing symbolic 

and social reality (Berg, 1989). 

Usually the interview method is applied in a case study as a primary data source, 

since interviews are a highly efficient way to gather rich, empirical data 

(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). In general, interviews are one of the most 

universally recognized forms of qualitative research methods (Mason, 1996). 

Because I wanted to find out notions of experts’ views of their company’s 

business model and the related knowledge sharing issues, I simply considered it 

to be reasonable to ask their opinions. This ontological position suggests that 

people’s knowledge, conceptions, views, interpretations, experiences, and 

interactions are meaningful properties of the social reality which my research 

questions are designed to explore. Also, the epistemological position of this 

study suggests that a legitimate way to generate data on the mentioned 

ontological properties is to interact with people by talking to them and listening 

to them, and hence gain access to their accounts (Mason, 1996).  
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Interview is a time-consuming way of generating data. However, it is flexible by 

nature and suitable for studying complex research phenomena and gaining an 

insight to individual views of a certain issue. Also, as the concepts discussed in 

this study are relatively new, interviewing is an excellent research method 

because it enables empirical data to be gathered even though the exact amount 

and type of data is not known in advance (King, 1994). The data analysis consists 

of qualitative data gained through semi-structured interviews (Kvale, 1996). 

Information on the cases30 and data of the study is presented in the Table 7. 

Table 7. Cases and data of the research. 

Cases Interview data 
Case A, conducted in 2012  16 semi-structured interviews 
Case B, conducted in 200931  14 semi-structured interviews 
Case C, conducted in 201332  6 semi-structured interviews 
Case D, conducted in 2009-201033  12 semi-structured interviews 
Altogether 4 cases Altogether 48 interviews 

 

Interviews 

The selection criteria of the interviewees were that a) they worked in the 

investigated cases, and b) represented different functions or fields of expertize 

in the case organizations. These two criteria were taken into account in the all 

four studied cases. The informants were selected in cooperation with the 

representatives of the case organizations. The selected interviewees were 

presumed to be knowledgeable with the topics of the research (i.e. how their 

work and effort is related to the business model of the firm or industry, and what 

kind of challenges the business model imposes to knowledge sharing from their 

view). The criteria were set in order to make sure that the informants would have 

personal knowledge of the themes of the study, and that they would represent 

divergent positions in the case organizations. This prerequisite for the interviews 

attempted to generate various viewpoints of the investigated themes. 

Additionally, interviewees representing several fields of specialization and 

                                                             
30 The cases will be described more in depth in the chapter 3.4. 
31 The data was gathered in conjunction with Mari Holopainen. 
32 The data was gathered in conjunction with Hoda Faghankhani. 
33 The data was gathered in conjunction with Mikko Lehtonen.  
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knowledge aid to overcome key informant bias34 and hence generate divergent 

and rich data (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). The interviewees and their 

positions in the case companies are presented in the Table 8. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
34 “Informant bias is the potential error that occurs when subjects used in field research are 
reporting on others or on events at which they were not present” (MacAulay, 2010, p. 459). 



 

70 

Table 8. Interviewees (IV) and their positions. 

Case A, position of the 
interviewees (IV) in 
case organization 

Case B, position of 
the interviewees (IV) 
in case organization 

Case C, position of 
the interviewees 
(IV) in case 
organization 

Case D, position of the 
interviewees (IV) in 
case organization 

IV1: Sales assistant.  
Handles quotes from 
customers.  

IV1: Business 
manager. 

IV1: Veterinarian. 
Entrepreneur. 

IV1: Director of special 
business area of the case 
company. 

IV2: Export assistant.  
Contact to resellers and 
customers. 

IV2: Marketing and 
communications 
director. 

IV2: Administrative 
manager. 
Entrepreneur. 

IV2: Director of case 
company’s customer 
organization’s Russian 
operations.  

IV3: Product designer.  IV3: Business 
director. Responsible 
for unit “A” business. 

IV3: Managing 
director of a 
veterinary clinic 
chain. 

IV3: Operative director 
of case company’s 
Russian subsidiary. 

IV4: HR manager.  IV4: Account director. IV4: Nurse. 
Practice manager. 
Entrepreneur. 

IV4: Director of 
interregional union of 
construction companies 
in Russia. 

IV5: Communications 
director. 

IV5: Business 
development manager. 

IV5: Administrative 
manager of a 
veterinary clinic 
chain. 

IV5: Chief project 
engineer of case 
company’s customer 
organization in Russia. 

IV6: Production 
manager. Plans and 
controls production 
process. 

IV6: Service 
development director. 

IV6: Legal counsel 
of a veterinary 
association. 

IV6: Director of real 
estate operations of case 
company’s customer 
organization. 

IV7: Production director. 
Responsible for 
operations in production, 
logistics and 
procurement. 

IV7: Business 
director. Responsible 
for unit “B” business. 

 IV7: Director of case 
company’s operations in 
Russia and Baltics. 

IV8: Sourcing manager. 
Manages supplier 
relationships. 

IV8: HR director.  IV8: Project manager in 
case company. Task 
management, internal 
management, and 
contact for construction 
site. 

IV9: Technology 
manager. Specialist in 
production technologies. 

IV9: Sales director. 
Responsible for key 
customers and field 
sales. 

 IV9: Project director of 
case company’s 
operation in Russia. 

IV10: Finance director. IV10: Service 
manager. Responsible 
for operational service 
management. 

 IV10: Business 
development director in 
case company. 

IV11: Security specialist. IV11: Director. 
Responsible for online 
product development. 

 IV11: Director of design 
department in case 
company. 

IV12: Sales director. IV12:Managing 
director. 

 IV12: Project manager 
in case company’s 
customer organization.   

IV13: Managing 
director. 

IV13: Team leader. 
Responsible for 
operational CRM. 

  

IV14: Sales manager. 
International sales. 

IV14: Development 
manager. Responsible 
for internal training. 

  

IV15: Production 
manager. Plans and 
controls production 
process. 

   

IV16: Sales director.    
16 interviews 14 interviews 6 interviews 12 interviews 
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The number of interviewees was agreed with the representatives of the case 

organizations. The interviews seemed to reach the saturation35 point (Kvale, 

1996). This indicated that enough interviews were carried out in each of the 

cases. The case-specific purposes were partially different in each case study, 

since each of the cases stem from a different project or purpose. However, all 

cases were related to business models and knowledge sharing, and hence to the 

research aims and questions of this research. 

Interviews were conducted by using a semi-structured approach in which all the 

informants were discussed on the basis of similar questions. Such an interview 

can also be regarded as a structured open-response interview (King, 1994). A 

semi-structured starting point enables making comparisons between and within 

the cases. Such an interview is meaningful in situations where factual 

information is to be collected but there is uncertainty about what and how much 

interviewees may provide (King, 1994). Also, it suits well situations where a 

descriptive explanation of a topic is needed, without formal hypothesis-testing, 

and if the nature and scope or informants’ likely views about the research theme 

are not well known in advance, and cannot easily be quantified (King, 1994). 

Even if the interview agenda was consistent within the cases A, B, C, and D, I 

used this agenda flexibly. By doing so, I could be sensitive to the interviewees’ 

knowledge and experiences if they wanted to emphasize certain themes over 

others. I attempted to give time and space to the interviewees to describe their 

views.  

In case A, I did the interviews by myself. In cases B, C, and D, most of the 

interviews were done in cooperation with another researcher. This can be 

regarded as adding value to the data collection, because other researchers 

generated novel ideas and views to the data generation stage. When interviewing 

with another researcher, the interview questions were asked by turns. This 

allowed us to concentrate on a specific topic in the interview and take short notes. 

The list of the interview questions for each case is represented in the Appendix 

1. All the interviews were conducted in a peaceful place at interviewees’ 

workplaces, except two interviews. One of these was conducted in a cafeteria 

                                                             
35 Saturation means that a concept has been rigorously studied such that no new themes 
needing further exploration emerge from the recursive process of data collection and analysis 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  
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preferred by the interviewee, and the other was conducted by telephone once 

again preferred by the interviewee.  

In the interviews, the purpose was to create a comfortable situation and mutual 

trust between the interviewer(s) and the interviewees. I promised to them that 

the discussions are confidential and that when I will report the findings their 

personal information will not be connected to what they have said during the 

interview sessions. The duration of the interviews varied from around 60 minutes 

to 120 minutes. I recorded all interviews by permission from the informants. It 

seemed that the recording of the interviews did not bother the informants, and 

the interviews were mostly relaxed and went smoothly. Most of the interviews 

were done in Finnish while a few were done in English. The handling of the 

interview data is expressed in the Table 9. 

Table 9. Interview data handling. 

Cases Interview data 
Case A (Number of 
interviews = 16) 

Audio recording, full transcriptions by a skilled typist 

Case B (Number of 
interviews = 14) 

Audio recording, full transcriptions by a skilled typist (except 
one transcription by the author of this study) 

Case C (Number of 
interviews = 6) 

Audio recording, full transcriptions by a skilled typist 

Case D (Number of 
interviews = 12) 

Audio recording, full transcriptions by a skilled typist 

 

3.5 Case descriptions 

Four distinct cases were investigated in this research. The cases are labeled as 

case A, B, C, and D36. The cases are not organizations per se. Instead, the cases 

represent applications of the business model concept in different contexts. Table 

10 presents brief characteristics of the cases. Description of the cases bases on 

discussions with case organizations’ representatives.    

 

 

 

                                                             
36 Anonymity was guaranteed to the organizations involved in this research. 
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Table 10. Characteristics of the cases. 

Case Case specific characteristics Case’s informants 
A Business model as a tool in describing 

business logic and cross-functional 
knowledge sharing in servitization 

Representatives of different 
departments of a servitizing company 

B Business model as a tool in defining the 
current service business and related 
knowledge sharing 

Representatives of different 
departments of a service company 

C Business model as a tool in describing 
business logic and knowledge sharing of a 
developing service business 

Representatives of 5 different 
organizations which represent a 
developing industry 

D Business model as a tool in describing 
business logic and knowledge sharing in 
internationalization of KIBS 

A) Company representatives from 
the KIBS company’s headquarters 
and international subsidiary  
B) Customers or partners of the 
KIBS company  

 

The applications of the business model concept were different in the four cases. 

However, all applications shared some commonalities. Since the essence of a 

business model is describing business logic and value creation of a company or 

an industry, this view was prevalent in all cases. Also, as the topic of this study 

is to apply the business model concept as an empirical concept in knowledge 

sharing related research context, all cases shared the idea that the concept is used 

as a means to understand and share the business logic, and related knowledge 

sharing issues between the researcher and different experts who are related to 

the given business logic (i.e. business model). In other words, the idea was to 

apply the business model concept as a boundary object between the interviewed 

experts and the researcher when discussing the business logics and knowledge 

sharing of the studied cases. 

All of the cases shared the notion of challenge. This means that the starting point 

for the case studies was that the companies related to the cases attempted 

somehow to improve their business, for example, by attempting to understand it 

better. This arrangement was described when the case studies were agreed with 

the representatives of the organizations participating in this study. This was also 

very natural since the cases included in different developmental projects. The 

case representatives shared the idea that the case studies should reveal essential 

information and knowledge about their business logic, and that this 

understanding could be further utilized in business development. Therefore, the 
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cases functioned as a means for information and knowledge gathering. In this 

sense, the cases A, B, C, and D did not function just as a means for understanding 

a phenomenon in scientific sense, but also as a means to communicate research-

based information to a variety of nonspecialists which is actually one important 

feature of case study based research (Yin, 1994). In other words, the idea was to 

provide the informants and their organizations information on their business 

models and knowledge sharing after the interviews were conducted in each of 

the cases. This was done in workshops. However, the data of these workshops 

are not included in this research report because this data are outside the scope of 

this research.  

Case A - Business model as a tool in describing business logic and cross-

functional knowledge sharing in servitization 

Case A bases on a Finnish manufacturing company which roots are deeply in 

manufacturing. The business landscape of the case company is changing 

drastically, and the management of the company regarded service business as a 

means to survive in the changing business environment. Therefore, a case study 

as a part of ongoing service development process was set to study the current 

state of the service business and related knowledge sharing between different 

functions, and consider thereafter how the service business could be developed 

in the company. 

When designing the case study, it was agreed with the company’s management 

that understanding of the current status of the service business and related 

competencies is a foundation, on the one hand, for knowledge creation and 

sharing in the organization, and on the other hand, for service development. 

According to the discussion with the managing director of the case company, the 

aim of the case company is, on the one hand, to strengthen and systematize the 

current service portfolio, and on the other hand, to apply the historically 

accumulated core technological competencies of the company to a knowledge-

intensive service offering. Thus, the case served as a sensible example for 

servitization. The case A applies the business model concept as a tool to 

understand the current status of service development and knowledge sharing in 

a manufacturing company. 
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The empirical data comprise of 16 semi-structured interviews with the case 

company representatives about the current status of the business model of the 

case company. The interviews were based on the business model concept which 

was applied in the interviews with the case company’s personnel. The case study 

aims to indicate how the business model concept can be applied in a servitizing 

company in order to understand the current state of the service business and to 

build the foundation for the offering of knowledge-intensive business services 

by providing information on the knowledge gaps between the current state of 

business and the desired state.  

Case B - Business model as a tool in defining the current service business 

and related knowledge sharing 

When studying the case, the focus was, on the one hand, on describing the 

current and desired business model, and on the other hand, on exploring how the 

business model analysis through interviews could reveal knowledge sharing 

challenges between departments of the case company concerning the business 

model. A major difference between the A and B is that the case company of the 

case B operates merely in service business. In fact, the business area of the 

company is telecommunication services which is an established industry.  

The empirical data comprise of 14 semi-structured interviews of the case 

company representatives. Case B illustrates how the business model concept can 

be applied in a service company in order to understand the business logic (i.e. 

business model), its challenges and related knowledge sharing in service 

business.  

Case C - Business model as a tool in describing business logic and knowledge 

sharing of a developing service business 

Case C consists of four companies and one association which operate in a 

developing industry, namely private veterinary health care. The case represents 

how the concept of business model can be applied as an analysis tool when 

attempting to understand and describe the business logic and knowledge sharing 

of a developing service industry. Veterinary health care as an industry is a very 

interesting field of business that has potential for many kinds of business models. 

The industry is rather new in Finland since the first private clinics have existed 

only about twenty years. In spite of the current challenging economic situation, 
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the Finns have pets and spend money on them more and more every year 

(Jyrinki, 2010). 

More and more products and services are offered for pets and their owners every 

year. People also take care of the health of their pets more than ever (Hill, Gaines 

& Wilson, 2008). The amount of private enterprises which provide services 

related to pets has increased in Finland rather recently. However, these 

businesses are usually very small. Still in the late 80’s there were not virtually 

any private veterinary clinics in Finland. In the early 90’s, the first private clinics 

emerged, and since then the evolution of the veterinary health care services has 

been drastic in Finland.  

In the case C, the business model concept was used in interviews with four 

companies and one association. All five studied organizations operate in the field 

of veterinary health care. The companies are veterinary clinics. Three of them 

are small private enterprises, while the fourth is a rapidly growing clinic chain. 

Some of the clinics sell products like animal food, medicine, and accessories. 

The fifth organization is an association for veterinarians and it was chosen to the 

case C since it was expected that the representative of the association would 

provide a complementary view to the evolving pet veterinary health care. The 

aim of the case C was to create a better understanding of the business logic and 

knowledge sharing in an emerging service business. The empirical data of the 

case C consist of six interviews with five case organizations operating in private 

veterinary health care.  

Case D - Business model as a tool in describing business logic and knowledge 

sharing in internationalization of KIBS 

Case D is a case study of a big Finnish design and engineering firm which 

operates internationally but attempts to expand further and develop its services 

in the real estate and construction sector. In order to execute the service value 

proposition, the firm has created a novel, innovative value proposition as a 

service, in which multiple design, engineering and construction services are 

bundled to the customer.  

In the case D, the case organization strives for establishing its position in several 

countries, even transitional economies. An example of such a developing market 

is Russia as a transitional economy. At the heart of these internationalization 
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aims is the novel, innovative approach of integrating different services, and the 

organization’s employees aim to establish the firm’s operations to a foreign 

market in which several standpoints of the market are not widely known 

knowledge in the organization. It is necessary for the employees to communicate 

within the Finnish office as well as with foreign subsidiaries and foreign clients. 

The company already carries out few operations in foreign countries. However, 

the extent of these operations is still narrow and their focus somehow differs 

from the novel service concept.  

In the case D, the business model concept was used by the researchers37 in 

communication with the case company’s customers and representatives. 

Additionally, the business model concept was used in analyzing the business 

environment and current operating logics in the foreign target market of the case 

company. Further, the idea was to study what the business model concept would 

reveal about knowledge sharing.  

The assumption in the case D was that the expectations of foreign customers may 

differ from the conventional domestic customers38. This means that the business 

logic applied in the domestic market may need to be adapted to the cultural, 

economic, institutional, and geographic features of the foreign market. The 

interest was to study how the business model concept may raise critical questions 

in internationalizing services: how to adapt existing services, or develop new 

services that are appropriate for the foreign context.  

The empirical data of the case D consist of 12 semi-structured interviews where 

the business model concept was applied. The interviewees were directors, 

project managers, designers and architects of the case company, and different 

organizations in the target market. Seven of the interviewees were working in 

the case company, while the other five interviewees represented customers or 

other organizations related to case company’s business.  

 

                                                             
37 This case was conducted with Mikko Lehtonen. 
38 This assumption was agreed with a case representative of the case organization when 
launching the case. 
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3.6 Data analysis 

Generally, no precise or agreed-on terms define varieties and processes of 

qualitative analysis (Patton, 2002). Usually, theory-based analysis (Eskola & 

Suoranta, 2002) and grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) are the two main 

approaches in analyzing qualitative data. The latter means that the researcher 

attains understanding and insight of the meaningful themes of the investigated 

phenomena through reading the data. In principle, it indicates that a researcher 

would start processing the data without assumptions or expectations (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). However, one may question whether this is possible in reality. 

Since empirical material is generally an artifact of interpretations (Alvesson & 

Kärreman, 2011), and if the investigator has attended in the previous stages of 

the research process like interviews, she must have some sort of preliminary 

understanding of the studied theme.  

Theory-based analysis means that the investigator has a construct or schema that 

is applied to understanding and organizing the data (Eskola & Suoranta, 2002). 

Inductive reasoning is more related to the grounded theory approach, while 

deductive reasoning relates more to the theory-based approach (Alvesson & 

Kärreman, 2011). Nevertheless, it is not necessary to regard the inductive and 

deductive reasoning as mutually exclusive. Generally, deductive analysis is 

usually used when the structure of analysis is operationalized on the basis of an 

existing framework (Patton, 2002). Respectively, inductive analysis can be 

applied in cases where there are no previous studies dealing with the 

phenomenon (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). In inductive approach, findings emerge out 

of the data (Patton, 2002) and data shifts from the specific to the general, so that 

specific instances are observed and then combined into a larger whole (Elo & 

Kyngäs, 2008).  

In this study, the data generation and analysis were more deductive in the 

beginning of the study, since the study had a rather rigid theoretical basis. 

However, since both inductivist and deductivist approaches share a belief in a 

clear separation of theory and data and a deep seated trust in the capacity of data 

to inform and correct theory building (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011), I applied 

also abductive approach through which I aimed at finding the best explanation 

for the data (Josephson, 1996). Charles S. Peirce used the term abduction as a 

third mode of inference besides deduction and induction, which is connected to 
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the generation of new ideas. Abduction is inference to the best explanation. It is 

a form of inference that goes from data describing something to a hypothesis that 

best explains or accounts for the data. Hence, abduction is a kind of theory-

forming or interpretive inference (Josephson, 1996).  

As stated, theory-based, or deductive analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Patton, 

2002), was mainly applied in the analysis of data. However, in the cross-case 

analysis in which the aim was to bring the results to a more theoretical level, 

inductive and abductive approach was applied, too.  

As Yin (1994) suggests, theory development prior to the collection of any case 

study data is an essential step in case study based research. The combination of 

empirical research themes and my theoretical understanding on business models, 

knowledge sharing, and boundary objects illustrated through the conceptual 

framework presented in the Figure 2 is the “theory” in the analysis. This 

framework has shaped up during the course of the study. It is founded on the 

literature and insights from the cases. Even if the data generation and analysis 

were rather deductive by nature, the research process had abductive element as 

well, since abduction is essentially a process of reasoning from effect to cause, 

and abductive reasoning produces knowledge (Josephson, 1996).  

The categories used for data analysis were similar in all the cases A, B, C, and 

D. The cases A, B and D39 each had a one case company whose business model 

was in the focus of the analysis. The case C consisted of four companies and one 

association. However, the interview questions and the general research approach 

were mainly similar in the cases A, B, C, and D.  

Next, I will present the phases of the data analysis of cases A, B, C, and D. The 

phases are summarized in the Table 11. I started the analysis of the data by 

reading the transcriptions open-mindedly. In this phase, I had already decided to 

apply the business model ontology (Osterwalder, 2004; Osterwalder et al., 2005) 

framework which is illustrated in the Figure 1, and the research on knowledge 

sharing presented in the chapter 2.5 Knowledge sharing in organizations. 

                                                             
39 In addition, the case D consisted of several representatives who related to the context of the 
studied case. 
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Nevertheless, I paid attention to any novel themes or potential categories which 

aroused from the transcriptions. 

Table 11. Phases of the data analysis. 

Step Aim Outcome 
Reading all the 
transcriptions case by 
case. 

To get a broad understanding of the 
cases. 

An overview of the cases. 
An idea of the potential 
categories and codes. 

Coding few interviews 
from case A based on 
the chosen categories. 

To assess whether the data can be 
coded into the chosen categories. 

Confidence that the data 
can be categorized based 
on the chosen codes. 
Boundaries between the 
categories became more 
explicit. 

Coding all interviews 
of case A. 

To check whether the whole 
interview data can be categorized in 
a reasonable way. 

Examples of different 
business model elements as 
representatives of value 
creation logic. 

Coding the data of 
cases B, C, and D. 

To complement the understanding 
of the data. 

Examples of different 
business model elements as 
representatives of value 
creation logic. 

Revising the codes 
and categories of cases 
A, B, C, and D.   

Ensuring that all relevant data 
belongs to the right category. 

Confidence that relevant 
data was not excluded. 
Confidence that the data 
categorization is 
reasonable. 

In-case analysis for 
each individual case. 

To discover the dynamics of value 
creation and knowledge sharing 
through business model concept 
within the selected categories in 
each case. 

Case descriptions of 
business models and 
knowledge sharing. 

Cross-case analysis40. To assess similarities and 
differences between the cases. To 
analyze the results from the 
viewpoint of boundary objects. 

Similarities and differences 
in business models and 
knowledge sharing. 

 

Secondly, I coded the interview transcriptions. The coding based on qualitative 

content analysis. Content analysis refers to qualitative data reduction and sense-

making efforts that takes a volume of qualitative material and attempts to 

identify core consistencies and meanings (Patton, 2002). Thus, content analysis 

can be applied in order to make valid and replicable inferences from texts or 

other sources relevant to the context of their use (Krippendorf, 2004). It thus 

indicates that phrases and words from the text data are extracted into relevant 

categories (Kvale, 1996). Thus, in content analysis, the researcher examines 

artifacts of social communication (Berg, 1989). The criteria of selection used in 

content analysis should be sufficiently exhaustive to account for each variation 

                                                             
40 Cross-case analysis was conducted for all cases (A to D). 
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of message content and must be rigidly and consistently applied so that other 

researchers or readers of the research report looking at the same messages would 

obtain comparable results (Berg, 1989). In this study, the codes were derived 

from the interview themes which were based on the business model framework 

(cf. Figure 1), and the research on knowledge sharing presented in the chapter 

2.5 Knowledge sharing in organizations. 

As analysis tool, I used the qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.ti. The 

software aids in controlling massive qualitative data sets. However, the software 

itself analyzes nothing. Instead, this is the responsibility of the investigator. The 

usual debate concerning the use of qualitative content analysis is whether the 

analysis should be limited to convey content (those elements that are physically 

present and countable) or widened to more latent content. The latter means that 

the analysis is widened to an interpretive reading of the symbolism underlying 

the physically presented data (Berg, 1989). I adopted these both views in the 

analysis in order to get a comprehensive picture of the data. When I coded the 

transcriptions I paid attention on evaluating and deciding 1) if a quotation is 

meaningful for the aims of the study (i.e. business models and knowledge 

sharing), and hence has to be coded, 2) if it is possible to classify the quotation 

to a category which already exists or if there is an urge for a novel category, 3) 

how many categories may be reasonably controlled, and 4) if identical norms 

should be used throughout the entire coding process. I used this approach across 

the coding of all cases. I provide illustrations of the quotations in various 

categories in the Table 12. I have translated some of the quotations from Finnish 

language. 
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Table 12. Illustrations of the data categorization. 

Category Quotation example 
Target 
customers 

”We have strategic customers with whom we have product development 
projects, and then we have customers which are so small that is not worth 
for us to cooperate with them.” 

Value 
proposition 

”Precise delivery of products. Reliability. Communication to the customer 
about what we do here.” 

Channels ”Channels consist mainly of different events and meetings with customers. 
And of course our webpage and newsletters. Annual report is one good 
media, too.” 

Customer 
relationships 

“If some problem occurs, then it helps a lot to have good relationship with 
the customer (…) and the customer takes the phone and calls us and say,’ 
listen, I have a problem, can you help us’. Then we try to work it out 
together. And then this good relationship helps a lot.” 

Revenue 
streams 

“For some customers we are the only supplier. In these cases we can have 
better price for our product, but normally these customers are quite small, 
and hence we have to make our profit by big volumes.” 

Key resources ”Sales is one, but also our key specialists in the production.” 
Key activities “It starts from sales; that we get the connection with the customer. And 

then production which produces the output.” 
Partnerships ”We do not have partnerships in structured form. Instead, cooperation is 

usually based on emergent problem or case, and this dictates who to 
contact. (...) So, we have lots of contacts around the world, but the 
contacts are not managed.” 

Cost structure ”With the current business concept the key to success is to decrease the 
cost per unit. But in the long run there should be something else, of 
course, because you can’t reduce the cost per unit endlessly.” 

Knowledge 
sharing  

”After the sales has gained a deal, there are sometimes serious challenges 
about how all the information flows so that someone would catch it, take 
responsibility, and then inform others what they should do. Nowadays it 
somehow hobbles.” 

 

The data of cases A, B, C, and D were categorized in a cross-sectional way 

(Mason, 1996), which means that the categorization between the cases was done 

identically. The essential idea of this approach is that the researcher applies a 

uniform set of categories systemically and consistently to his or her data. 

However, there are three principal limitations with this type of categorizing. The 

first is that even if it might be a beneficial practice to direct the reader around an 

individual text, it might produce indexing categories so wide as to be of limited 

further use, specifically for the purposes of making comparisons between more 

than one text.Secondly, any one piece of qualitative text is likely to indicate more 

than one topic or concept at a time, and hence serial indexing may be unsuitable 

to apply. Thirdly, serial indexing is implausible to work well in qualitative texts 

which do not have a uniform layout or follow an ordered sequence (Mason, 

1996).  
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I could avoid the first and last limitation portrayed by Mason (1996), but some 

quotations were referred to more than a single category. However, one may 

regard this as an advantage since it indicates how the categories are 

interconnected. For instance, the quotation “one-on-one meeting is certainly the 

most important (channel) – that we regularly meet customers and contact them” 

refers to two categories of the coding framework. Firstly, the quotation can be 

stated to refer to the category of channels. Second, it refers to the category of 

customer relationships. In this kind of cases, I categorized the quotation into both 

categories since it illustrates the channels through which the company reaches 

its customers as well as how the customer relationships are maintained. Channels 

and customer relationships are interlinked since the selection of channels 

influences the customer relationships.  

Thirdly, the suitability of the categories was assessed. Actually, this stage was 

concurrent with the coding phase of the analysis. I verified the suitability of the 

codes and categories as Eskola and Suoranta (2002) propose. At first, the section 

of the data was categorized based on the initial coding framework. Next, a few 

refinements were made to the codes. The changes were minor since the original 

index of codes served the grouping of the data nicely. According to Dey (1993), 

categories have to be meaningful both internally, in relation to the data 

understood in a context, and externally, in relation to the data understood through 

comparison. These criteria were met in the analysis. 

It could be purposeless to count the frequencies of any comment or topic stated 

by the informants as the interviews did not deal equally with all topics of the 

interview agenda. Between the interviews some topics were discussed more than 

others by the informants. Calculating frequencies may be deceptive since an 

interviewee may be unable to remember significant but less essential events or 

remember essential but insignificant events. However, many topics in the 

interviews were emphasized by many interviewees. This shows the importance 

of the particular topics. Nevertheless, it is conceivable to visualize a situation in 

which only a single informant remembers a particular event that is extremely 

important to business models or knowledge sharing. Therefore, counting only 

frequencies can lead to misinterpretations. That is why the researcher’s skills 

have an essential role. The researcher needs to understand and interpret the 

meanings and importance of the descriptions created in the interviews. 
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Nevertheless, to illustrate the credibility of the categorized data, I have provided 

a sum of quotations of each category in the Table 13. This is not done to 

underline the significance of any specific category. Rather, it has been done to 

provide an insight about how much conversation was related to every category. 

It can be noted that value proposition, target customers, channels, and knowledge 

sharing were the most discussed themes, whereas key activities, cost structure, 

and revenue streams were the least discussed.  

Table 13. Categories and the count of quotations in the categories after the 

data coding.   

 Case A Case B  Case C Case D Total 
Number of interviews 16 14 6 12 48 
Code/category N % N % N % N % N % 
Target customers 56 9 89 14 19 8 58 20 273 12 
Value proposition 130 20 180 28 55 22 67 23 525 24  
Channels 73 11 63 10 40 16 19 7 239 11 
Customer relationships 77 12 59 9 28 12 19 7 223 10 
Revenue streams 41 6 48 7 12 5 12 4 135 6 
Key resources 50 8 43 7 15 6 25 9 163 7 
Key activities 19 3 22 3 17 7 17 6 94 4 
Partnerships 50 8 61 10 32 13 40 14 228 10 
Cost structure 40 6 24 4 11 5 12 4 106 5 
Knowledge sharing 114 17 51 8 14 6 18 6 234 11 

 
Grand total of 
categorized quotations 

650 100 640 100 243 100 287 100 2220 100 

 

According to (Eisenhardt, 1989), there is no standard for in-case analysis since 

there are probably as many approaches as researchers, but the main idea is to 

become intimately familiar with each case as a stand-alone entity. Even though 

analysis largely depends on researcher’s own style of rigorous thinking (Yin, 

1994), it is possible to draw a clear picture of the analysis through sufficient 

explanation. I conducted the in-case analysis for the cases as follows. I reread 

the quotations case by case after the categorization of the transcriptions. When 

rereading the quotations I tried to recall the case context and the data generation 

stage. Instead of considering the data to be external reality, the data were 

attached to be inner reflections of the interviewees. The aim of the case analysis 

was to find themes, regularities, and patterns, as well as irregularities and 

contrasts among the cases. Further, I strived for distinguishing relevant themes 

and subcategories within the categories, and contemplating the interconnections 

between dissimilar categories. When reading the categorized case extractions, I 
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had questions related to the topic of the study in my mind. These questions are 

presented in the Table 14. As suggested by Yin (1994), in the meanwhile, I 

started to write reports of the cases for the results chapter.  

Table 14. Categories for data analysis and questions in mind. 

Category Questions in mind 

Target customers Which are the target customers of the company? 
Does the company segment its customers and if, how? 
Challenges? - Outlooks? 

Value proposition What are the goods and services the company offers? 
How the offering is said to add value to customers? 
Challenges? - Outlooks? 

Channels What kind of channels the company use in order to reach its 
customers and go to market? 
How the channels differentiate, resource-wise, for example? 
Challenges? - Outlooks? 

Customer 
relationships 

What kind of relationship the company has with its customers? 
Are the relationships long, short, deep, or shallow by nature? 
Is there cooperation with customers? 
Challenges? - Outlooks? 

Revenue streams How the revenues are generated? 
Are some revenue streams more profitable than others, and if so, 
why? 
Challenges? - Outlooks? 

Key resources What are the key resources of the company? 
Challenges? - Outlooks? 

Key activities What are the key activities of the company? 
Challenges? - Outlooks? 

Partnerships What kind of partnerships the company has? 
Are there real partnerships or are the relationships more artificial by 
nature? 
Challenges? - Outlooks? 

Cost structure What are the main costs of the value proposition? 
Challenges? - Outlooks? 

Knowledge sharing  How knowledge is shared when providing the value proposition? 
Are there some hindering factors for knowledge sharing? 
What kind of cooperation is required within the firm when providing 
the value proposition? 
What kinds of tools are used in order to share knowledge? 
Challenges? - Outlooks? 

 

After I had conducted the in-case analysis for each of the studied cases, I 

conducted a cross-case analysis between the cases. The aim of the cross-case 

analysis was to find differences and similarities between the cases, and go 

beyond initial impressions and enhance the probability to capture novel findings 

which may exist in the data (Eisenhardt, 1989). To go beyond initial impressions, 

I re-read the results of the in-case analysis and attempted to raise the results 

theoretically by considering how they relate to the three different knowledge 

boundary types: syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic (Carlile, 2002; 2004) which 
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were presented in the chapter 2.6.2 A theoretical framework for analyzing 

different types of boundary objects in knowledge sharing.  

The cases naturally differ from each other. Case data cannot be summarized 

tightly since much of it consist of rich qualitative detail (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 

2007). Hence, in qualitative research, it may be tricky to determine logical 

measurement scales for the characteristics under interest, and the attributes to be 

compared. Also, the researched cases may be dissimilar in way too several ways 

for reasonable comparison. Therefore, the cross-case analysis is rather a means 

to summarize the individual case study results and raise the examination of the 

investigated phenomenon to a higher theoretical grade and to “go beyond initial 

impressions” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 541).  

The use of quotations has become largely a standard practice in qualitative 

research (Corden & Sainsbury, 2006). Quotations can add depth to text and give 

interesting descriptions of the studied phenomena. Illustrative quotations may 

provide evidence that things are the way they are reported, and hence quotations 

might make the report more credible to the reader (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975). 

However, the reader of a research report may not fully comprehend the context 

in which the quotation was created. Hence, the quotation may give the reader an 

incorrect appearance. In addition, the reader can suppose that a certain quotation 

is more or less representative although the quotation is in reality atypical or 

marginal. Corden and Sainsbury (2006) researched how experienced qualitative-

oriented researchers saw the use of verbatim quotations. The experienced 

researchers gave the following grounds for the use of verbatim quotations: as 

evidence, as illustration, as explanation, as a matter of enquiry, to enhance 

readability, to give participants a voice, and to deepen understanding. However, 

these experienced researchers found it sometimes difficult to explain the 

decisions of what material to include in the quotations and how much (Corden 

& Sainsbury, 2006). Albeit I acknowledge that the use of verbatim quotations 

can enrich understanding and be explanatory, I am suspicious of applying them 

as explanation or evidence. Literature on how to select reasonable quotations is 

not widely available. Quotations can be deceptive and Silverman (2006) warns 

about single element explanations41. Other suspicious authors for the use of 

                                                             
41 According to Silverman (2006), it is problematic to treat a social phenomenon as a thing that 
can be captured and measured.  
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extractions of data for convincing the reader are Eskola and Suoranta (2001). 

Grounded in the above reasoning, this research report is cautious with the usage 

of quotations.  
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4. Results  

The aim of this study is to understand how business logic of a firm or an industry 

can be described and conceptualized through the business model concept and 

how the concept can be used to reveal different experts’ views of the challenges 

in the business logic, and how the concept relates to knowledge sharing and 

boundary objects. The results deal with how the business model concept was 

applied to understand and describe the business logics and knowledge sharing of 

companies and an industry (case C) in the studied cases. To illustrate this, the 

outcomes are covered, analyzed and interpreted applying the business model 

framework illustrated in the Figure 1. In addition, the chapters 2.5 Knowledge 

sharing in organizations and 2.6.2 A theoretical framework for analyzing 

different types of boundary objects bring the knowledge sharing and boundary 

object aspect to the analysis.   

Empirical data was generated in four distinct case studies. I will first present 

results from each individual case. Secondly, I will present a cross-case analysis 

to illustrate the similarities and differences of the cases, and bring the discussion 

further to even more theoretical level. 

Following the logic of the Figure 2, I first present the results that portray how 

the informants (i.e. experts) in different cases described their company’s 

business logic. Then, I present what kinds of issues related to knowledge sharing 

were revealed by using the business model framework in interview discussions 

with informants of the case organizations of this study. Finally, after the results 

of each case, I provide a short summary of the main findings.   
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4.1 Case A – Business model as a tool in describing business 
logic and cross-functional knowledge sharing in servitization 

 

Case A studied the business model of a servitizing company. The company of 

the case A attempted to transfer its business from manufacturing orientation 

towards service business. A more precise description of the case is provided in 

the chapter 3.5. 

4.1.1 Describing the business model 

Target customers were rather easy for the interviewees to describe. Target 

customers are mainly public administrative authorities. However, most of the 

interviewees said that individuals are more and more direct customers as well, 

and the interviewees saw individuals as a possible increasing revenue stream in 

the future. Majority of the interviewees could not describe if the company 

segments its customers. Due to this, many of the interviewees found it difficult 

to classify which customers are more profitable than others. One of the 

interviewees, a security specialist, even emphasized that it is risky to segment 

customers, and he thought that the company should serve all customers equally. 

Also, an experienced sales representative found it very difficult to imagine how 

the customers could be segmented. Nevertheless, according to the interviewed 

top management of the company, the case company has a program to segment 

customers but for some reason many interviewees were not aware of such a 

system.    

Value proposition of the company was described in several ways in the 

interviews. Many of the interviewees said that the value proposition of the 

company is to provide goods in a reliable and flexible way. Reliability consisting 

of delivery of products in promised schedule and quality of products in the eyes 

of the customers was emphasized to be one of the most important features of the 

value proposition by most of the interviewees. Also, flexibility (i.e. the capability 

to yield to customer needs) was seen as one of the critical aspects of the value 

proposition. However, some interviewees were concerned that the value 

proposition is too flexible some times, and that the flexibility causes problems 

to the other building blocks of the business model.  
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The current and the prospective value propositions were partially seen 

significantly differently by the interviewees. It was difficult for some of the 

interviewees to imagine a substantially different business model in the future. 

These people said that the value proposition will change only little, and the 

changes are mostly adding service aspects to the current product oriented 

offering. Minority of the interviewees described dramatic changes to the value 

proposition. However, there was a consensus among the interviewees that the 

company has strong, industry specific know-how which could be packaged to 

service offerings in the future. Nevertheless, several groundbreaking value 

proposition ideas still existed. The most revolutionary were the ones in which 

the value proposition would transform into a knowledge-intensive value 

proposition where consultation type services are at the heart of the offering.  

Many interviewees found it difficult to describe what service business could 

concretely be in the company. This can be seen interesting, since according to 

the top management of the company, the aim is to offer substantially more 

services in the future.  However, most of the interviewees described many 

service related issues like design of products which are provided around goods, 

but the company has not found means to charge for these services. In sum, the 

company does not have a clear value proposition for services, and this was seen 

as a major shortcoming in the interviews. 

The case company utilizes several channels via the company goes to market and 

delivers its value proposition. The need to have face to face meetings with 

current and potential customers was highly emphasized by the interviewees. 

However, it was understood that this channel is costly, and there should be other 

cheaper channels besides the face to face meetings. Simple channels like 

newsletters, facsimiles, telephone calls, and e-mails were mentioned repeatedly 

in the interviews. Some of the interviewees stated that the company should 

modify the channels according to the wishes of the customers. In some target 

markets, the company needs to use local agents in order to reach the customers. 

The reason is that these markets can be culturally so difficult to understand and 

communicate. 

Recurrent industry specific events were seen as a major platform to be in touch 

with the customers and attract new customers. Also, being a member of industry 
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specific communities was seen as a good way to attract customers. The case 

company reaches its B2B customers through tenders which are open for 

competitors, too. But sometimes the company receives direct call for orders due 

to its good reputation in the industry.  

Webstore was seen as a promising channel in B2C since it allows a cost-effective 

means to contact customers and sell products. In addition, different forms of 

social media were seen as a possible channel in the future. Also, for consumers, 

a stand in retail stores was suggested as a means to market the offering. 

Based on the interviews, customer relationships of the company are both deep 

and shallow. This means that some customerships are well established and long-

term, while the B2C customerships are shallow by nature. Most of the 

established customer relationships require constant communication with the 

customer during the delivery process starting from the design of the product and 

ending when providing information of the delivery. Some of the interviewees 

pointed that the company also learns from the customer relationships, especially 

if the customer demand is challenging to fulfill (this relates to co-designing of 

the product). 

Based on the interviews, the most significant customerships of the case company 

are long-term relationships which personify only to couple sales representatives 

of the company. This was also seen as a threat. Interestingly, most of the 

interviewees were not in contact with the customers and hence they did not know 

customers and their needs well. This was seen problematic overall. 

Many of the interviewees said that the company pleases customers too much, 

and this causes difficulties in the execution of the value proposition. Some 

interviewees stated that the company should guide the customer and the 

relationship with customer towards a direction which would be more meaningful 

for the company, and create standardized operation procedures for the 

customerships. Based on the interviews, there are continuously situations where 

the company losses a tender to competitors even if the company has well-

established and long-term relationships with the taker. Harsh price competition 

was seen as a major reason for this.  
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The most profound relationships with customers were described as partnerships. 

In these relationships the company develops its products together with the 

customer, and strong trust is involved with the relationship. This approach was 

also seen as a possibility to strengthen the changes to keep desired customers. 

Also, service aspect was included in this view since few interviewees described 

how the company could provide its know-how as a means to overcome the 

competency shortcomings of the customer. 

There was not a clear consensus on how the best revenue streams are generated. 

Most of the interviewees could not describe the revenue streams and marginal 

profits precisely. Instead, they appealed to their gut feeling. 

According to the informants, the company’s business is divided into two 

different categories. The first one is significantly smaller in terms of volume, 

and it is more strongly based on design and more in-depth communication with 

the customer. The other business category is based on big volumes. According 

to the interviews, the first business category is more profitable than the latter. 

However, the latter category generates more revenues in total, because of big 

volumes. Still, the marginal profit of the latter category was said to be poor. In 

sum, the revenues come from products. Service oriented revenue streams were 

stated to be still infrequent for the company. 

It was agreed in the interviews that service related issues – be they services or 

service add-ons to products – could be a reasonable stream of revenue in the 

future. Some interviewees stated that those markets which are generally seen as 

difficult in the case company’s industry are good sources of revenue. The 

competition in these markets is still low, and the competitors do not want to enter 

the markets for some reason. In addition, strategically important customers and 

mass customization were mentioned as possible revenue streams of the future. 

Key resources of the company were reported to be sales, production, and design 

including tool manufacturing for production. Most of the interviewees were 

concerned about the vulnerability of sales and design resources since there are 

few people who are designated to those tasks. Hence, they stated that there 

should be backup employees for these tasks.  
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It was reported in the interviews that if the company attempts to create service 

business it must extend the amount of sales people and strengthen the project 

management. There should be a stronger back office function which could 

produce service packages from the inputs created by the sales people. 

As stated earlier, many of the company’s customerships are personified to a few 

people, and hence the personal contacts of these sales people with customers 

were seen as resources. Also, many interviewees listed the names of the people 

who they thought were the most important resources in the company. However, 

it was also seen as strength that the company has specialists whose know-how is 

solid and specific, and this know-how could be utilized in the business 

development. 

Key activities were partially similar with the key resources. Sales and production 

were mentioned as the main activities which are needed in the realization of the 

value proposition. Marketing, technology and product development, and 

sourcing were also mentioned as important activities. Stress on sales and 

production relates to the key resources, since it was seen that these activities are 

represented by the most important people of the company. 

One interviewee, a production director, stated that in the future the company 

could only have project management, technology management, design, and a 

good plan how to produce goods close to the target customer. In other words, the 

company would focus only on the provision of knowledge-intensive services, 

and other activities would be outsourced. 

Partnerships. Some of the interviewees regarded suppliers and logistics 

companies as partners, while others stated that the company has very limited 

number of partners. The suppliers are companies which provide raw materials, 

machinery, packing material, and transport services. The logistics companies are 

organizations which operate as agents for the company in the international target 

markets. These agents provide information on the local conditions of the target 

markets. 

It was mentioned in the interviews that possible partners in the future could be 

dealers which would market, distribute, and sell the offering of the company in 

different target markets, and hence help in spreading out. Other possible partners 
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in the future could be companies which could be benchmarked. Thus, new 

insight for the service offering and development could be achieved instead of the 

established goods orientation. It was said that service business will necessarily 

be founded on network of actors both locally and globally. This view aims at 

capturing the essential customer need immediately at the first stages of the 

service delivery process. However, the status quo is that the current partners are 

spread around the world, and the partnership management is absent. 

It was repeatedly said in the interviews that the cost structure of the case 

company’s business model is dominated by raw materials including transport 

services (which are outsourced). Due to the current goods oriented business 

logic, the case company tries to decrease cost per unit. Many of the interviewees 

thought that this kind of approach is not sustainable. It was also reported in the 

interviews that the case company losses money through poor project 

management, since misunderstandings concerning customer needs causes 

several iterations in the production cycle.   

4.1.2 Knowledge sharing  

The interviews suggest that there are severe challenges in the case company to 

understand the business logic (i.e. business model) of the case company. Based 

on the interviews, unawareness of the business logic causes uncertainty and 

prevents smooth transfer of information and knowledge within the case 

company. The interviewees constantly stated that the different approaches 

between the sales and production causes friction to the business process and 

knowledge flow. It seemed that a shared understanding of the business logic is 

missing between the departments. For example, many of the interviewees did 

not know how profitable some projects had been, or what is the offering of the 

company. Also, turning the inputs of sales including customer needs to outputs 

was seen challenging.  

The interviewees stated that they would like to know the business logic in order 

to contribute more rigorously to the performance of the company. The current 

situation was that departments were busy with their own special areas while the 

big picture of the business logic was missing.  
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The interviewees stated that the company has a notice of meeting when a request 

for tender is received from a customer. However, this procedure was said to be 

more reactive than proactive. In these meetings, the request from tender was 

discussed and information was shared with the representatives of sales, design, 

production, and logistics. Nevertheless, the operation was not considered to be 

smooth even if the representatives met and discussed. Thus, the interviewees 

reported that there are too many cases in which the same tasks of the delivery 

process are duplicated because of poor communication and sharing of 

information. This was seen as resource-intensive. 

The interviewees described their frustration in the current state of the 

cooperation between the sales and production, and that no-one had the 

responsibility of the whole process and no-one acted as an informational link 

between the parties. The interviewees stated that the organization is vulnerable, 

because important information rests in the heads of a few people and this 

information is not shared trough or codified in an information system. Also, one 

challenge of this was that decision making was said to be depended on a few 

people, and if they were missing the business process was hindered. Also, many 

interviewees reported that processes are not clear, and hence the information 

does not flow smoothly between the departments. Hence, the information 

requirements which could arise suddenly during the delivery process were seen 

difficult to manage. 

Summary of the case A results 

More detailed results from the interviews of case A are presented in the Table 

15. The case company has its roots in production which is reflected in the 

business model. The know-how of the company is mainly technical and 

production oriented. However, there is a rather strong consensus that service 

business and hence a business model for services should be developed and 

adopted in the future.  

The target customers of the company are quite established. The value 

proposition bases on reliable delivery of goods. There are various channels 

which are used in reaching the customer segments. Some of the channels are 

cheap while some are costly. Customer relationships are both shallow and deep, 

and some of them personify greatly. Revenue streams are generated through two 
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distinct categories. The first one is smaller volume wise, but more profitable than 

the second, volume based, category. The revenues come from products. Service 

oriented revenue streams are still rare for the case company. Key resources are 

sales, production, and design, and some of these resources are vulnerable in the 

case company. Also, a possible service business model requires new resources 

especially to sales. Key activities are sales and production, and the activities 

personify to a few people. The case company has very few partnerships. The 

company utilizes suppliers but partnerships with other companies are limited. 

Cost structure of the case company’s business model is dominated by raw 

materials, and the company tries to decrease cost per unit. 

There are severe challenges in the case company to understand the business 

model, and this causes uncertainty and prevents smooth transfer of information 

and knowledge. Turning the inputs of sales to outputs in production is 

challenging. No-one in the case company has the responsibility of the whole 

business process, and no-one acts as an informational link between the different 

parties of the company. Like the data suggests, since the processes and the 

building blocks of the business model are not clear for the representatives of the 

company, the information does not flow smoothly from one place to other.  
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  Table 15 a. Business model of the case A. 

Building block 
of a business 
model 

Description 

Target customers  Public administrative authorities 
 Individual consumers  
 Not shared understanding of segmentation    

Value proposition  Provide goods in a reliable and flexible way 
 Emphasis on quality  
 Fulfilling customer needs overwhelmingly is a problem  
 Future value propositions focus on adding service aspects to 

current offering and/or providing knowledge-intensive 
services as a main value proposition  

 Industry specific know-how could be packaged to service 
offerings in the future  

 Not shared understanding of the content of service business 
 Earning logic for services does not exist  

Channels  Face to face meetings most crucial but costly 
 Simple channels including newsletters, facsimiles, telephone 

calls, and e-mails 
 Need to modify channels according to customer needs  
 Local agents in foreign target markets  
 Industry specific events like fairs  
 Membership of industry specific communities  
 Tender platform 
 Webstore in B2C  
 Social media in the future 
 Stands in retail stores in the future 

Customer 
relationships 

 Both shallow and deep  
 Many relationships require constant communication with the 

customer 
 Learning from customer relationships  
 Lots of personified long-term relationships  
 Only few representatives are in touch with customers  
 Many representatives do not know customers or their needs 
 In the future, aim is to direct customerships towards more 

meaningful contents  
 Most profound relationships with customers are partnerships 

where the product or service is developed together 
 Trust is highly emphasized in the customerships 

Revenue streams  Not shared understanding about how the best revenue 
streams are generated 

 Revenue streams and marginal profits could not be defined 
precisely by the interviewees 

 Revenue streams come from products 
 Service oriented revenue streams are rare for the company 
 Revenues streams are generated through two different 

categories: A which is small volume wise but more 
profitable. B which is based on big volumes and generates 
more revenues in total 

 Service related issues - be they services or service add-ons 
to products - could be a reasonable stream of revenue in the 
future 

 Difficult market areas in the industry are seen as good 
sources of revenue 

 Strategically important customers and mass customization 
are possible revenue streams of the future 



 

98 

  Table 15 b. Business model of the case A (continued). 

Building block 
of a business 
model 

Description 

Key resources  Sales, production, and design including tool manufacturing 
for production 

 Concern over vulnerability of sales and design resources  
 For service business more sales people and a back office 

function is needed  
 Personal contacts of sales people with customers are 

essential resources 
 Specialized know-how 

Key activities  Sales and production most important 
 Marketing, technology and product development, and 

sourcing  
 Moderate consensus on outsourcing 

Partnerships  Suppliers and logistics companies 
 Very limited number of real partnerships 
 Agents in the international target markets 
 Possible partners in the future could be dealers which would 

market, distribute, and sell the offering of the company in 
different target markets 

 Partners in the future could be companies which could be 
benchmarked 

 Partnerportfolio is not managed 
Cost structure  Raw materials  

 Current aim is to decrease cost per unit 
 High costs through poor project management  

 

  Table 15 c. Knowledge sharing of the case A. 

Knowledge 
sharing 

 Severe challenges to understand the business model holistically 
 Unawareness of the business logic causes uncertainty and 

prevents smooth transfer of information and knowledge within 
the company  

 Tasks of the delivery process are duplicated because of poor 
communication and sharing of information 

 No informational link between different departments  
 Concern that important information rests in the heads of few 

people and is not shared trough nor codified in an information 
system  

 Processes are not clear, and hence the information does not flow 
smoothly from one place to other  
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4.2 Case B – Business model as a tool in defining the current 
service business and related knowledge sharing 

On the one hand, case B aimed at describing the current and desired business 

model of a service company, and on the other hand, the case studied how the 

analysis of business model could reveal knowledge sharing challenges between 

departments concerning the business model. The representatives of the case B 

were asked to describe case organization’s service business in order to 

understand the current state and developmental possibilities. A more precise 

description of the case is provided in the chapter 3.5. 

4.2.1 Describing the business model 

Target customers of the case company B were described in the interviews to be 

both consumers and companies. Thus, the company had organized its business 

into two business units in order to serve the different customer groups. The first 

unit which is called here simply as a “Unit A” concentrates on consumers, while 

the second “Unit B” concentrates on B2B. The customers of the Unit A are a 

very heterogeneous group of Finnish people, since the service the company 

provides through the business unit A is regarded as commodity service by the 

interviewees. The company attempts to segment its consumer customers through 

customer panels, and market researches. However, based on the interviews, 

precise segmentation of consumer customers was still missing in the case 

company. 

It was repeatedly reported in the interviews that there is a will and need inside 

the company to understand consumers more. The company was taking initial 

steps towards this direction by attempting to segment its consumer customers on 

the basis of amount of use of service per customer. The interviewees stated that 

the goal of the better consumer understanding was to provide services more 

precisely to certain consumers, and develop new services which would respond 

better to the consumer needs. Some of the interviewees stated that the challenge 

has been that the company has approached market from production oriented 

viewpoint which means that the company has provided services to consumers 

but the consumer understanding has not been regarded essential in the company. 

It was also said that the collection of consumer data is not structured, and the 

case company does not analyze the behavior of the consumers when they are 
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using case company’s services. However, the company had recently launched a 

customer relationship management project which aimed at better customer 

segmentation. But it seemed that the case company was taking its first steps 

towards better customer understanding. 

The case company B has many B2B customerships. Based on the interviews, 

over half of the Finnish firms are customers for the case company B. The 

customer companies are segmented to key customers, regular customers, and 

campaign customers. The used criteria for segmentation of the current customers 

are the number of purchases by the customer, its turnover, company type (e.g. 

limited or a small entrepreneur), is the company operating nationwide/locally, 

and has it a single office or multiple offices. Also, it was stated that statistical 

variables are used to segment the business customers.  

Over half of the top 500 Finnish companies are customers of the case company. 

It was stated in the interviews that the case company is interested in creating 

customerships especially with big companies. However, a team leader who was 

responsible for operational customer relationship management expressed that a 

better way to define who are the prospective target customers could be found 

through an analysis from the case company’s data bases, and this view was 

supplemented by a business director who stated that by analyzing the current 

customers it is possible to find similar prospective customers from the case 

company’s marketing database.  

An account director of the case company expressed an idea that the case 

company should segment the B2B customers by viewing how valuable the 

customer is for the case company. It was stated in the interviews that the case 

company should not only understand its B2B customers better but also 

understand the customers of their customer companies. It was said that the first 

step in achieving this would be to segment the customers better, and hence gain 

understanding of the business of the customer company and how the customer 

company creates added value to its customers.  

It was said in the interviews that one target customer group of the company is its 

partners which means in this context that they may be partners in distribution 

channels or content provision. This notion is discussed later when the channels 

and partnerships of the case company are presented. 
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Value proposition of the case company B is based on a database. This database 

enables provision of information to consumer and company customers. This 

information is packaged to different directory services which are targeted both 

to consumers and companies. This information can be contact details or weather 

forecasts, for example. Based on the interviews, on the one hand, the case 

company governs its database in order to provide precise information to help the 

everyday life of its customers. The other side of the offering is to provide 

coverage for companies in different channels. These channels can be telephone 

book or Internet. Hence, the value proposition is essentially connected with the 

channels. Channels were actually described as offerings in some of the 

interviews. The aim is to help customer companies in their marketing and give 

them leads. The case company also utilizes its database by selling information 

from its database to companies.  

Utilizing the database, the case company can provide a vast array of services. 

However, the interviewees stated that the array is too wide and needs to be 

bundled better. There were many statements that the company should move 

towards solution sales, and it was difficult for many interviewees to describe 

whether the company is actually selling products or services. In many interviews, 

the directory services were seen as products. However, the only tangible 

products the company has are the different telephone books, and the role of the 

tangible telephone book in the business was seen to diminish.  

Some on the interviewees described their concern that the company is product 

oriented in the eyes of the customers, and the company is organized like it would 

sell products. Thus, it was stated in the interviews that the company sells its 

services to the customers one at a time. 

Most of the interviewees stated that in the future the value proposition should 

base on packages instead of separate articles. The interviewees assumed that 

packages would be more beneficial for the customers, but packaging requires 

deeper involvement with the value chains of the customer companies. 

Customization of services was mentioned as a necessity in the future. However, 

marketing and communications director of the company was concerned that 

packages may cannibalize each other.  
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Generally, the interviewees shared the idea that the company should be more 

customer oriented in the future, and move towards service orientation instead of 

transaction based business. Some of the interviewees said that customer 

feedback could be a source for new offerings in the future. Most of the 

interviewees said that the company should go further into the value chain of the 

customer, and sales should base more on solution selling. This means that the 

customer would get wider service experience than just simply information for 

some specific need. The interviewees provided some examples of this. For 

example, if a consumer contacts the case company and wants to get contact 

details of a hotel, the company could reserve a room for the consumer instead of 

providing the contact details merely. The other example would be that if an 

entrepreneur launches a new business she would get all the needed services from 

the case company as a bundle instead that she would need to buy the needed 

services separately. Some of the interviewees described that the case company 

will provide more consultation type services in the future, and this 

transformation has implications for competencies and attitudes of the personnel.  

Based on the interviews, channels have a major role in the business model of the 

case company B. Actually, like described above, the services and products of the 

case company function not only as a means to deliver the value proposition but 

also as channels per se to reach current and potential customers. The major 

channels where the value proposition is provided in B2C are mobile, Internet, 

call center, and phone book. To attract potential customers, the case company 

utilizes banners, billboards and magazines, and TV and radio as mass media. A 

business director even said that the company has sent one million text messages 

to Finnish people during Christmas season. Only one interviewee, a service 

manager responsible for operational service management, described the 

importance of grapevine as a means to gain new B2C consumers. The 

interviewee said that the big amount of contacts with consumers per day must 

have an impact on the well-known of the offering of the company.  

In B2B, e-mails, cold calls, customer magazine, face to face meetings, and 

presence in different events are used as main channels to attract new customers. 

The importance of face to face meetings was highlighted in the interviews, and 

the company has a huge amount of people who visits potential customers face to 



 

103 

face. Also, the interviewees stated that the company has a very big telesales force 

which markets company’s offering to business customers.  

It was said in the interviews that the case company has to be present in different 

types of channels in the future, and the types of the channels should be designed 

according to the customer needs. Some interviewees saw this as a crucial success 

factor in the future. It was stated in the interviews that it is essential to identify 

the prospective customers and understand the channels they want to use in the 

future. Internet as an important channel in the future was a common theme in the 

interviews. Interestingly, only one interviewee, a service development director, 

highlighted the importance of presence in social media as a channel in the future. 

Some of the channels of the case company are not owned or managed by the case 

company. The collaboration with companies which provide such channels was 

seen essential in the future. One interviewee, a business development manager, 

described that the case company cannot create all the needed services which are 

tightly connected to channels by itself without partners. Also, it was highlighted 

that the channels should be developed to be easy and fast for the customers to 

use and buy services from the case company. 

The interviewees described that the customer relationships of the case company 

in B2C were shallow, transaction based, and fast. Also, they stated that the 

relationship with the customer happens suddenly one at a time. Many of the 

interviewees assumed that consumers who use the directory services of the case 

company may not actually perceive that what company is behind the service. It 

was also stated that it is difficult to form a relationship with the customer in B2C 

since the duration of the interaction with the consumer is short (up to about 

twenty seconds) and occasional. However, the quality requirements of these 

short-term relationships with consumers were highlighted in some of the 

interviews. It was said in the interviews that the wishes of the consumers in these 

situations should be excelled since the value proposition in B2C consists of 

commodity (i.e. right information at the right time), and if the service is poor the 

consumer will not use it again but change the service provider. Some of the 

interviewees stated that in B2C the case company has not considered how to 

create continuous customerships.  
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In the B2B business of the case company, some of the relationships with the 

customers were said to be deep, personal, and long-term. These relationships 

consist of regular face to face meetings with the customer, and they are based on 

solution sales, and the case company is more than just a supplier. In these 

relationships the case company attempts to understand the business of the 

customer and interact deeply with the customer, and hence assist the customer 

company to realize its goals. It was reported in the interviews that these 

relationships personify to just some representatives of the case company. Also, 

many of the interviewees emphasized the need for these kinds of relationships 

in order to develop the value proposition together with the customer. The 

managing director of the case company said that the company has strengthened 

this kind of approach by increasing personnel in the face to face sales force. 

However, he stated that smaller B2B customerships are better managed through 

product oriented approach. 

The deepness of the B2B relationships was said to depend on the scope of the 

cooperation. If the scope was narrow, then the relationships were reported to be 

rather shallow, and the case company was seen more as a simple seller and 

supplier than a cooperator. A business director of the case company described 

that the company educates its sales force to manage key customers. However, 

couple of the interviewees expressed their concern that whether the case 

company’s personnel have enough competence to fulfill the increasing needs of 

the customers, and act more and more as experts. 

Customer relationship management was described to be connected with the 

packaging of services described earlier. This means that some of the interviews 

saw that the case company should organize its customer relationship 

management so that there would be more dedicated persons who are responsible 

for given customers. The goal of this was to serve the customer better and avoid 

the runaround of customers. However, the HR director of the case company 

reported that consistent management is missing in B2B. Also, some of the 

interviewees were not satisfied with the current sales approach of the company 

since they saw that the company sells commodities without asking opinions of 

the customers.  
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The interviewees stated that 50% of the case company’s revenue streams come 

from B2C business and 50% from B2B business. In B2C, revenue streams 

consist of the fee paid by a consumer of the usage of a directory service. This 

means simply that the consumers pay for either for the time they spend in the 

directory service or for the information (e.g. contact detail) they get. This fee can 

be paid through the channels, and the revenue it creates was said to be transaction 

based. It was stated in the interviews that one way to earn more money through 

the current B2C revenue streams would be to expand the time the consumer 

spends in the service interaction (e.g. on the telephone) by providing more 

services and going deeper to the value chain of the consumer (e.g. not only 

giving contact detail of a hotel but to reserve it for the consumer), and get the 

users who use less the services to use them more (to have impact on the “light 

users” as a marketing and communications director described). Some of the 

interviewees stated that the case company could earn money by linking their 

services with other companies so that the company could get a fee if they guide 

the consumer further to some other service provider.  

The interviewees described that the revenues of the case company in B2B come 

from several streams. These streams include selling space for advertisement in 

different channels of the case company (e.g. in phone book or Internet), 

providing leads to the customer companies, license fees from the use of directory 

services, hour fees from consultation (fee from consultation was mentioned by 

one interviewee only, a business development manager), and managing 

customers’ customer databases. It was stated in interviews that most of the 

revenues in B2B come from big customers.  

Some of the interviewees described that the future revenue streams in B2B will 

be generated through consultation type services including analyses for the 

customer. It was said that these kinds of services require close interaction with 

the customer. Account director of the case company said that if the case company 

is able to charge from consultation in the future, then it indicates that the 

competency of the personnel is very good, and hence the position of the case 

company in its market area will be good. 

Few of the interviewees said that the case company will adopt a new earning 

logic in B2B in the future. They called this logic as “return on investment”. By 
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this they meant that the case company would market its offering by indicating 

how the offering will generate revenues for the customer companies, and how 

the impact of business can be measured more easily.  

A business development manager of the case company assumed that the share of 

revenues through advertisement will be bigger in the near future. The managing 

director of the case company said that selling service packages would create 

potential to get new revenues instead selling the services separately. On contrary, 

few interviewees described that revenues could be generated by providing leads 

from one service to other services in cases where the potential of a given service 

is reached by the customer. Some of the interviewees said that future revenue 

streams will be generated more through mobile channels. Generally, the 

interviewees said that the case company should expand its revenue streams from 

transaction based business to service based selling. 

The interviewees stated that people are the key resources of the case company. 

Most of the interviewees said that the staff in the customer service (i.e. call 

center) is the most important resource of the company. However, sales force was 

mentioned to be very important resource besides the customer service, and the 

managing director even said that other players in the market do not have 

competency to manage such a sales force that the case company has. Some of 

interviewees stated that marketing, and management of the company are one of 

the most essential resources. Case company’s technical staff in IT was regarded 

as an important resource in some of the interviews because IT staff realizes the 

value proposition of the case company in the last resort. A few interviewees 

stated that the key resource of the company is the database from which the 

information is provided to the customers, and these interviewees saw that the 

management of the database is very important, and the database is a unique 

resource per se. Also, few of the interviewees said that some products of the case 

company are unique, and hence important as resources. 

Some of the interviewees emphasized that the competencies of the sales force 

should be developed in order to provide knowledge-intensive service to the 

customers. They were concerned whether the company’s sales force has enough 

competencies to overcome the transformation from transaction based sales to 

solution sales. The interviewees described that customer companies are 
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expecting more and more solutions instead of simpler, technically oriented 

things, and this was seen to set competency demands to the sales force.  

Few of the interviewees thought that the case company should understand better 

how the business environment will develop, and through this understanding they 

saw that the company could find out what kinds of competencies are needed in 

the future. One of the interviewees, a service development director, reported that 

this kind of work is not organized in the case company, but it should be resourced 

and allocated to be someone’s responsibility.   

Only one interviewee, the managing director, said that the case company will 

need less staff in the customer service (i.e. call centers) in the future. He said that 

there will be more self-service for the customers in the future.  

Only one interviewee, a development manager who was responsible for internal 

training in the case company, stated that efficiency is a key resource of the case 

company. By this he meant that the company can provide its value proposition 

effectively to customers. It was reported in the interviews that product 

management and the analysis of users’ data would need resources in the future. 

Based on the interviews, key activities of the case company are sales, marketing, 

and IT. IT’s role was emphasized in the interviews since IT was seen very 

important in delivering the value proposition, and in keeping the database fresh. 

One interviewee, the development manager who was responsible for internal 

training in the case company described this by indicating that if technology does 

not work then there are not much activities to perform. Customer service (i.e. 

call center) was mentioned to be a key activity of the case company. The 

managing director of the case company stated that service innovation is the key 

activity of the company. Product development was also mentioned to be a key 

activity of the case company. 

The business development manager of the case company said that process 

development towards value creation for customer is lacking in the organization. 

He saw that the case company fine-tunes its internal process, but it creates added 

value only to the related given product.  

Based on the interviews, the case company has lots of partnerships. The 

company utilizes partnerships in the promotion of its value proposition. 
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Partnerships provide marketing visibility, and the company can reach new 

customers through the partners. Thus, these kinds of partnerships function as 

channels for the case company and help to reach different customer segments. 

These partners can be well-known Finnish media firms, or representatives of 

different fields of businesses targeted to certain target customers. 

Many of the interviewees described different organizations which provide 

content information to the case company’s database. These organizations help to 

keep the database fresh. One of the interviewees, a team leader, pondered 

whether the case company could deepen relationships with these companies to a 

level where the databases of the case company and these organizations would be 

combined and hence added value would be created to the customers, and the 

companies. 

Generally, it was mentioned that subcontractors and partners have significant 

role in the execution of the value proposition of the case company. This seemed 

to be essential especially in the key activities building block of the business 

model. It was reported in the interviews that the case company has many 

subcontractors in IT, staffing, and marketing.  

There was not a clear consensus on the partnership strategy. Many of the 

interviewees stated that the partnership strategy is to decline the amount of 

partners. However, some of the interviewees said that the amount of partners 

will not diminish. However, it seemed that the case company will establish 

partnerships with big and recognized companies in the future.  

Some of the interviewees told that the case company utilizes a business 

consultation company in customer relationship management, strategy issues, and 

operational issues. However, it was emphasized in some interviews that the 

capability to purchase know-how is essential in the management of the business 

model. 

Some of the interviewees stated that the case company tries to create more and 

more partnerships with customers in order to develop the value proposition 

through better understanding of the customers’ needs. One of the interviewees, 

the account director of the case company, expressed that the case company could 

be a partner for a bank cluster in the future, and in this case the company would 
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need to deepen the partnerships with consultation companies in order to provide 

solutions to the needs of the cluster. 

A business manager who was responsible for given services in B2B said that in 

his team there is a partnership manager. However, even though the partnership 

manager governs the partnerships, the business manager usually participates in 

the partnership negotiations. The other interviewees did not describe who 

manages the vast array of partnerships in the case company.  

There was a consensus in the interviews that cost structure of the case company’s 

business model is based on personnel expenses. The other essential costs were 

said to be the hosting of the IT systems. This hosting is related to the one of the 

key resources, namely the database including IT infrastructure, hardware, and 

data bought from other companies or organizations to the case company’s 

database. Some of the interviewees said that marketing costs are significant. The 

managing director of the case company stated that the product based selling 

brings costs since several separate contacts are involved. He said that the ability 

to provide the same value proposition through one contact would reduce the 

costs. 

There was some variance in the descriptions of costs. For example, the director 

of the B2C business said that the costs of telephone operators which are used 

when providing the service to the customer (e.g. by sending information through 

a text message) are significant. One of the interviewees, an account director of 

the case company, said that phone books are a significant cost. One of the 

interviewees, a business manager, stated that in the B2B product development is 

costly because it is bought from outside the case company. 

Generally, the interviewees did not classify how the costs are related to given 

target customers. The account director of the case company assumed that, on the 

one hand, in B2B, cost per customer would be known because she saw that there 

are not so much customers, but in B2C, on the other hand, she assumed that cost 

per customer is not known.  

4.2.2 Knowledge sharing  

Some of the interviewees stated that the case company has had silos which have 

had their own agenda, brands, and own product development. It seemed that the 
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flow of information between the departments was not essentially smooth. 

However, the interview data suggests that there were functional practices to 

share knowledge within departments. But it seemed that these practices were not 

common throughout the organization. For example, a team leader who was 

working in the B2B services explained that his team has a practice that if a team 

member who is visiting a customer and identifies a customer need which is 

related to some other member of the sales team shares this information with the 

other team member and books a meeting for the other team member, customer, 

and himself. The team leader said that this practice works because his team 

members are seated in open-plan office. He also stated that this requires that 

people not only know each other, but know also each other’s work, and 

responsibilities. 

Other example is from a development manager whose work was to educate 

trainers who respectively educate the customer servants in the call centers. The 

development manager said that he is deeply involved with the new product or 

service development process already from the first phases. His task in this 

development process was to give information to the IT staff in order to make the 

product or service suitable for the call centers. Tacit knowledge was involved in 

this process since the development manager emphasized that the working 

environment and culture of the call center is special, and “one just has to know” 

whether the possible product or service would be suitable for the call center. 

Based on the interviews, the value proposition, consisting of the products and 

services the case company offers, is not clear for the personnel or the customers, 

and this was seen challenging. It seemed that the interface for customers to 

understand the case company’s offering was missing. This was said to be due to 

the product oriented approach, while some of the interviewees pointed out that 

it should be easier for the customer to contact the case company. Modifications 

of the organization or modus operandi were mentioned to be possible solutions 

to this challenge. 

It was reported in the interviews that the product development of the case 

company was based on efforts of individuals. It seemed that the systematic 

screening of ideas and their management was missing, and the ideas were further 

developed by individuals in the innovation process without decent sharing of 
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information with other personnel or codified information. Codified processes 

and project organization were said to be a solution for this issue. One of the 

interviewees, a service development director, stated that the company should 

illustrate its business model in order to understand the key processes of the case 

company. Thus, one interviewee, as sales director, pondered whether the 

company should have an intranet channel where to leave ideas for further 

development.  

In many interviews it was discussed that customer understanding and sharing 

this understanding within the company is essential in order to develop towards 

service orientation. The vast array of unpackaged products was seen as a 

hindering issue for the service development. The other hindrance seemed to be 

that the representatives of different functions of the case company did not 

understand the business holistically, but instead concentrated on their own 

activities. Thus, it was reported in the interviews that the scorecards of the 

personnel were related strongly to the personal tasks of the staff, and hence the 

lead generation across the two business areas (B2B and B2C) was not common. 

A director who was responsible for online product development suggested that 

there could be a common project with shared goal, and shared project 

organization for the two business areas. She saw that such a project could 

enhance the understanding of the businesses between the business areas, and 

generate leads, too.     

An account director of the case company said that in sales there could be a team 

for key customer manager. The team would consist of different specialists, and 

the key customer manager could ask from the specialists different kinds of 

information and help related to the delivery of the value proposition.      

A service manager who was responsible for one of the call centers of the case 

company stated that the call center receives information about new service 

offering very late, and this creates resistance within the staff. He said that if the 

information about new service offering is received in good time, and the staff is 

asked to comment the new offering, then the reception among the staff is better. 

He also said that the communication of business ideas from the management of 

the case company is sometimes unclear to him. The data suggests that knowledge 
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sharing between the different departments and business units was not structured 

but more occasional by nature.    

Summary of the case B results 

More detailed results from the interviews of case B are presented in the Table 

16. The case company has a quite wide group of target customers. The value 

proposition of the company is vast, and consists mostly of transaction based 

products and services. The case company utilizes various channels in reaching 

the customer segments and promoting its value proposition. As described earlier, 

some parts of the offering are actually channels by nature. Customer 

relationships are both shallow and deep, and customer relationship management 

is not structured throughout the organization. Revenue streams are generated 

equally from two distinct business areas: B2C business, and B2B business. In 

B2C, revenue streams consist of transaction based fees, while in B2B, the 

revenues come from several streams, for example, through advertisement, leads, 

and license fees. Key resources of the case company are people in customer 

service (i.e. in call centers), sales force, IT staff, and management. Key activities 

are sales, marketing, and IT. The case company has many partnerships. Some of 

them are subcontractors, while in some cases the partners are essentially linked 

to channels. The partnership management seemed to be missing in the case 

company. The cost structure of the case company is based on personnel expenses 

and IT costs. 

Knowledge sharing within the case company B was rather based on individual 

or team level instead of throughout the organization. Product or service 

development was done without a precise process. It seemed that one hindering 

reason for transformation towards service orientation was the lack of codified 

knowledge sharing processes. However, there seemed to be functional practices 

which were deeply related to specific units. Knowledge generation from 

customer needs was desirable, but the case company did not have processes for 

it. 
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Table 16 a. Business model of the case B.  

Building 
block of a 
business 
model 

Description 

Target customers  In B2C, heterogeneous group of Finnish people 
 Not established segmentation methods in B2C 
 In the future, consumer understanding essential 
 In B2B, over half of Finnish firms  
 Segmentation to key customers, regular customers, and 

campaign customers  
 The criteria for segmentation are number of purchases by the 

customer, customer’s turnover, company type (e.g. limited or a 
small entrepreneur), is the company operating 
nationwide/locally, and has it a single office or multiple offices 

 Over half of the top 500 Finnish companies 
 In the future, interest is in creating customerships especially 

with big companies 
 In the future, some customers would like to be seen as partners 

in distribution channels or content provision 
Value 
proposition 

 Information provision to consumers and companies  
o The information is packaged into different directory 

services 
o E.g. contact details, weather forecasts etc. 

 Only tangible products are telephone books 
 Providing coverage for companies in different channels 
 Value proposition is essentially connected with distribution 

channels  
 Product oriented value proposition prevails 
 In the future, bundling and customization of services is 

emphasized 
 Focus on service oriented value proposition in the future 

o E.g. solution sales, consultation 
 Deeper involvement with the value chain of the customer in 

the future 
Channels  Services and products function as channels per se to reach 

current and potential customers  
 In B2C, mobile, Internet, call center, and phone book  
 To attract potential customers: banners, billboards and 

magazines, TV, and radio  
 In B2B, e-mails, cold calls, customer magazine, face to face 

meetings, and presence in different events 
 Face to face meetings are essential in B2B  
 In the future, presence in different forms of channels, 

especially Internet  
 Utilization of partners’ channels  

o Collaboration with such companies essential in the 
future 

 Channels should be developed to be easy and fast for the 
customers to use and buy services  
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Table 16 b. Business model of the case B (continued).  

Building 
block of a 
business 
model 

Description 

Customer 
relationships 

 Both shallow and deep  
 In B2C, shallow, transaction based, fast, the relationship with the 

customer happens suddenly one at a time  
 In B2C, duration of the interaction with consumer is short (up to 

about twenty seconds) and occasional 
 In B2C, not established process how to create regular 

customership  
 In B2B, some of the relationships are deep, personal, and long-

term  
o These relationships consist of regular face to face 

meetings with the customer, and they are based on 
solution sales, and the case company is more than just a 
supplier  

o These relationships personify to some representatives  
o These kinds of relationships are required in order to 

develop the value proposition together with the customer  
 The deepness of the B2B relationships depends on the scope of 

the cooperation 
 Concern whether personnel have enough competence to fulfill 

increasing needs of  customers, and act more and more as experts 
 Customer relationship management organized moderately  

Revenue 
streams 

 50% of revenue streams come from B2C business, and 50% from 
B2B business  

 In B2C, fees paid by a consumer of the usage of a directory 
service  

 In B2C, potential revenue stream may be to expand the time the 
consumer spends in the service interaction (e.g. on the telephone) 
by providing more services and going deeper to the value chain 
of the consumer  

 In the future, linking services with other companies’ services  
 In B2B:  

o Selling space for advertisement in different channels 
o Providing leads 
o License fees from the use of directory services 
o Hour fees from consultation  
o Managing customers’ customer databases 

 In B2B, revenues come mostly from big customers  
 In the future in B2B, revenue generation through consultation 

type services, and “return on investment” 
 Expanding revenue streams from transaction based business to 

service based selling 
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Table 16 c. Business model of the case B (continued). 

Building 
block of a 
business 
model 

Description 

Key 
resources 

 People  
o Staff in the customer service (i.e. call center)  
o Sales force  
o Technical staff in IT 

 Marketing 
 Top management  
 Database  
 Competencies of the sales force should be developed in order to 

provide knowledge-intensive service in the future 
Key 
activities 

 Sales 
 Marketing 
 IT 
 Customer service (i.e. call center)  
 Product/service innovation  

Partnerships  Partnerships are utilized in promotion of value proposition 
 Partnerships provide marketing visibility in reaching new 

customers, i.e. partnerships are channels 
 Well-known Finnish media firms 
 Content information providers  
 Subcontractors and partners have significant role in the execution 

of the value proposition 
 Many subcontractors in IT, staffing, and marketing  
 Business consultation company in customer relationship 

management, strategy issues, and operational issues 
 Purchasing capability emphasized  
 Not clear or established partnership strategy or management 
 More and more partnerships with customers to develop the value 

proposition 
Cost 
structure 

 Cost structure bases on personnel expenses  
 Hosting of IT systems  
 Significant marketing costs  
 Not understanding how costs are related to given target customers  
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 Table 16 d. Knowledge sharing of the case B.  

Knowledge 
sharing  

 Due to two different silos which have their own agenda, brands, 
and own product development, the flow of information between 
the departments is not smooth 

 Functional practices to share knowledge within departments 
o However, not common or shared throughout the 

organization  
 Value proposition is not clear for personnel or customers 

o Interface for customers to understand the case 
company’s offering is missing  

 Product development is based on efforts of individuals 
o Systematic screening of ideas and their management is 

missing 
o Ideas are developed by individuals in the innovation 

process without decent sharing of information with other 
personnel or codified information  

 Customer understanding and sharing this understanding within 
the company is essential in order to develop towards service 
orientation 

 Representatives of different functions do not understand the 
business holistically, but instead concentrate on their own 
activities   

 Knowledge sharing between the different departments and 
business units is not structured but more occasional by nature   

 

4.3 Case C – Business model as a tool in describing business 
logic and knowledge sharing of a developing service 
business 

Case C studied business model and related knowledge sharing issues of an 

evolving industry, namely private veterinary health care. The case organizations 

of the case C consist of four veterinary clinics and a veterinary association. A 

more precise description of the case is provided in the chapter 3.5. 

4.3.1 Describing the business model 

Target customers of the veterinary clinics were private pet owners. 

Segmentation activities were not common in the clinics. However, some of the 

interviewees said that segmentation will happen in the future, and hence a need 

for customer relationship management (CRM) systems was mentioned in the 

interviews. The interviewees told that their companies treat customers equally. 

However, it was reported that the activity of customers will be reviewed more in 

the future. It was said in the interviews that the current information systems of 

the veterinary clinics may indicate how often the customers visit a clinic, and 

how many new customers a clinic has monthly. 
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Usually, the customers of the veterinary clinics are people who live close to the 

clinic. The location of the clinic was said to be a strategic choice. Especially, in 

the Helsinki Metropolitan Area, the establishment of a clinic should be 

considered carefully since the customer base differentiates between residential 

areas, and hence the offering of the clinic should be aligned with the customer 

base. According to the interviewees, some customers are more willing to pay for 

a wide variety of services including sections while the others in the low income 

neighborhoods may buy more merely the basic treatments like vaccinations. 

The opening hours of a clinic has an impact on the customer base. A few clinic 

owners told that they have recently kept their clinic open also on Saturdays and 

Sundays, and the extended opening hours have brought in new customers.  

Based on the interviews, the information on customer groups seems to lie in the 

heads of the veterinarians. Like one clinic owner described that her company’s 

representatives “just know the customers”.  

On the one hand, it was said in the interviews that pricing of the services is very 

crucial when attracting new customers and the pricing has implications on the 

offering. On the other hand, one clinic owner told that the price sensitive 

customers are not their main target group, since their clinic is not one of the 

cheapest (because their treatment offering was said to be so wide). 

A director of the studied big veterinary chain said that the chain will use 

segmenting more in the future in order to reach certain target customers. He told 

that the company has a newsletter which will be sent selectively to active 

customers, and the non-active customers will be excluded from the mailing list.  

Value proposition of the case companies in case C consists mainly of pet health 

care services. The importance of provision of basic pet health care services was 

highlighted in the interviews. These basic services include, for example, 

vaccinations and pet’s health checks. The case companies also provide products 

like pet food, pet toys, and medicine but the share of products in value 

proposition is essentially lower than the share of services. The case companies 

seemed to want to differentiate in the market through provision of specialized 

services, and most of the interviewees highlighted the importance of advanced 
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medical care equipment. They said that the advanced equipment makes it 

possible to specialize and hence attract customers. 

Selling of pet food was the main part of the tangible side of the value proposition. 

Drug sales were reported to be important, too, since when the customers visit the 

clinics to buy drug they may buy other tangible items as well. This part of the 

value proposition refers to the accessibility – it is convenient for a customer to 

buy products like pet food when visiting the veterinary clinic.  

Networking with other service providers was highlighted in the interviews. 

Networking is used in order to widen the service offering. For instance, a 

veterinary clinic can advise the customer to use an orthopedist who is part of the 

clinic’s network. A veterinarian who owned his clinic even called the clinic as 

animal health care oasis, because in the premises of his clinic there are different 

individual service providers like a dog trainer and a groomer. This network of 

actors makes it possible for the clinic to provide a very wide scale of services 

under one roof.  

Two of the interviewees remarked that their companies are providing relief to 

customers. The relief can be realized through the sharing of information 

concerning the pet or simply by providing fulfillment for the needs of the 

customer through supplying all the needed services under one roof. 

Some of the studied veterinary clinics have bundled their services and products. 

However, these packages are mostly product based, and the service part of them 

consists mostly of instructions for self-service (i.e. provision of information). 

Examples of these are drug for diarrhoea, and antidote for snake poison, and then 

the package includes instructions for the pet owner on how to treat the animal.  

The studied veterinary clinics seemed to rely on reputation and word of mouth 

marketing in their value propositions. Like an administrative manager who co-

owned a clinic said that her company has a certain reputation in the area, and 

customers visit her clinic because they have heard that the clinic is doing a good 

job. The interviewees said that the expertise of the clinics and hence the image 

of high quality and skills of the services is a major aspect of the value proposition 

in the studied veterinary clinics. 
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Some of the interviewees described that the future value propositions of their 

companies could be widened through partnering with insurance companies. The 

clinics could provide insurances on behalf of the insurance companies. 

Generally, the interviewees shared the idea that new value propositions could 

consist of more specialized service portfolios, and bundling of services and 

products. Administrative manager of a veterinary clinic chain said that in her 

clinic there has been discussion about establishing an outsourced web shop 

which would sell nutrition for pets. The aim would be to get more open space to 

the clinic in order to provide better service to the customers. It seemed that 

service portfolios of clinics are widening more and more. 

A legal counsel of a veterinary association told that with the help of digital 

technology clinics could provide services more easily to the customers. For 

instance, customers could send pictures of their pet to the clinic, and the 

veterinarian could diagnose the animal without the necessity of visiting the 

clinic. 

The main channels of the studied case companies consist of telephone, websites, 

social media (especially Facebook), and e-mail. Some of the interviewees said 

that their company has an online booking system through which customers can 

reserve appointments for their pets.  

The case companies seemed to use e-mails in order to reach customers. The use 

of commercial media like advertisements in newspapers was rare, and there was 

conflicting views about the use of such channels. For instance, the administrative 

manager who co-owned a clinic was happy with the results her company got 

from an advertisement in a newspaper, while other entrepreneur of another clinic 

said that advertising in newspapers is a waste of money. However, this person 

still said that advertisement of products may be feasible in newspapers.  

Based on the interviews, the most common way for a customer to be in touch 

with the company was to call to the clinic and reserve an appointment. However, 

the case companies seemed to call to customers only if the companies wanted to 

ask from the customer whether everything is fine with the customer after a few 

days after some service like a surgery. A veterinarian who owned his clinic said 

that his company has outsourced its telephone service to a call center, and the 

use of the outsourced call center is very cost efficient. He thought also that the 
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quality of customer service through telephone is good because the outsourced 

call center representatives answer to the telephone, and hence the customer does 

not need to hang on the phone.  

Mouth-to-mouth marketing seemed to be very essential for the case companies. 

The interviewees thought that if good service and hence satisfaction is provided, 

customers acts as advocates for the clinics.  

The administrative manager who co-owned a clinic said that her company had 

tried TV commercials as a means for marketing, and she was satisfied with the 

experiment. The same interviewee was the only one who reported that her 

company has distributed fliers in the local area of the case company in order to 

reach potential customers. She also mentioned that her company is located along 

a big road, and hence her company is visible to potential customers.  

Generally, it seemed that the case companies relied on hunch and tacit 

knowledge when they were judging the effectiveness of different channels. In 

general, the marketing actions of the case companies were reported to be rather 

limited.  

Few of the interviewees told that their companies are having lectures for 

customers or customer evenings in which they can provide information on their 

clinic. The interviewees saw these as means for the customers to be in touch with 

the veterinarians of the clinics.      

One case company had a customer magazine which is mailed to the selected 

customers twice a year. Previously, the magazine had been mailed to all the 

customers of the case company. However, the company had changed its agenda, 

and was now mailing the magazine only to the customers which have used 

company’s services within three years. The magazine was case company’s 

biggest marketing investment.  

Social media was seen as an important channel since pet owners are active in 

social media. However, Facebook was the only mentioned social media. The 

veterinarian who owned his clinic described the effectiveness of social media by 

telling that his company advertised on Facebook. The advertisement was seen 

by many people, but the company did not need to pay for it.  
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The importance of emotionally sensitive communication between the clinic and 

customers was mentioned to be essential. It was said in the interviews that it is 

crucial to communicate with the customers with proper language. Proper 

language meant a language that a pet owner can understand, not the medical 

jargon used by the veterinarians.  

The interviewees mentioned few possible channels for the future. These were a 

web shop and radio advertisement. A legal counsel of a veterinary association 

described digital media as a part of the future channels. He saw that with the help 

of the digital media customers may not always need to visit the clinic in person. 

For example, a mobile device could make it possible for a customer to contact 

veterinary clinic in a middle of a forest and get assistance for first aid online.  

A managing director of a veterinary clinic chain emphasized that it is essential 

to be easily reached by the customers in the future. Hence, the reservation 

options should be easy and varied.  

Based on the interviews, it seemed that the means of modern marketing were not 

fully utilized as channels. The example of such was mentioned to be e-mail 

marketing.  

Customer relationships of the case companies seemed to base rather on ad hoc 

than systematic approach. It was reported in the interviews that the veterinarian 

clinics may be proactive towards customers by calling them a few days after 

operation like surgery. The other example of proactive customer relationship 

management is the mailing of customer magazine or e-mail concerning the 

general events of the clinics.  

The importance of proper customer care was highlighted in the interviews. How 

the employees of the clinics communicate and approach the customers was seen 

crucial, and education for better customer care was said to be important. It was 

even said that the formal veterinary education provided by universities should 

include advice on how to communicate with a pet owner. The current education 

was criticized of not having the human communication aspect.   

When a pet is brought to clinic, basic information of the pet like gender and age 

are put to the information system. However, it seemed that it is rather random to 

use this information gathered from pets and their owners in marketing. Instead, 
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a systematic customer relationship management procedure seemed to be missing 

in the studied case companies. Like the veterinarian who owned his clinic 

described that the customers just step in from the door. Based on the interviews, 

it seemed that the companies could benefit from an advanced CRM system. This 

was reflected especially by administrative manager of a veterinary clinic chain 

who said that her company is searching for IT tools that could help her company 

to follow its customers’ behaviour on issues like how often, when, and why the 

customers visit the clinic. This was said to be especially important as the case 

company was growing rapidly. 

The managing director of the rapidly growing clinic chain emphasized the 

importance of first impression of the customer about the clinic. The 

representative saw it essential to have a formal process of serving the customers 

in the different locations of the clinic chain around Finland. According to him, 

the customer should be served similarly in all locations but still the local aspect 

of the clinics should be retained. 

A need to understand customers better was not highlighted in many interviews. 

However, one clinic owner reported that her company will ask the needs of their 

customers, and hence give them possibility to develop clinic’s services. She said 

the company needs more information about the customers they do not have yet, 

even if she said the relationship with the current customers is long-term. 

The veterinarian who owned his clinic told that his company gives price 

reductions to customers who have several pets. The interviewee pondered that 

maybe his company should market its services more strongly to such customers.  

One of the interviewees, the legal counsel of a veterinary association, described 

general approach of customers towards veterinarians by saying that customers 

use the services of a pet doctor who they like as a person. He said that customers 

usually do not visit a clinic, but they visit a person, and they can follow that 

person even “to the Moon”. The administrative manager of clinic chain told that 

her company has received positive feedback from the customers when the 

company has provided customer evenings, since in these evenings the customers 

can get a personal contact with the veterinarians. 
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Revenue streams of the case companies base on veterinary health care services. 

Tangible items like equipment of the clinic can be included in the veterinary 

health care service charge. Hence, the fee charged from customers may consist 

of both from service and tangibles. However, it was stated in the interviews that 

revenues generated through services are the most essential. One of the clinic 

entrepreneurs told rather precisely that her company’s turnover was one million 

Euros in 2012, and the share of pet food is one fourth of the revenue. The rest 75 

per cents consist of services (60 per cents) and products (clinic’s equipment, 15 

per cents). Still, the interviewee highlighted that services generate the revenue 

while the pet food is additional. This kind of setting seemed to be common to 

the interviewed veterinary clinics. One of the interviewees even emphasized that 

the biggest problem within veterinary clinic is that some rather small clinics have 

made big investments by buying a lot of specialty machines or by having a fancy 

specialty training and education for themselves. 

The administrative manager of a veterinary clinic chain described the difference 

in revenues coming from basic veterinary services and special treatments like 

orthopaedics and dental care. She told that the basic services are important in 

order to attract new customers while within the special services the cost is not so 

crucial if the customer can get best service for her pet. The pricing of basic 

services is critical since pet owners are usually interested in the prices. 

The veterinarian who owned his clinic described that the main issue for making 

the revenue starts with the provision of vaccinations which was stated to be very 

basic operation in veterinary health care. This is due to the fact that when a 

patient comes in to the clinic for a vaccination, and the health examination is 

done simultaneously, some other health related issues which require treatment 

may occur. Then, the clinic makes a proposal for the customer to investigate the 

found health issue which further leads to a chain of chargeable activities like X-

ray, cleaning the teeth, and further appointments. The interviewee said that if a 

clinic regards vaccinations as merely a vaccination per se the clinic cannot 

survive. In addition to vaccination, some other chargeable service should be 

added to the customer fee. 

One case company got revenues through renting its premises to other pet 

business entities such as dog massage therapist and physiotherapist. This 
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reflected the networking approach of the case company as it was able to provide 

a wide array of services under same roof even if some of the services were not 

really offered by the company.   

Key resource of the interviewed companies was definitely personnel. The 

importance of personnel’s customer service skills and attitude was emphasized 

in the interviews. Personnel seemed to be an essential resource in order to 

convince the customers of high quality and trust. Like the administrative 

manager who co-owned a clinic described that her company’s personnel is like 

a little family, and hence the customers perceive that the personnel like the 

veterinary work and love animals. The interviewee told that her company’s 

personnel has lots of knowledge which allows rapid reaction to issues. The 

knowledge as an important resource was highlighted from another perspective 

as well, namely the veterinarians can be highly specialised through continuous 

education, and hence they have the newest knowledge concerning the veterinary 

treatments. Also, this knowledge as a resource was said to be transferred to 

younger veterinarians within the veterinary clinic community. 

Other example of knowledge as a resource is realized through teamwork. It 

means that in some cases a veterinarian and an assistant have worked so long 

together that they can perform a task at hand in shortened time. In other terms, 

they have a long tradition of working together, and therefore share tacit 

knowledge about the work process.  

A practice manager who co-owned a clinic said that the resource her company 

does not have is time. She said that insurance companies, for example, could be 

proactive in proposing cooperation with the clinic, rather than the clinic to be 

proactive towards other companies.  

In addition to staff and knowledge, a good flow of customers was mentioned to 

be an essential resource, and hence it was said that there is a need to make the 

clinics interesting in the eyes of the customers, and have a good reputation, too. 

Other mentioned resources were capability to perform multiple tasks, and good 

management board members who should have experience of how to run 

veterinary clinics.  
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The key activities of most of the case companies were procedures of doing things 

similarly in order to serve the customers similarly. This was especially 

emphasized in the case clinic which was a part of a growing chain. In a chain 

business, the essence of standardized procedures were highlighted. However, it 

was said that geographically distributed clinics should keep their identity but still 

have similar procedures throughout the chain. The managing director of the 

interviewed chain clinic told that the key in value proposition is to get the 

personnel to understand the culture – including the vision and mission – of the 

chain, and then make people act accordingly. 

Generally, operating procedures were mentioned to be important in ensuring that 

the personnel do things similarly in order to provide service of uniform quality. 

The rules of operation can be discussed in a monthly clinic meeting.  

It seemed that an important activity in the studied veterinary clinics was the 

discussion and hence knowledge sharing among the owners – who are often the 

managers, too – of the clinics. Through this communication, the clinics could 

create new plans about the services, but also find solutions to occurred problems. 

Sharing of knowledge within the clinic staff seemed to be an important activity 

in order to bundle this knowledge to a service offering consisting of information, 

and hence add value to the customer. Also, in order to keep staff in good mood, 

it was said that communication is crucial. 

Based on the interviews, one obvious and important activity of the clinics was 

to make customers visit the clinic. But it was reported that it is not enough to just 

get the customers in. Rather, it was stated in the interviews that it is crucial to 

provide the best possible service to the customers so that they would not only 

visit the clinic again but act as ambassadors for the clinic. It was even said that 

clinic’s key activity is to sell relief.  

The studied case organizations seemed to have mostly supplier relationships 

with other companies instead of partnerships. The main suppliers of the 

companies were pharmaceutical companies and importers of pet food and clinic 

equipment. However, the case companies collaborate with different service 

providers. It was commonly said in the interviews that a clinic may collaborate 

with a dog massager, orthopaedist, or puppy class educators, for example. These 

service providers may operate in the same premises with the clinics. Also, the 
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clinics may suggest a good service provider for its customers. The relationships 

with the suppliers were described to be mostly smooth, and the suppliers were 

said to be mainly active towards the clinics.  

Some of the clinic owners were open for collaboration with new service 

providers, especially insurance companies. However, they said they do not 

necessarily have enough time to coordinate such collaboration. Hence, it seemed 

that the business could benefit from a mediator who would pair off the clinics 

and different service providers. Customer needs which are related to other 

services than actual veterinary medicine were mentioned to be factors in the 

possible future collaboration with service companies.  

One of the studied organizations was buying customer service education from a 

supplier. The representative of this case company said that it is better to buy such 

services outside rather than trying to manage by themselves.  

The legal counsel of a veterinary association told that there is not much 

cooperation between veterinary clinics and pet shops. Instead, he announced that 

cooperation between a clinic and a service provider is usually related to the 

treatment of the animal. However, the practice manager who co-owned a clinic 

said that her company has a deep relationship with a pet shop chain, because the 

local shop seller is her best friend. The company had a puppy class for dogs in 

both in its own premises and in the premises of the pet shop. 

The studied veterinary clinic chain was reported to have good negotiation power 

with its suppliers. The partnerships strategy of the company was to focus on 

limited number of suppliers. It was said that if there were too many suppliers the 

company would get negative cost effects due to a large amount of invoices and 

product coding. Other studied veterinary clinics did not report anything about 

their negotiation power towards suppliers. 

One of the studied veterinary clinics had a special value proposition which 

involved cooperation between different service providers. This value proposition 

was based on the slogan “Your Animal’s Health Care Team”. To realize the 

value proposition the case company had what the interviewee described as 

animal health care oasis that had different service providers under the same roof. 
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These service providers consisted of an osteopath, a physiotherapist, a groomer, 

dog trainers, and dog massagers.  

The cost structure of the studied pet clinics was reported to consist of personnel 

expenses since the profession was said to be labour oriented. Also, the 

expenditures on establishing a clinic and buying new equipment were said to be 

significant. The equipment costs are particularly high if the clinic provides 

demanding operations. The premises are a major cost, too, because the clinics 

may require quite many square meters for their services. However, it was said 

that good premises help in creating better working conditions. It was reported in 

the interviews that veterinary clinic business is developing rapidly which means 

that the companies need to invest constantly.   

4.3.2 Knowledge sharing 

In the studied cases there were several issues which relate to knowledge and 

knowledge sharing. Firstly, knowledge as a key resource emerged from the 

interviews dealing with the case companies’ business models. Knowledge and 

skills of the veterinarians and personnel were emphasized as being a crucial 

resource for the clinics. Secondly, the importance of sharing knowledge was 

stated in the interviews. The managers’ (which are often veterinarians, too) and 

personnel’s constant communication and knowledge sharing was said to be 

essential in order to not only perform better but to keep everyone in the clinic 

informed about the clinic’s events.    

Knowledge as an important resource was highlighted in the interviews from the 

perspective that the veterinarians can be highly specialised through continuing 

education, and hence they have the newest knowledge concerning the veterinary 

treatments. This knowledge as a resource was stated to be transferred to younger 

veterinarians within the veterinary clinic community. Other illustration of 

knowledge as a resource was said to be realized through pair work. A 

veterinarian and an assistant may have worked so long together that they can 

perform a task at hand very efficiently. In other words, they have a long tradition 

of working together and hence they have tacit knowledge about the work 

process, and they can share this knowledge easily with each other.  
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Cooperation and related knowledge sharing discussed in the interviews did not 

relate only to the activities inside a clinic but also to the communication from 

the clinic to the customer and suppliers/partners. These issues were revealed 

when the channels of the case companies’ business models were discussed. The 

legal counsel of a veterinary association described digital media as a part of the 

future channels which could improve the communication between the clinic and 

the customer. The interviewee said that with the help of the digital devices 

customers may not always need to visit the clinic in person. The use of ICT could 

make it possible for a customer to contact veterinary clinic online in a middle of 

a forest and get information on how to proceed with a wounded animal, for 

example. Currently, the clinics seemed to get information from the customers 

through telephone, e-mails, and visits to clinics. The importance of sharing the 

knowledge about the pet to the customer in a sensible and sensitive manner was 

emphasized in the interviews. The jargon may be included in the formal 

statement concerning the pet, but it was said to be essential to explain the matter 

to a customer in an understandable way. 

The cooperation and communication with the suppliers/partners was stated to be 

mostly smooth in the studied case companies. However, the cooperation seemed 

to be mostly buyer-supplier by nature. Based on the interviews, co-creation of 

business and hence deep exchange of knowledge between the clinics and 

suppliers was not happening in the studied cases.   

Summary of the case C results 

More detailed results from the interviews of case C are presented in the Table 

17. The table highlights the similarities and differences in the studied veterinary 

clinics, and attempts to draw a picture of the veterinary health care. The four 

studied veterinary clinic case companies have similar target customers. The 

customers are mainly private pet owners. The value propositions of the studied 

veterinary clinics are based largely on services. However, some tangibles are 

included in the offerings, but their significance is rather low in terms of revenues. 

The case companies utilize various channels in reaching the customer segments 

and promoting the value propositions. Customer relationships are not 

systemically managed. Revenue streams are generated mostly through selling of 

veterinary medicine services. Key resources of the all studied case companies 
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are personnel and knowledge. Key activities are procedures of doing things 

similarly in a clinic, knowledge sharing, and getting customers visit the clinics. 

The studied case companies seemed to have mostly supplier relationships with 

other organizations instead of real partnerships. The cost structure of the 

veterinary medicine business is based on employee costs, equipment, and 

premises. Knowledge sharing within the veterinary medicine business seemed 

to base on the communication between individuals in real working situations like 

during a surgery.  
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Table 17 a. Business model of veterinary health care clinic business in the 

case C.  

Building block 
of a business 
model 

Description 

Target customers  Private pet owners 
o People who live close to the clinic 

 Not established segmentation methods nor CRM 
Value proposition  Pet health care services 

o Basic pet health care services (for example, 
vaccinations and pet’s health checks) 
highlighted  

 Tangibles like pet food, pet toys, and medicine minority in 
the offering 

 Differentiation through provision of specialized services 
 Networking with other service providers is used in order to 

widen the service offering 
o “Animal health care oasis”  

 Providing “relief” to customers  
o Realized through the sharing of information 

concerning the pet or simply by providing 
fulfillment for the needs of the customer  

 Packages are mostly product based  
 Expertise and image of high quality and skills 
 Future value propositions could be widened through 

partnering with insurance companies 
 Future value propositions could consist of more specialized 

service portfolios, and bundling of services and products 
Channels  Telephone 

 Websites  
 Social media (especially Facebook) 

o Cheap and efficient 
 E-mail  
 Online booking system 
 Use of commercial media like advertisements in 

newspapers is rare 
 Clinics reactive rather than proactive 
 Mouth-to-mouth marketing essential  

o Customers acts as advocates for the clinics  
 Marketing actions rather limited  
 Lectures for customers and customer evenings  
 Customer magazine  
 Emotionally sensitive communication between the clinic 

and customers essential 
o Essential to use understandable language, not 

veterinary medicine jargon  
 Web shop, radio advertisement, and digital devices as 

possible future channels/tools  
 Modern marketing approaches not fully utilized   
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Table 17 b. Business model of veterinary health care clinic business in the 

case C (continued).  

Building block of 
a business model 

Description 

Customer 
relationships 

 Customer relationships base on ad hoc not systematic 
approach 

 Proper customer care highlighted  
o Stress on communication  

 Information gathered from pets and their owners 
randomly used in marketing  

 Systematic customer relationship management procedure 
missing 

 Personal ties between the veterinarian and customer 
important  

Revenue streams  Mostly veterinary health care services 
 Tangible items like equipment of the clinic can be 

included in the veterinary health care service charge  
 Pet food is additional source  
 Pricing of basic services is critical since pet owners are 

usually interested in the prices 
Key resources  Personnel 

o Customer service skills and attitude 
emphasized 

 Knowledge as means to efficiency 
 Good flow of customers 

Key activities  Appointing procedures of doing things similarly in order 
to serve the customers similarly 

 Operating procedures important in ensuring that the 
personnel do things similarly  

 Discussion and knowledge sharing within the personnel of 
the clinics 

o Packing knowledge to an informative service 
 Get customers to visit the clinics 

Partnerships  Mostly supplier relationships not much partnerships 
o Main suppliers of the companies were 

pharmaceutical companies and importers of 
pet food and clinic equipment 

 Collaboration with different service providers 
 Dog massager, orthopedist, puppy class educators in the 

same premises with the clinics 
 Openness for collaboration with new service providers, 

especially insurance companies 
o However, no time to coordinate such 

collaboration 
 Not much cooperation between veterinary clinics and pet 

shops  
 Clinic chains can have negotiation power with suppliers 

Cost structure  Personnel expenses 
 Cost of establishing a clinic  
 Equipment  
 Premises 
 Veterinary business develops rapidly and hence 

companies need to invest constantly   
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Table 17 c. Knowledge sharing in the case C.  

Knowledge 
sharing  

 Knowledge as a key resource essential in the veterinarian business 
model  

o Knowledge and skills of the veterinarians and 
personnel were emphasized as being a crucial 
resource for the clinics 

 Sharing of knowledge crucial 
o Managers’ and personnel’s constant communication 

and knowledge sharing essential in order to not only 
perform better but to keep everyone in the clinic 
informed about the clinic’s happenings    

 Knowledge sharing from experienced veterinarians to younger 
veterinarians within the veterinary clinic community 

 Knowledge sharing through pair work 
o Veterinarian and an assistant may have worked so 

long together that they can perform a task at hand 
very efficiently since they share tacit knowledge  

 Important to express the knowledge about the pet to the customer 
in a sensible and sensitive manner  

 Co-creation of business and hence deep exchange of knowledge 
between the clinics and suppliers not common  

 

4.4 Case D – Business model as a tool in describing business 
logic and knowledge sharing in internationalization of KIBS 

In case D, the business model concept was used in analyzing the business 

environment and current operating logics in the foreign target market of the case 

company. In addition, case D studied what the business model concept would 

reveal about knowledge sharing in such an internationalization context. A more 

precise description of the case is provided in the chapter 3.5. 

4.4.1 Describing the business model 

The most typical target customer of the case company is a foreign company 

which attempts to enter to Russian market. These companies can be investors, 

manufacturing firms, retail malls or logistics firms. The case company also has 

Russian customers, but these are not so common. It was reported in the 

interviews that when doing business with investors, economists are customers of 

the case company, and this requires concept co-creation with them.  

In Finland, which is the case firm’s home market, the case company is an 

important operator for existing and potential customers and has managed to 

impact the whole construction industry to some extent. Based on the interviews, 
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the case company has had a crucial role in the progress of the Finnish 

construction industry. For example, the firm has created operating models which 

are adopted by its customers in Finland. However, the firm is significantly 

smaller compared with the big construction firms. Hence, there is a need in the 

case company to assimilate to the operating models institutionalized in the 

foreign markets. Like an interviewee which was a customer of the case company 

described that a service offering can be provided in two ways. The first being 

that the customer buys all the services from one service provider being at the 

mercy of this provider and hence not getting the best know-how from the each 

sectors of construction. The other way is to assign a developer to manage the 

project which then gets the best competencies and coordinates the construction 

project. The interviewee stated that the latter model is not free of charge, but its 

advantage is that customers need not be experts in constructing, and their project 

fares well when they know only the date of completion and the price. 

It was reported in the interviews, that several possible customers are yet to 

establish and internationalize their operations in Russia. In addition, customers’ 

contexts vary quite a bit in the Russian market. Thus, it was reported in the 

interviews that it is crucial to comprehend the context of customers, and there is 

a possibility that this context is so specific in a given context that it can be 

generalized to reflect the Russian circumstances in other contexts. Some 

customers were reported to be quite inexperienced in operating in Russia. Thus, 

Russia was stated to be a rather different legal and business environment. Due 

to the fact that the economic reform happened just less than 30 years ago in 

Russia, the potential local customer organizations are still young. The 

background of some of the potential customer organizations is in government 

organizations. This was reported to have an influence on the operating 

procedures and structures of such companies. It was stated in the interviews, that 

public sector organizations prefer domestic service providers, and public sector 

as a potential customer is largely unsolved in the case firm.  

A director who was responsible for the Russian operations in the case company 

said that in Russia, a Russian customer is better than a foreign customer. His 

argument was that a Russian customer knows the local procedures, while a 

foreign customer may be arrogant and supposes to be knowledgeable about how 

to operate in Russia. This means that the foreign customer may not know the 
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Russian bureaucracy, and hence the services sold to her should be provided in a 

way that is familiar in customer’s home land. 

About potential future customers it was said that big construction companies, 

real estate companies, investors, and manufacturing companies are sought for. 

One interviewee, an operative director of case company’s Russian subsidiary, 

said that the case company has a CRM system which is used actively to collect 

leads from different potential customer segments.  

The case company strives for providing integrated design services which means 

that the distinct construction management services and design areas are bundled 

together in the real estate and construction sector as its value proposition. The 

purpose is to provide service with better design quality at a lowered total cost. 

Based on the discussions with the case company, the transaction costs to the 

customers can be cut since the customers do not have to take into account the 

coordination of various service suppliers in a given construction project. It was 

thus stated, that the more reasonable designs can improve not only the costs of 

the buildings, but the cost structure of life-cycles and construction. It can lead to 

a faster lead lead-time, too. In addition, it was stated by a few case company 

representatives that the benefit of the integrated design service for the customer 

is based on the idea that the customer can focus on his core business be it retail, 

for example. Also, return on investment calculations were mentioned to be a 

possible means for creating value for the customer. It was stated in the interviews 

that in the foreign market it is expected that a service provider has to deliver 

everything in the competitive bidding, and the service provider has to pick up 

the baton that everything will be done for the building or the construction project. 

Based on the interviews, differing from the situation in Finland, the bundling of 

design and management services into integrated solutions is typical for the 

studied foreign market (i.e. Russia) which the company is aiming to enter. It was 

stated in interviews that the focus is typically on the benefits of the services in 

the Russian market. Customers were reported to be not specifically interested in 

the life-cycle costs, design process or usability of the buildings. The interview 

data suggests that the focus seems to be on the instant return on investment and 

lowered costs of construction. Simply put, the end result was stated to be the 

only thing that matters for the Russian customers. This is related to the fact that 
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generally Russian customers are willing to pay packages including design, 

management and construction of the building, not separate construction services. 

The interview data suggests that the challenge for the case company seems to be 

organizing its activities to meet the Russian way, because in Finland the design 

services are combined and bought separately by the customer. 

It was stated in interviews by both the representatives of the case company and 

its customer that the provision of specialized know-how related to new forms of 

construction like green construction, multifunctional venues or modern shopping 

centers could be added to the current offering. However, it seemed that green 

construction is not yet seen as interesting for Russian customers. Quite on the 

contrary, it was stated in the interviews that international customers operating in 

Russia may value green construction for brand image reasons. 

An interviewee who worked in the Russian subsidiary of the case company and 

had a long history of working in Russia said that the challenge of the integrated 

design service is to get the customer to understand what is included in the service 

and how it adds value to her. The interviewee emphasized that this is difficult in 

Russia, because Russian customers are not used to buy consultation service. 

Instead, they always want to have some sort of concrete output. 

A few of the case company representatives described the possible future 

integrated design service. They defined it as a service where the provider is 

deeply tied with the customer in the very beginning of the project to the very 

end, from the project development and investment stages to maintenance.  

It was reported in the interviews that the channels of the case company are repeat 

sales to old customers, advertisements, visibility in public projects in the foreign 

market, reference customers, and trade fairs. Success stories and word of mouth 

from existing clients were mentioned to be extremely important in order to get 

projects in Russia. Language skills were mentioned to be crucial in utilizing the 

channels, as several local customers prefer Russian language or do not speak 

English. Thus, in the Russian market, it is compulsory to join one or several 

particular Russian trade organizations. These organizations have tremendous 

power in the markets, and they control the access to the markets.  
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It was stated in the interviews that in Russia there exists both hidden and explicit 

power structures. These structures may be quite challenging to deal with. The 

needed relationships and procedures differ quite much from those in the 

domestic market of the case company. For example, the trade organizations set 

up requirements for foreign firms. One of the interviewees, a director of such a 

trade organization emphasized that the policy of the organization is to make strict 

rules to invite new members, and intend to keep solid and serious organizations. 

This organization also required convincing references of the potential service 

providers, and hence the organization functioned as an important link in the 

distribution channels as it gives its members permission to carry out special tasks 

in construction business.  

It was reported in the interviews that it is crucial to have contacts with powerful 

people. It was said that it is rather easy to get in touch with Finnish or other 

international companies which operate or aim to operate in Russia. It usually 

requires just cold calls. However, to get a contact with Russian firms was stated 

to be much more difficult. Basically, it is necessary to discuss with a top director 

of a Russian company or then have an agent on the lower hierarchical level of 

the company. Also, it was reported to be challenging to find the right Russian 

developing companies. One way to tackle this was said to be travelling around 

the country. All in all, local presence was said to be vital. Presence in the most 

important commercial centers like Moscow and St. Petersburg is important. A 

director who was responsible for case company’s operations in Russia 

emphasized that TV commercials are effective and cheap channels in Russia. 

However, for some reason the case company did not utilize them.  

Customer relationships of the case company differ significantly between the 

domestic market and the foreign target market. In the domestic market, personal 

relationships were mentioned to be most beneficial, but still a personal 

relationship is not a prerequisite for being able to be in touch with customers. 

Quite on the contrary, in Russia, extremely personal and deep relationships are 

expected, and such relationships are also required for the case company to 

operate in the Russian market. It was emphasized that Russians do business only 

between friends, and hence it is extremely crucial to form friendships. 

Personified relationships with customers bring the problem that once a contact 

in such a company leaves the company the good relationship with that company 
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may need to be created again. The origins of such an approach are in the 

Russian’s social structure shaped in the 20th century. It is important to build 

trustful relationship, but once trust is gained it remains.  

It was stated in the interviews that when providing the complex integrated design 

service, common understanding of the goals must be iterated during the project 

between the service provider and the customer. This is also necessary when a 

novel project is just about to occur. The lack of this kind of proactive marketing 

was said to be a shortcoming in the case company. 

Revenue streams of the case company are generated through hourly fees of the 

case company’s personnel’s services, in other words, the case company sells 

expertize. However, it was stated in the interviews that Russian customers do 

not understand such an approach to pricing. Hence, the case company needs to 

sell its services as a package. It was said that there needs to be one price for the 

service. Success fees are rare in the Russian market. However, in case of an 

international customer who is willing to take a higher risk, success fee based 

pricing can be possible. 

One interviewee, a project manager of the case company, stated that in the 

integrated design service there are many things that can go wrong, and hence a 

few experiences of such projects are needed in order to understand how to make 

money. There should be flexibility in the billing in order to cover the possible 

obstacles. It was stated in the interviews that while the approach within Finnish 

customers can be sometimes gentlemen's understanding (i.e. loosely defined 

content of the service), in Russia, it is important to clearly define what is 

included and what is not included in the service. 

It was reported in the interviews that the case company could lower the price of 

its service through providing it as an effective integrated service. Hence, the case 

company would have competitive advantage, and could also provide added value 

to customers. However, it was said that it is crucial to develop the Russian 

subsidiary and develop coordination within the company.  

Based on the interviews, value configuration consisting of the key resources and 

key activities of the case company is depended on the contractual mode and 

operating model chosen for the construction projects. In the Finnish market of 
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the case company, a project management model is common, even if other 

approaches are applied, too. Usually, a specialized project management 

consultant is hired by the customer to manage the integration needed in the 

construction project. However, the customer typically takes main responsibility 

of the project. In Russia, design-build, design-bid-build, and EPC (engineering, 

procurement, and construction) approaches are applied more commonly than in 

Finland. This has an influence on the roles of various operators in the 

construction projects. Besides, it affects the general structure of the construction 

business. There are commonly rather small and specialized design companies in 

the Finnish market. Such companies were reported to have a relatively 

independent position in customer projects. Compared with Russia, there exist 

similar kinds of firms but more generally oriented and bigger design firms, too. 

It was stated in the interviews, that a general contractor usually manages the 

bundling of the divergent designs and other services, and the individual design 

companies have to regularly yield to the power of the general contractor. It 

seemed that the case company needs to modify its home market’s operating 

models to correspond to Russian modus operandi, and hence learn new ways of 

doing things. 

Based on the interviews, the role of the architect is essentially smaller in the 

Finnish market than in Russia. In Russia, the architect’s role and responsibility 

is big and it is connected to construction management. Whereas in Finland, the 

architect usually focuses on the architectural design of the building. One 

interviewee, a director of special business area of the case company, even said 

that in the Soviet Union, architect was a king and managed the whole 

construction project. The interview data suggests that this approach is somehow 

tenable nowadays, too. 

It was stated by the interviewees that protectionism limits internationalization in 

Russia. The reason for this was said to rise from distinct structures and practices 

which restrict foreign companies’ operations.  

The local resources, namely Russian employees in the Russian subsidiary of the 

case company were said to be essential in the execution of value proposition. 

The interviews suggest that Finns and Russians working in the case company’s 

subsidiary in Russia need to learn to understand each other’s’ differences in 
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order to be effective and develop.  It seemed to be crucial to understand the local 

modus operandi including relationships to public authorities, and Russians were 

reported to be crucial in this. However, the core capabilities related to design and 

construction were said to be resourced outside of Russia if necessary, because 

like a project director of case company’s operation in Russia said it is not hard 

to transfer information from one place to another nowadays by digital media.   

The project director of case company’s operation in Russia expressed his 

concern that the case company does not have young experts as a resource who 

would like to work as an expatriate worker in the foreign target market. The 

current expatriate workers were aging. The interviewee said that there could be 

either a training program or job rotation between old and young experts in order 

to overcome this problem.  

A director who was responsible of the case company’s integrated design service 

operations in Russia said that the case company has decent resources to execute 

a basic integrated design service project in Russia. However, if the project is 

very demanding then there is a need to involve a highly skilled international 

constructor. This view was emphasized by another interviewee, a business 

development director of the case company, as well. She said that the integrated 

design service in international projects cannot be developed very much without 

acquiring specific know-how related to the role of architect as a main designer. 

Either education for the current employees or foreign specialists were said to be 

needed.  

A representative of a Russian customer company of the case company said that 

capabilities needed in green construction are almost totally missing in Russia. 

These capabilities could be provided by the case company to the Russian market, 

since the company has generated know-how in green construction in other target 

markets. In addition, it was stated in the interviews that the case company has 

specialized know-how concerning the construction of multifunctional arenas, for 

example.  

One possible resource related strength for the case company was said to be 

educated Russian employees in the future since Russian employees were seen 

cheaper than their Finnish counterparts. Also, it was stated that the case company 
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may have such Russian customers in the future who do not need Western know-

how, and service should be provided to them with Russians as resource.  

The key activities of the case company in Russian market were reported to be 

managing the whole life cycle of the construction project on behalf of the 

customer from diverse perspectives. These are assisting the client to get 

approvals from the authorities to the site, arrange tendering for general 

contractor, managing construction process, and finally building commissioning.     

Based on the interviews, it seemed that the case company did not have lots of 

partnerships in its integrated design service business model. Instead, it was 

reported in interviews that the company has different subcontractors which were 

used in several different tasks in the construction process. However, there was 

not a clear consensus on partnerships of the case company among the 

interviewees. Many of the interviewees discussed the importance of good 

relationships with Russian authorities. It was stated in the interviews that the 

Russian authorities must be convinced about the feasibility of the project plan, 

and it is crucial to know right persons and get references to get the authorities on 

board. The partnerships seemed to personify. It was reported in the interviews 

that local partners are needed in order to succeed in the Russian market. The 

local partners may be Russian architects and consultants assigned to special 

issues like fire safety. In addition, the local partners can be applied when trying 

to cope with the constantly changing legislation. 

Cost structure of the case company’s integrated design service business model 

was reported to consist mostly of personnel expenses and inefficiency. 

Inefficiency was said to relate to inappropriate work practices.  

4.4.2 Knowledge sharing 

The need to share knowledge and cooperate between different experts when 

providing the integrated design service was raised in the interviews. The data 

suggests that the case company needs special tools in order to coordinate the 

activities of different specialists, like suggested by a project manager of the case 

company: 

  “You would certainly need to have a separate group which would 

define methods, certain objects to be created that would work for everybody or 
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a translator between, because it never works that you have everybody on the 

same page. Everybody's doing different speeds, different amount of 

information.” 

It was reported in the interviews that the specialists should meet in the same 

physical space in order to share knowledge. In addition, there was a need to share 

information and knowledge with numerous subcontractors about the 

construction project. Language plays significant role in this in the Russian 

market, since the locals may not speak English or Finnish, and hence Russian 

employees are needed. However, a project manager of the case company, 

pointed out that through CAD software it is possible to share information with a 

client very efficiently, and in the provision of integrated design, common 

understanding with the client was said to be essential.  

One interviewee, a business development director of the case company, 

described that the case company has a development team which consists of 

different specialists related to the integrated design service. Within this group, 

offers are decided. However, another interviewee expressed her concern that the 

case company should learn to organize its internal services so that the business 

process would happen smoother. 

Summary of the case D results  

Summary of the design service business model of the case company D is 

presented in the Table 18. The summary is based on the interviews with the case 

company representatives, its customers and other knowledgeable organizations 

in the case company’s target market.  

The target customers for the case company’s integrated design service are 

international and Russian firms operating in Russia. The Russian firms are 

difficult to approach, but they may be good customers. The value proposition of 

the case company is to provide integrated design service. This service package 

should be beneficial for customers since they do not need to buy the construction 

services from different service providers. The channels of the case company 

consist of a network of earlier customers, references, and presence in industry 

forums. Local presence in the Russian market is crucial. The customer 

relationships need to be deep and personal in Russia. Revenues are generated 
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through hourly rates. Local Russian resources are essential for the business 

model. Key activity is managing the construction project on behalf of the 

customer. The case company does not have a lot of real partnerships in Russia. 

However, it is crucial to have good relationships with Russian authorities. Costs 

of the business model are generated mainly through personnel expenses. 

Regarding knowledge sharing, there is a need for special tools to coordinate the 

activities of different specialists in the case company. 

Table 18 a. The design service business model of the case company D. 

Building block 
of a business 
model 

Description 

Target customers  Medium-sized and large business customers 
 Investors, end users of commercial buildings, contractors 

Value proposition  To provide customers high quality designs with decreased 
total costs (construction costs and life-cycle costs) by 
bundling different services (customer does need to manage 
several service supplier during a project) 

Channels  A network of earlier customers providing references and 
relationships  

 Presence in industry forums to seduce new customers 
 Local presence crucial, and need to understand local 

conditions 
Customer 
relationships 

 In Russia, deep and personal relationships are necessary  
 When providing integrated design service, common 

understanding of the goals must be iterated during the project 
between the service provider and the customer 

Revenue streams  Fixed fee contracts for low-risk projects 
 Success fee contracts in rare cases 
 Revenues are generated through hourly fees  

o However, Russian customers do not understand 
such an approach to pricing  

o Hence, services needs to be sold as a package in 
Russia  

 Important to clearly define what is included in the service 
Key resources  Project management skills to manage which are used in 

managing external resources 
 Local resources in the Russian subsidiary of the case 

company essential in the execution of value proposition  
Key activities  Managing the whole life cycle of the construction project on 

behalf of the customer 
 Varies between projects depending on the client’s 

competencies and the another active parties in the project 
 The case company needs to modify its home market’s 

operating models to correspond to Russian modus operandi 
Partnerships  Lots of subcontractors, not much real partnerships 

 Partnering with local Russian actors crucial 
Cost structure  Mostly fixed costs from internalized competencies (i.e. staff 

expenses)  
 Inefficiency 
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Table 18 b. Knowledge sharing in the case D. 

Knowledge 
sharing  

 A need for special tools to coordinate the activities of different 
specialists 

 A need to learn to organize internal services so that the business 
process would happen smoother 

 A need to share information and knowledge with numerous 
subcontractors about the construction project 

 

4.5 Cross-case analysis 

The cross-case analysis compares the results from the cases A, B, C, and D. It 

aims at finding relevant and meaningful explanations for the business model as 

a concept in understanding and describing the business logics of different 

companies and an industry (case C), and the related knowledge sharing issues. 

It also raises the discussion to further theoretical level by pondering how the 

presented results of the business model analysis conducted in the cases A, B, C, 

and D relate to boundary objects. This is done by considering the results of the 

cases from the viewpoint of Carlile’s (2002; 2004) syntactic, semantic and 

pragmatic knowledge boundaries which were presented in the chapter 2.6.2 A 

theoretical framework for analyzing different types of boundary objects in 

knowledge sharing. 

Comparing thoroughly the studied cases may be demanding since the intuitive 

rationale of the comparative approach strives for seeking for factors which 

account for the perceived similarities and differences of the cases. Additionally, 

that kind of causal explanations may be difficult to defend convincingly. Like 

Stake (1994) states, both a quantitative and qualitative approaches provide 

narrow grounds for strict comparison of cases because there are most likely too 

several dissimilarities between the cases and too several potential explanatory 

factors. Here, the purpose of the cross-case analysis is to provide enriching view 

to the studied cases and their plurality. 

As suggested by Eisenhardt (1989), the approach in the cross-case analysis is to 

select categories or dimensions, and then to look for within-group similarities 

coupled with intergroup differences. This process should increase the likelihood 

of accurate and reliable theory, in other words, a theory with a close fit with the 

data (Eisenhardt, 1989). The aim of the data analysis is to discover dynamics of 

business logic and related knowledge sharing issues through the business model 
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concept by expressing descriptions of the nine different business model building 

blocks. In this study, four different business models and related knowledge 

sharing issues are discussed. Next, I will discuss their differences and 

similarities. 

Four different cases were studied. Each case represented different context. 

However, all four cases contained business model analysis. In the cases A, B, 

and D individual business models of three distinct companies were studied. In 

the case C, a business model of veterinary health care was studied. As pointed 

out in the results chapter, all cases indicated that a business model concept may 

reveal shortcomings between the current state and the desired state of business. 

The shortcomings were related to knowledge sharing and to knowledge 

management, in general, too.  

The target customers building block of the business model functioned naturally 

as a means to describe target customers in all the studied four cases. All cases 

(A, B, and C) had consumers as one customer group, except case D. 

Respectively, all cases (A, B, and D), except the case C, had also business 

customers. In the cases A, B, and D, the potential consumer target customers are 

generally speaking residents around Finland. Especially in the case B, it was 

emphasized that the customer base is very large, since the provided service is 

commodity. The case company A was the only studied organization which had 

public organizations as customers.   

In the case A which was the servitizing company, most of the interviewees did 

not know if or how the case company segments its customers, and hence it was 

difficult for them to recognize profitable or non-profitable customers. However, 

the top management announced that the case company A had a program for 

customer segmentation, but for some reason the personnel was not familiar with 

it. This may indicate that in the case A, a syntactic knowledge boundary (Carlile, 

2004) is not crossed, and thus knowledge of the customers is not shared within 

the organization through a common lexicon (Carlile, 2004).   

In the case B, the need to understand consumers better was highlighted. 

However, it was stated that the case company approaches customers in product-

oriented manner and hence the consumer understanding has been neglected, even 

if the company is essentially a service provider. The case company B has B2B 
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customers as well, and these customers are segmented by selected criteria. This 

is quite different from the cases A and C in which it seemed that there is barely 

any segmentation. Also, the analysis of the target customers of the case company 

B revealed that consumer customers of the case company B were not rigidly 

segmented. The case D did not provide information on customer segmentation 

almost at all, but it showed the characteristics of case company D’s current and 

potential customers in the foreign target market, and this information may be 

applied in the organization in order to create a shared understanding of the target 

market.  

In the case C, it was stated in the interviews that even if segmentation activities 

are not common in the veterinarian clinics today, segmentation was expected to 

happen in the future which creates a need for CRM systems. Also, the analysis 

of target customers in the case C revealed that information on customer groups 

lie in the heads of the veterinarians. As the veterinary clinics become more and 

more members of bigger chains, knowledge possessed by the individual 

veterinarians may need to be shared between these specialized individuals at a 

pragmatic boundary (Carlile, 2002) in order to understand the target customers.  

In sum, the data suggest that customer segmentation is still developing in the 

studied business areas. Coupled with the results from challenges of the studied 

cases, this study offers a possible explanation that customer understanding may 

typically lie in the heads of a few specialists, and this knowledge is not encoded 

to the other essential elements of the business model (e.g. value proposition) or 

shared within the organization. In terms of boundary objects, a common lexicon 

seems to be needed in the cases A, B, and D, at least, in order to segment and 

understand customers better. The target customer building block of a business 

model can be applied to foster the discussion and classification of customers 

throughout the organization.     

The value proposition building block functioned as a means to describe the 

offerings of the case companies and the related challenges. Goods oriented value 

proposition prevailed only in the case A. In the cases B and C, goods were 

somehow presented to be included in the offering, but still the case companies B 

and C were focusing on service offerings, even if it was rather difficult for some 

of the case B representatives to perceive the offering as service oriented. Some 
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of the interviewees could not specify whether the company B is actually selling 

products or services. Maybe this was the reason why the offering was seen as 

too wide, and interestingly product oriented, too. The case company D offered 

merely services. 

Reliability and flexibility was emphasized in the value proposition of the case 

company A. This is maybe because the company operates in manufacturing. The 

analysis revealed that there was concern in the case company A that the value 

proposition is too flexible some times, and this causes problems to the other 

building blocks of the business model. Also, there were different views 

concerning the current and the prospective value propositions in the case 

company. It was difficult for some of the representatives of the case A to imagine 

a possible service oriented offering in the future, even if the informants shared 

the idea that service business is more and more crucial. The analysis of value 

proposition in the case A revealed that the company does not have a clear value 

proposition for service business which was seen as a major shortcoming by the 

informants. However, the informants reported that the industry specific know-

how could be packaged to service offerings in the future. In conclusion, it 

seemed that the case company A aimed at adopting a service business logic 

(Grönroos, 2006) but it was not clear how it could be realized.  

Packaging of services (and goods in the case C) was seen as a major issue for 

future value propositions in all studied cases. Also, deeper involvement with 

customer organizations’ value chains was stated to be essential in all studied 

cases in the future. It is likely that this transformation poses a challenge for the 

capabilities and key resources of the case companies. This is especially essential 

in the case D where markets are expecting that a service provider delivers 

everything in the context of the case, namely complex integrated design service.  

Even if the case company B is a service provider, its value proposition was said 

to base strongly on a database which is a tangible item obviously. The database 

enables selling of information to customers. The only studied case where 

channels were mentioned to be offerings was the case C. This is due to the nature 

of the case’s business – telecommunication service business. In the case B, the 

value proposition analysis revealed that the array of services is too wide and 

needs to be bundled better. Also, it was suggested by the interviewees that the 
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case company should move towards solution sales, even if it was difficult for 

several interviewees to describe whether the company is actually selling 

products or services. Thus, it was seen threatening that the company is product 

oriented in the eyes of the customers and organized like it would sell products. 

The value proposition analysis revealed that in the case B, a future value 

proposition could base on packages instead of separate articles. Customization 

of services was mentioned as a necessity in the future. In sum, similarly with the 

case company A, the case company B was aiming at adopting a service business 

logic (Grönroos, 2006) but it was not clear how it could be realized. 

The case C was the only studied case in which networking with other service 

providers was highlighted. In the case C, networking was seen as a means to 

widen the service offering. 

The case D was the only studied case where cost savings regarding the execution 

of the value proposition was said to be a major part of the value proposition. The 

interviewees stated that by bundling several services offered by the firm, the 

clients get high quality designs with decreased transaction costs as they do not 

need to manage various service suppliers in a construction project. The value 

proposition analysis in the case D suggests that the challenge for the case 

company D seems to be organizing its activities to meet its target market’s 

(Russia) way of operating.  

In sum, the value propositions of the studied case companies included services 

and products. However, majority of the interviewees said that value propositions 

which are based on services are more and more crucial in the future. 

Nevertheless, the data suggests that the companies mainly lacked clearly defined 

and commonly shared conceptions of service value propositions in their 

organizations. In other words, interviewees could not often describe the content 

of service value propositions. It seemed more or less that a goods logic is 

prevailing especially in the cases A and B. As Carlile’s (2002; 2004) framework 

suggests a transition from a syntactic to a semantic boundary occurs when 

novelty makes differences and dependencies unclear. The results of this study 

may indicate that many of the interviewees had not dealt with others in their 

organizations regarding such differences and dependencies, and hence it was 

difficult for them to describe the contents of the service value propositions (i.e. 
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novel value propositions requiring new knowledge). Therefore, integrating 

devices (Carlile, 2002) (i.e. standardized forms like the business model concept) 

could be used as a means for translating and learning about the dissimilarities 

and dependencies at a knowledge boundary (Carlile, 2002).    

Several channels as a means to reach current and/or potential customers were 

mentioned in all cases. In the cases A, B, and D face to face meetings as a channel 

seemed to be especially important. Even if such a way to be in touch with 

customers may be expensive, it is almost mandatory in knowledge-intensive or 

complex B2B service businesses like in the case D. However, in the B2C 

business of the companies A and B, the channels were similar with the case 

company C. The common channels in B2C seemed to be newsletters or customer 

magazines, customer events, e-mails and websites, and in the case B, mass 

media. Social media especially as a prospective channel was mentioned in the 

cases A, B (only once), and C. 

In the cases A and D, the target markets of the B2B business are foreign 

countries. Hence, use of local foreign agents and a need to be visible or even a 

member (in the case D) of some industry specific communities was seen crucial. 

The need for local agents arises from the culturally different aspects of the 

foreign markets. A foreign service provider may need to use agents in order to 

understand the target market and communicate within it.      

Networking as a channel was said to expand in the future. Networking can enable 

penetration to new customerships. The case C was the only studied case in which 

the emotional aspect of communication (understandable language) in channels 

was emphasized. This may be due to the nature of the business in the case C 

(veterinary health care). Different online possibilities like a web store for 

distributing the offering were mentioned in the cases A, B, and C.   

In the case C, the appropriateness of different channels seemed to be evaluated 

by tacit knowledge of the interviewed veterinary health care experts, in other 

words, they referred to their gut feeling when evaluating the usefulness of 

different channels. In the case A, the analysis of channels revealed a need to have 

face to face meetings with current and potential customers. Also, in the case A, 

it was stated that the case company should modify the channels according to the 

wishes of the customers. In the case B, the analysis indicated that the case 
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company should be present in different forms of channels in the future, and 

collaboration with companies which provide channels that can be applied by the 

case organization was seen essential in the future. In the case B, the informants 

seemed to be rather aware of the effectiveness of different channels. 

In sum, analysis of channels of the business models in the cases described a wide 

variety of different means to reach customers. The channels can be seen as 

essential boundary objects between the firm and the customer. A channel can be 

seen as syntactic (Carlile, 2002) like a web page. But as novelty and complexity 

of the value proposition increases, a need to develop better boundary objects 

raises. This is essential especially in cases where the value proposition is 

complex and the need to understand customer is high, like in the case D 

(knowledge-intensive business service).    

Customer relationships building block of the business model for the case 

company A revealed that the most crucial customerships are highly personified 

to a very few people, which was seen as a threat. Also, most of the interviewees 

of the case A were not in contact with customers. Naturally personnel in back 

office or production may not need to be in touch with the customers, but the 

interviews revealed that these persons did not know the customers or their needs. 

This was seen problematic. It can be said that the analysis of the case company 

A’s customer relationships indicated severe risks for the longevity of these 

relationships. In the case A, the analysis further revealed that customers are 

sometimes pleased too much at the cost of problems in the execution of the value 

proposition. It was suggested that standardized operation procedures for the 

customerships could be created. 

Also, in the B2B of the case B, some relationships personified to a few people, 

and the relationships were described to be deep, personal, and long-term. This 

deep interpersonal aspect of the relationships was highlighted throughout the 

case C. In the case D, the analysis indicated that deep personal relationships are 

mandatory for the case company to penetrate to the studied Russian construction 

market. Also, the analysis in the case D showed the differences between the 

domestic market and the foreign target market. In the case B, customer 

relationships building block indicated that in the B2C the company has not 

considered comprehensively how to create regular customerships. This setting 
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was similar in the case C, too. The case company B had what the interviewees 

called as key customers, and the case company had representatives for these 

customers. However, a concern whether the representatives are capable of 

fulfilling the increasing customer needs was reported by few interviewees in the 

case B. In the case C, a systematic customer relationship management procedure 

seemed to be missing.   

Both in the case B and C, the importance of proper customer care was 

highlighted. It was emphasized that the customers should be served properly, 

and especially in the case C the communicative aspect of customer care was seen 

crucial.   

In sum, the studied cases indicate that deep personal relationships are essential 

in B2B. The analysis revealed that most of the studied case companies did not 

have systematic CRM systems. Also, concerning deep customer relationships, 

the analysis revealed that individuals were seen as crucial knowledge possessors. 

It seemed that a need to apply a shared syntax (Carlile, 2002) as a boundary 

object in order to represent individual knowledge was needed.  

Revenue streams of the case companies B, C, and D were straightforward for the 

interviewees to describe. In the case A, the informants could not describe the 

revenue streams or marginal profits precisely, and there was not a clear 

consensus on how the most salient revenues are generated. However, there was 

a consensus in the case A that services or service elements are a major streams 

of revenues in the future. The case A was the only studied case where majority 

of the revenue comes from products.  

In the case B, revenues are generated equally from two distinct businesses. The 

first focuses on B2C and the second on B2B. In the B2C, revenue was said to be 

generated simply through usage of a directory service. In the B2B, most of the 

revenues are generated through big customers. In the cases A and B, it was stated 

in the interviews that revenues will be more and more generated through 

consultation type services in the future. This seems to be logical for companies 

and businesses which are moving towards services from production.  

In the case C, it was clear that revenues are generated through services 

(veterinary health care), while revenues through tangibles are clearly additional. 
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It was reported in the interviews in the case C, that pricing of basic animal health 

care services is crucial, since pet owners are usually interested in the prices of 

such services, and basic services function as a gateway to usage of further 

services.   

In the case D, the revenues were generated merely through services. There were 

two different approaches to revenues in the case company. First, for low-risk 

construction projects fixed fees were seen essential, while for high-risk projects 

success fee contracts were seen possible if the customer is willing to take risk. 

In addition, the analysis revealed that in the case company D there is a need to 

develop the foreign (Russian) subsidiary and coordination throughout the 

company. 

In sum, the case companies B, C, and D generated revenues mainly through 

services. The case company A generated still revenues through products, but 

there was a clearly stated need to move towards service business. This was also 

the case in the case B, and in the case A, it was reported that a need to understand 

customers is growing. This reflects an urge to move towards deeper service 

business as the basic assumption for better (knowledge-intensive) services is that 

you need to know the customer and her needs better.   

Key resources were seen partially similarly in all studied cases. The importance 

of skillful personnel as a resource was mentioned in all cases. Sales force was 

mentioned to be essential resource in the cases A and B. In the case A, the sales 

force was reported to be vulnerable since it was based on a few people. 

Development of sales force when transforming towards service orientation was 

seen crucial in both cases A and B. In the case A, a need to extend the amount 

of sales people and strengthen project management was reported to be essential 

in service business in the future. In the case B, competency development of sales 

people was seen crucial in order to provide knowledge-intensive service. 

In the case C, knowledge as an important resource was highlighted. It was stated 

that veterinarians can be highly specialized through continuous education, and 

they may share their knowledge to younger veterinarians within the clinic 

community. Also, it was reported that through effective knowledge sharing in 

pair work a clinic may be more effective. Similar approach to efficient 

knowledge sharing as a means to improve performance was salient in the case 
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D. Also, in the case D, the analysis indicated that case company D’s foreign 

subsidiary’s Finnish and Russian employers need to learn to understand each 

other better. In sum, it seemed that knowledge sharing of experts is crucial for 

the business development throughout the cases.  

The described key activities of the case companies did not differ that much from 

key resources. It may be that firms understand resources similarly with activities, 

and hence this study may propose that the applied business model framework 

consisting of nine interrelated building blocks may need to be refined. Especially 

in the cases A, B, and C, the key activity building block did not offer lots of new 

information on the studied business logics. 

Partnerships of the studied case companies’ business models’ varied 

moderately. Interviewees of the case company A classified partnerships 

differently. Some regarded suppliers and logistics companies as partners, while 

others stated that the company has very few real partners. However, since the 

case company A was transforming towards service business, it was stated that 

the company needs partners in the future in order to penetrate into different target 

markets. Similarly, the case company D needed partners in order to be present 

in its target market (Russia). In the case D, there was not a clear consensus about 

the partnerships. In the case C, there seemed to be mostly suppliers, not 

partnerships. However, it was common for the studied companies in the case C 

to have cooperative relationships with other service providers in veterinary 

health care. The companies could share premises with such companies, for 

instance. The case company B had lots of partners, and the partnerships were 

seen crucial to the promotion of the value proposition. In addition, the 

partnerships functioned as channels for the case company B. However, there 

were quite contradictory views within the interviewees about what kind of 

partnership strategy the case company B should have. Some informants saw that 

the company should decline the amount of partners, while others said that the 

amount of partners will not decrease.       

Cost structures of the business models in the cases B, C, and D were based on 

personnel expenses. In the case A, the most essential cost was said to be raw 

material, and the case company A aimed at decreasing cost per unit. In the case 

A, the analysis of cost structure indicated that the case company wastes money 
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due to poor project management. In the case B, hosting of the IT systems and 

marketing costs were said to be essential in addition to personnel costs. In the 

case C, clinic establishment costs, premises, and equipment were mentioned to 

be the most expensive costs in addition to personnel expenses. Also, since 

veterinary health care business is growing rapidly, it was reported in the 

interviews that the case companies need to invest constantly. In the case D, the 

costs are mostly fixed due to the competencies inside the case company, but there 

are some variable costs from travelling and outsourced resources.   

Knowledge sharing related issues within the case companies A and B were 

somehow similar. In both cases, there seemed to be unawareness of the business 

logic, and the flow of information between different departments seemed to be 

insufficient. Thus, essential information seemed to reside in the heads of 

individuals (i.e. tacit knowledge). In the case D, it seemed that the experts of the 

case company should share knowledge more, and feasible tools for this were 

needed. In the case C, it seemed that information flows better between experts. 

This may be due to the nature of the veterinary clinic business: the clinics are 

usually small entities, and the work is craft-like with close relationships between 

employees.   

Table 19 describes the characteristics of the business model analysis in each case 

and indicates what the business model analysis revealed in the study. It also 

sketches the differences and similarities of the cases.  
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Table 19 a. Characteristics of the studied cases.  

BM blocks 
in studied 
cases 

Main 
findings of  
Case A 

Main 
findings of 
Case B 

Main findings 
of Case C 

Main 
findings of 
Case D 

Similarities 
of cases  

Target 
customers 

-Not shared 
understand-
ing of 
segmentation 

-Product-
oriented 
approach to 
customers 
and hence 
neglected 
consumer 
understand-
ing  
-Moderate 
segmen-
tation 

-Customer 
understanding 
bases on 
specialists – a 
possibly 
barrier for 
expansion? 
-Not 
segmentation 
-Need for a 
CRM system 

-Showed 
characteris-
tics of 
customers 
in the 
foreign 
target 
market –  a 
means to 
create a 
shared 
understand-
ing of the 
target 
market? 

-Customer 
segmentation 
largely 
missing  
-To some 
extent, 
customer 
understanding 
possessed by 
a few 
specialists – 
this 
knowledge is 
not encoded 
to other BM 
elements nor 
shared within 
the 
organizations 

Value 
proposition 

-Currently 
strong focus 
on 
production 
-Not shared 
understand-
ing of 
service 
business 
even if seen 
important 
-Value 
proposition 
is too 
flexible 
which causes 
problems to 
other 
building 
blocks of the 
BM 

-Difficult 
for some 
interviewees 
to specify 
whether the 
company is 
actually 
selling 
products or 
services 
-Offering 
was seen 
too wide 

-A need to 
network with 
other service 
providers in 
order to widen 
services 
highlighted 

-Challenge 
to adjust 
current 
value 
proposition 
to meet the 
target 
market 

-Lack of 
clearly 
defined and 
commonly 
shared 
conceptions 
of service 
value 
propositions  
-Services 
more crucial 
than goods 
except case A 
-Packaging of 
services 
crucial 
-Deeper 
involvement 
with customer 
organizations’ 
value chains 
in the future 

Channels -Emphasis 
on face to 
face 
meetings – 
however 
seen 
expensive 

-Presence in 
several 
channels 
increasingly 
important 

-Conflicting 
views on the 
use of 
commercial 
media 
-Emotionally 
sensitive 
communication 
vital 

-Mandatory 
to 
understand 
target 
market’s 
channels 
 

-Channels 
seen as 
essential 
boundary 
objects 
between the 
firm and the 
customer 
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Table 19 b. Characteristics of the studied cases (continued).  

BM 
blocks in 
studied 
cases 

Main 
findings of  
Case A 

Main 
findings of 
Case B 

Main 
findings of 
Case C 

Main 
findings of 
Case D 

Similarities 
of cases  

Customer 
relation-
ships 

-Crucial 
customerships  
highly 
personified to 
a very few 
people which 
was seen as a 
threat 
-Customers 
are not well 
understood 
throughout the 
firm 
-Customers 
are sometimes 
pleased too 
much 
-A need for 
standardized 
operation 
procedures  

-Some 
relationships 
personify to a 
few people 
-Consi-
deration of 
how to create 
regular 
customerships 

-No 
systematic 
customer 
relationship 
management 
procedure  

-Analysis 
showed 
differences 
between 
domestic 
market and 
foreign 
target 
market 
-Deep 
personal 
relationships 
mandatory 
in order to 
penetrate to 
target 
market 

-Deep 
personal 
relationships 
emphasized  
-No 
systematic 
CRM 
systems  
-Individuals 
as crucial 
knowledge 
possessors  
 

Revenue 
streams 

-Not shared 
understanding 
on revenue 
generation  
-Consensus 
that services 
or service 
elements 
should be 
major streams 
in the future  
-Only case 
where 
majority of 
the revenue 
comes from 
products 

-Revenues are 
generated 
equally from 
two distinct 
businesses 
-Revenues 
from 
consultation 
type services 
seen 
important for 
the future 

-Revenues 
generated 
through 
services, 
tangibles 
additional 
-Pricing of 
basic animal 
health care 
services is 
crucial as 
they function 
as a gateway 

-Merely 
through 
services 

-Trend 
toward 
revenues 
through 
services 

Key 
resources 

-Development 
of sales force  
crucial, 
current force 
vulnerable 

-Development 
of sales force 
crucial 

-Veteri-
narians 
highly 
specialized 
and may 
share their 
knowledge 
to younger 
veterinarians 
within the 
clinic 
community 

-Efficient 
knowledge 
sharing 
between 
subsidiaries 
should be a 
resource 
-local people 
at the 
subsidiary 

-Staff in all 
cases 
-Knowledge 
sharing of 
specialists is 
crucial for 
the business 
development 
throughout 
cases 
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Table 19 c. Characteristics of the studied cases (continued).  

BM blocks 
in studied 
cases 

Main 
findings of  
Case A 

Main 
findings of 
Case B 

Main 
findings of 
Case C 

Main 
findings of 
Case D 

Similarities 
of cases  

Key 
activities 

- - - - -Resources 
understood 
similarly 
with 
activities by 
several 
interviewees 

Partnerships -Not shared 
understand-
ing about 
partners 
-Partners 
more and 
more 
important 
when 
penetrating 
to different 
target 
markets in 
the future 

-Not shared 
understanding 
of partnership 
strategy 
-Partnerships 
functioned as 
channels 

-Coope-
rative 
relationships 
with other 
service 
providers 
-Openness 
for  
cooperative 
relationships 

-Partners 
mandatory 
in order to 
be present 
in the 
target 
market 

-Not 
established 
partnership 
strategies, at 
least on a 
full scale 

Cost 
structure 

-Raw 
material 
-Waste of 
money 
through poor 
project 
manage-
ment 

-Hosting of IT 
systems 
-Marketing 

-Clinic 
establish-
ment  
-Premises 
-Equipment 
-A need to 
invest 
constantly 

-Travel 
expenses 
-Out-
sourced 
resources 

-Personnel in 
B, C, and D 
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Table 19 d. Characteristics of the studied cases (continued). 

Knowledge 
sharing in 
studied 
cases 

Main 
findings of  
Case A 

Main findings 
of Case B 

Main 
findings of 
Case C 

Main 
findings of 
Case D 

Similarities 
of cases  

 -Unaware-
ness of the 
business 
logic, 
especially 
concerning 
services 
-Flow of 
information 
between 
different 
departments 
insufficient  
-Crucial 
information 
resides in 
the heads of 
a few 
individuals 

-Knowledge 
sharing on 
individual/team 
level, not 
throughout the 
firm 
-No codified 
knowledge 
sharing 
processes 
-Not holistic 
nor shared 
understanding 
of the business 
logic 

-Know-
ledge 
sharing 
takes place 
during 
veterinary 
work 
operations 
-How to 
share 
knowledge 
to 
customers 
through 
channels 
crucial  

-Specia-
lists should 
share 
knowledge 
more – a 
need to 
develop 
tools for 
this  

-No shared 
understanding 
of business 
logic in cases 
A and B 
-Flow of 
information 
insufficient in 
cases A and B 

 

Table 19 e. Characteristics of the studied cases (continued). 

Boundary 
objects in 
studied 
cases 

Main findings 
of  Case A 

Main findings 
of Case B 

Main 
findings of 
Case C 

Main 
findings of 
Case D 

Similarities 
of cases  

 -A syntactic 
knowledge 
boundary is 
not crossed 
and 
knowledge is 
not shared 
through a 
common 
lexicon 
-Differences 
and 
dependencies 
unclear 
regarding 
transition from 
syntactic to 
semantic 
boundary  

-Differences 
and 
dependencies 
unclear 
regarding 
transition from 
syntactic to 
semantic 
boundary 

-A need to 
share 
knowledge 
at a 
pragmatic 
boundary 
increases as 
the chain 
business 
grows  

-A need to 
develop 
syntactic 
boundary 
objects in 
order to 
understand 
customer 

-A need to 
apply a 
shared 
syntax in 
order to 
represent 
individual 
knowledge 
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5. Discussion  

In this chapter, I will discuss the major findings of the research and evaluate this 

research’s theoretical contribution. In addition, the managerial implications of 

the results will be discussed, as well as the quality of the study will be evaluated. 

Finally, I provide ideas for future research.  

Business models exist in companies. Sometimes they are not argued explicitly, 

while sometimes they are expressed and defined, but not necessary shared with 

all the employees related to the given business model. Based on the results of 

this study, discussion on business models in organizations reveals not only 

perspectives of the business logic of the company or an industry but also 

developmental challenges in knowledge sharing. The study explored how the 

business logics of firms (cases A, B, and D) or an industry (case C) can be 

conceptualized through the business model concept, how the analysis of the 

business logic of a firm may reveal differing views of the current state and the 

desired state of the business, and how the business model concept reveals issues 

related to knowledge sharing. 

5.1 Theoretical contribution 

The first research question of this study was: 

How business logic of a firm or an industry can be described and 

conceptualized through the business model concept in interview 

based setting? 

This study indicates that the business model concept may be applied to illustrate 

the business logic of a firm in interview based setting. The existing research 

recognizes the business model concept as a valuable framework for practitioners 

to generate and test ideas about how a business delivers value to its customers 

(Eckhardt, 2013). However, the existing research recognizes, too, that research 
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is needed to classify characteristics of business models (Zott & Amit, 2013), and 

scholars should improve the theoretical basis of the business model (Zott et al., 

2011). In this study, business model concept which was based on Osterwalder’s 

(2004; Osterwalder et al., 2005) framework was applied in describing challenges 

of companies’ business logics and knowledge sharing. The business model 

concept functioned as a means to describe the business logic of distinct 

businesses.  

The nine building blocks of the business model concept presented by 

Osterwalder (2004; Osterwalder et al., 2005; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010) may 

be considered to be modified on the basis of the findings of this study. As stated 

in the results chapter, the block key activities did not reveal lots of new 

information in the studied cases, even if the business models and hence 

businesses of the studied cases were quite different. This block was usually 

discussed chronologically as a seventh building block in the interviews. Based 

on this study, the business model concept could be theoretically scrutinized to 

eight building blocks. The blocks target customers, value proposition, channels, 

customer relationships, revenue streams, partnerships, and cost structure could 

be complemented with a building block key resources and knowledge needs and 

hence leaving the block key activities out from the business model concept by 

Osterwalder (2004; Osterwalder et al., 2005). This substitutive block would 

capture the knowledge management aspect more clearly in the theoretical 

examination of business models, and hence reveal more challenges of the current 

business logic. This modification would also likely bring the discussion on 

business models more to the range of knowledge management. The content of 

this new block would be, in addition to the examination of business model’s key 

resources, an examination of how knowledge and know-how is related to the 

business model and is there a strategy to manage knowledge in the organization.    

The second research question of this study was: 

How the business model concept can be used to reveal different 

experts’ views of the challenges in the business logic, and how these 

challenges relate to knowledge sharing and boundary objects?  

The study explored how the business model concept can be used to reveal 

different experts’ views of the challenges of the business logic. This study 
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indicates that the business model concept can be used to reveal knowledge 

sharing related challenges of the current business logic. Based on the results, 

many elements of the business models of the studied organizations were seen 

differently between informants. For some of the interviewees it was even 

difficult to define the content of all the nine business model building blocks, 

even if the informants were working in key positions in the studied 

organizations. Hence, it seemed that the business logics of the case organizations 

were not clear for all interviewed experts. However, in the interviews, the experts 

could describe their views of the challenges in the business logic. Many of the 

challenges were related to knowledge. For example, it was illustrated in the cases 

that better knowledge sharing between departments could benefit value creation 

and hence have an influence on the business model. Hence, the study is 

promising in a sense that it may provide knowledge management authors the 

needed workable business model which is missing in the organization theory and 

organizational learning theory (Spender, 2015).   

The business model concept indicated its possibility as a boundary object. The 

business model concept helps in analyzing knowledge sharing as it provides a 

framework for empirical analysis. The study attempted to overcome confusion 

of business model research by increasing the needed analytical focus and 

precision (Zott et al., 2011) by explicitly viewing the business model from the 

knowledge management perspective, and hence indicating the analytical focus 

of the research. In addition, the study adopted a fresh perspective by discussing 

business model concept as a possible boundary object and thus opened 

empirically based horizon for the research on business models as mediators 

(Baden-Fuller & Morgan, 2010) which assist figuring out how different experts 

and their knowledge are interrelated with the building blocks of a given business 

model. In this study, Carlile’s (2002; 2004) framework for boundary objects was 

applied when analyzing the results from the studied cases in the cross-case 

analysis. The cross-case analysis enriched the theoretical examination of the 

results by exploring them from the view of syntactic, semantic and pragmatic 

knowledge boundaries Carlile (2002; 2004).   

This study adopted a new view to business model research since business models 

were studied from the knowledge management perspective. As indicated in the 

literature review of this study, this perspective is largely absent in the current 
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literature on business models. The study adds depth also to the distinct 

knowledge management related discussion on boundary objects by viewing it 

from a new unit of analysis - namely the business model concept. The study 

opens horizon for the developing knowledge-based view by providing an 

empirically observable concept to be applied in the inquiry of knowledge 

management tools (Massingham, 2014), and thus the study provides long-

awaited empirical research (Håkanson, 2010; Kaplan et al., 2001). 

The study aimed at exploring how the business model concept is related to 

knowledge sharing. The study gives profound understanding on how the 

business model concept can be applied in figuring out issues related to 

knowledge sharing in value creation of an organization. The research approach 

of this study (cf. Figure 2) has appeared to be a relevant way for understanding 

and analyzing business models and their challenges from the knowledge 

management perspective. This approach is a simple presentation of how to study 

a complex phenomenon. The approach offers a non-complex framework to 

understand business logic from the knowledge management viewpoint. 

However, the factors affecting business logic are complex, and managing such 

business logics is by no means a simple task. Still, this study offers grounds for 

overcoming the problem proposed by Shafer et al. (2005) about the tendency for 

many managers to focus much on the value creation part of the business model 

while ignoring the value capture part. This is reflected in this study by showing 

that the business logics of the studied firms were seen differently in different 

parts of the studied organizations. The study indicates that it is important to 

analyze how the business model is seen in different parts of the organization in 

order to develop knowledge management to overcome challenges of value 

creation and capture. In addition, the study provides a view to analyze and 

understand the challenges related concerning the attempt to transform from a 

goods oriented business logic to a service logic (Grönroos, 2006; 2011; Grönroos 

& Voima, 2013).  

Additionally, as Foss et al. (2010) suggest, it is burning for research on 

knowledge sharing to focus more on the interconnection between knowledge 

sharing and organizational performance. Inquiries where the business model 

approach presented in this study with the new building block key resources and 

knowledge needs can be applied to tackle this challenge as the approach pay 
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attention to both value creation which is deeply connected with organizational 

performance and knowledge sharing.   

The third, a methodological, research question of this study was: 

How the business model functions as a boundary object between the 

researcher and the interviewees in data generation? 

In this study, the business model concept functioned as a boundary object for me 

as a researcher and the interviewees in the studied cases. Hence, the study 

adopted a fresh perspective to boundary objects by applying the business model 

concept as a boundary object between the researcher and the informants. The 

applied business model framework helped in the communication during the 

interviews. Through the use of the framework my understanding of the 

researched businesses increased, and hence I could communicate subjects related 

to business logic and knowledge sharing with the informants, and thus gain 

insight of their businesses. In addition, it was possible for me to analyze and 

outline outputs applying the same framework not only in this research report but 

also in the discussions with the employees of the case organizations about the 

challenges of their businesses. This should encourage other researchers to study 

business models and their connections to knowledge sharing and boundary 

objects in different contexts. 

This study provides methodological contribution to the scholarly discussion on 

business models since the study had a rather big number of interviews (=48) 

where the business model framework was applied. Hence, the study provides 

value to the proposed requests by the literature about the empirical evidence of 

the business model concept. 

5.2 Managerial implications 

The finding that business model concept can reveal knowledge management 

related challenges has important implications for managers. First, the findings 

suggest that managers should take into account how the current business model 

fits with the new model when designing new business models for their 

companies. It is necessary to managers to be knowledgeable about how the 

current business model is seen in the organization by different experts. This is 

especially important in businesses which are about to change radically. For 
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example, as this study implies, it is not an easy task to change to a service 

oriented value proposition (i.e. service logic) if the roots of the company are 

deeply in manufacturing, and the personnel does not even know or understand 

what service business is, let alone share a common understanding of it.  

In internationalization context, the findings suggest that in order to react to the 

dissimilar requirements and views of the foreign market, the business model 

concept can be applied to create a comprehensive view of the business logic of 

the foreign market. It is not feasible to market value proposition in a foreign 

market if the typical business logic including customer relationships and 

channels of the market is unknown. Different markets have different approaches 

which may differ quite a lot from the domestic, familiar market. The business 

model of the familiar market is not necessarily feasible when going international. 

To design a business model that would fit in to an international context, it is 

necessary to consider the distinct characteristics of the target market and how 

the firm could possibly position itself in the market.  

In general, the study offers a framework for knowledge-intensive firms to 

analyze their business. Such organizations usually need special tools to innovate 

growth opportunities in order to create value in unique ways (Sheehan & Stabell, 

2007). 

Second, this study shows that the business model concept may be used to 

describe not just the current business model but to point out the shortcomings of 

the current business model. Also, the business model analysis is likely to reveal 

knowledge management related challenges in a given organization. The business 

model concept can be used to trace the knowledge and information gaps between 

different specialists of an organization and its departments. It can assist in 

indicating what kind of information is necessary to be shared not only in different 

stages of the business process and value creating activities but also in different 

parts of the business model. This study offers a solution to the much debated 

confusion about what business models are and how they can be used (Shafer et 

al., 2005), and gives managers a knowledge management approach about how 

to use the business model concept.  

Third, the model (Figure 2) created in this research may be used and modified 

by practitioners when aiming at developing their business and knowledge 
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management. The model provides both researchers and practitioners a 

framework which can be used in developing and analyzing business and 

knowledge management tasks and processes in different kinds of business 

development needs. As Foss et al. (2010) suggest, managers may not be ideally 

equipped by the existing literature to make decisions about how to embed 

knowledge sharing initiatives in their organizations, and hence they lack rigid 

research-based models for evaluating the benefits and costs of engaging in 

knowledge sharing. The model created in this study may assist in this. 

5.3 Evaluation of the study 

This research offers new scientific knowledge on business models, knowledge 

sharing, and boundary objects. Simultaneously, the study also contributes to 

practical and managerial perspectives of business models and knowledge 

management. The study has illustrated the rich nature of business model concept 

as a means to not only creating understanding of business logic, but how the 

concept can be used in order to reveal knowledge sharing related issues. Also, 

the study has provided a platform for how to study business models from the 

perspective of knowledge management. 

Next, by evaluating the quality of this research, I will concentrate on the possible 

limitations of this research. Generally, the quality of research can be evaluated 

through the examination of validity and reliability. Basically, validity refers to 

the truth and correctness of a statement, and to the degree that a method 

investigates what it is intended to investigate (Kvale, 1996). A valid argument is 

expected to be sound, well grounded, justifiable, strong, and convincing (Kvale, 

1996). In turn, reliability pertains to the consistency of the research outcomes 

(Kvale, 1996), and it is the extent to which a measurement procedure yields the 

same answer however and whenever it is conducted (Kirk & Miller, 1986). 

However, as appealing as the terms validity and reliability may sound, they are 

challenging to achieve when investigating social phenomenon through a 

qualitative approach. I may have unconsciously or consciously disregarded 

something essential. In addition, it is conceivable that I have not recognized or 

perceived something crucial. Hence, my attempt has been to describe carefully 

how the data of this research was generated and how I interpreted and analyzed 
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it. By doing this, I have attempted to give the reader a possibility to assess 

possible sources of defect.  

I applied the interview method as a means of generating data in this research. 

Like Kvale (1996) suggests, I will now concentrate on the reliability concerning 

reliability in interviews, the reliability of transcriptions, and the reliability of the 

data categorization. The reliability of the data generation is affected by many 

things in this research. In the interview sessions, the neutral and objective role 

of the interviewer was highlighted. Also, the anonymity of the research was 

promised to the interviewees. I assumed that these approaches would foster 

achieving truthful statements from the interviewed persons. I tried to form 

neutral interview questions, and the interviewees were asked to describe freely 

their views to the related interview themes. When interviewing the individual 

informants of this study, I did not perceive nor was left with a feeling that an 

informant would have been deliberately dishonest.  

The accuracy of the data generation was ensured by not only recording all the 

interviews but transcribing them, too. A professional typist transcribed the 

interview recordings soon after the interviews. This was done to all interviews 

except one interview in case B which I transcribed by myself. The quality of the 

audio recordings was excellent, and it seemed that it was not too challenging for 

the typist to transcribe the recorded audio files (i.e. there were not too many 

question marks in the transcriptions). After receiving the transcribed texts from 

the typist, I noticed that the content of the recordings matched the transcriptions 

nicely. 

Now, I discuss the reliability of the data categorization. Several interpreters may 

be applied when categorizing data, and by doing so it is possible to have a certain 

control of haphazard or biased subjectivity in analysis (Kvale, 1996). However, 

in this research, this was not carried out. It is possible that other investigator 

would have ended up with a bit dissimilar categorization. I used a lot of time 

categorizing the data and strived for focusing very carefully on the consistency 

and precision of the categorization. In addition, I discussed the results of the 

cases B, C, and D with my colleagues who participated in the interviews of these 
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cases42. My aim was to ensure that my interpretations of the cases and 

transcriptions had been meaningful.  

Validity refers to the truth, the correctness and the strength of a statement. A 

valid argument is sound, well grounded, justifiable, and convincing (Kvale, 

2007). In quantitative research, a valid instrument is one which as a matter of 

fact measures what it claims to measure. In qualitative research, validation rests 

on the quality of the researcher's craftsmanship throughout an investigation 

(Kvale, 1996). This means that the researcher continually checks, questions and 

theoretically interpret her findings (Kvale, 1996). Next, as suggested by Mason 

(1996), I will review the validity of this study from two crucial perspectives: 

validity of the data generation methods, and validity of interpretation. 

A researcher can select from a pool of several methods and approaches for 

investigating the phenomenon of interest. However, the chosen methods have to 

be reasonable for generating genuine explanations to the research questions. 

Observation, interviews, and surveys are the most generally applied methods in 

studies of organizations. In this research, I chose the interview method in order 

to generate data. For the interviews, interviewees who were supposed to embody 

various types of expertise were selected. The interviewees represented various 

hierarchical positions in the case organizations of the study. Additionally, they 

were more or less experienced informants concerning the businesses they 

represented. These qualities of the interviews are supposed to enhance results’ 

validity and support reducing key informant bias.  

In a qualitative study, it is essential to assess the validity of interpretation. It has 

been said that in qualitative approach the basis of the evaluation is the research 

report as a text (Eskola & Suoranta, 2001), and the reader’s possibilities to 

evaluate the craftsmanship of the researcher (Kvale, 2007) through the report. I 

have attempted to describe the empirical part of the research transparently. By 

doing so, the aim has been to ensure that the reader may trace how the research 

was carried out and how the interpretations were formed. During the research, I 

have discussed with my co-workers and the informants from the case 

organizations about the ways to interpret the data. Actually, getting feedback 

                                                             
42 The case A was not discussed with colleagues. However, it was discussed with the case 
representatives. 
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from the interviewees is one method of evaluating validity (Kvale, 1996). In 

addition, I presented the findings of the individual cases (except case C) to the 

informants of the respective case organizations. These dialogic meetings were 

typically workshops where the informants and I discussed and evaluated the 

findings of the case studies at a developing manner. The comments presented by 

the informants usually confirmed my interpretations. In these sessions, I showed 

the findings by using PowerPoint presentations where business models and 

challenges of the cases were illustrated. 

Finally, I discuss the generalization of the results. A constant question proposed 

to interview studies is whether the results are generalizable (Kvale, 2007). This 

question can be posed to case studies as well even if theory building from 

multiple cases usually provides more robust, generalizable, and testable theory 

than single case studies (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Generally, in qualitative 

research, analytical (Kvale, 1996, p. 233, 289) or theoretical (Mason 1996, pp. 

153-156) generalization is more feasible than statistical generalization which is 

typically used in quantitative approaches. In qualitative case study, 

generalization stands for how the researcher presents evidence and arguments 

for the claims of generalizable knowledge (Kvale, 1996), and whether the 

knowledge produced in a specific situation may be transferred to other relevant 

situations (Kvale, 2007). I propose that the framework ( Figure 2) created in this 

research could be adapted to several types of organizational contexts for 

analyzing and researching the use of the business model concept as a means of 

describing knowledge sharing related issues and thus acting as a possible 

boundary object between the researcher and the informants. The framework was 

feasible for investigating the dissimilar cases of this research although the cases 

varied from each other. However, the cases included in the research consisted of 

descriptions of the current business models of companies and knowledge related 

challenges.  

Organizations, industries, and firms are complicated entities, and it is hard or 

even impossible to discover two identical entities. This means that business 

models and related knowledge sharing issues are somehow different, too. 

Nevertheless, this research provides several insights to be considered when 

designing and conducting study on business models in knowledge management.  
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5.4 Future directions 

The study provides possibilities for further examination. Firstly, the business 

model concept could be studied as a boundary object between different experts 

when studying knowledge sharing and value creation in a group context. 

Workshops as a means to generate data could be used for this purpose. Future 

research might consider the roles that the business model plays in 

communication across different communities of practice (Brown & Duguid, 

2001; Wenger, 2000), and analyze how its structure and contents are translated 

and interpreted by them. It would be essential to generate longitudinal and rich 

data about the business model, and about the role it plays in the relationships 

between service providers, customers, and different experts. The question which 

could raise is how the business model as a conceptual tool can assist in this by 

becoming a boundary object which as proposed by Star and Griesemer (1989) 

meaningfully and usefully incorporates the practices of actors working in 

divergent areas. By adopting this kind of approach, it could be possible to 

contribute to the emerging knowledge governance approach (Foss, 2007; Foss et 

al., 2010) since the focus would be on those organizational structures and 

mechanisms that can have an impact on the processes of sharing and creating 

knowledge in value-creating directions.  

Secondly, it could be fruitful to study what kinds of knowledge management 

effects there may exist in a firm that applies dissimilar business models in 

parallel, and how the refined business model concept with the new building 

block key resources and knowledge needs, as proposed by this study, would 

possibly assist in this. A question which could arise is what kinds of effects the 

parallel business models have on each other within the firm adopting them. 
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Appendixes 

Appendix 1. Interview themes in the case A 

Background information: 

Position / work description 

Organizational unit 

Work experience in current position and in the organization 

Questions related to the studied business model in case A 

1. Customer segments – Who are your company’s target customers? 

 How would you describe and classify these customers?  
 How the customer base is changing? What kind of customers your company will 

attract in the future? 
 What kinds of needs exist in the customer base? How your company will react to 

these changes? 
 

2. Value proposition – What kind of products and/or services your company 
provides to the target customers?  

 What are the strengths and weaknesses of the value proposition? 
 How the value proposition is changing?  
 What kind of possible challenges there are in the development of the value 

proposition? 
 

3. Channels – What kind of channels your company uses in order to reach its 
target customers? 

 How do the channels work? 
 Are there differences between the channels pricewise or efficiency wise, for 

example?  
 How the channels will be developed? 

 
4. Customer relationships – How would you define your company’s customer 
relationships? 

 Are some relationships deeper than others? If so, why?  
 Do some relationships require more resources like time or money? 
 How do you develop the relationships?  
 Are there any challenges in the relationships or in their management? 

 
5. Revenue streams – How does your company generate wealth and where do the 
revenues come from? 

 How the revenue streams are divided to different customer segments or value 
propositions? 
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 How the revenue generation is going to change? 
 

6. Key resources – What are the needed key resources in the execution of the 
value proposition? 

 How the resources are managed? 
 What kinds of resources are needed in the future and how they will be developed? 
 Challenges? 

 
7. Key activities – What are the key activities needed in the execution of the value 
proposition?  

 What kinds of activities are needed in the future and how they will be developed? 
 Knowledge management? 

  
8. Partnerships – What kinds of companies or partners are needed in the 
execution of the value proposition?  

 How the partnerships are managed? Resources, activities? 
 What kinds of benefits are tried to achieve through partnerships? 
 What kinds of partnerships are needed in the future and how they will be 

developed? 
 How do you collaborate within your company in order to execute the value 

proposition? How does it work? 
 Challenges? 

 
9. Cost structure– What are the costs of the business model? 

 What are the most expensive key resources and/or activities? 
 How the cost structure will change? 
 Challenges? 

Service business and business development 

 How do you understand the role of service business in your company now and 
in the fututre? 

 Should the company focus more on service business in the future?  
 How your company’s business should be developed? What kinds of 

challenges there are in your company?  
 Other comments? 
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Appendix 2. Interview themes in the case B 

Background information: 

Position / work description 

Organizational unit 

Work experience in current position and in the organization 

Questions related to the studied business model of the case company B  
1. Customer segments – Who are your company’s target customers? 

 How would you describe and classify these customers?  
 How the customer base is changing? What kind of customers your company will 

attract in the future? 
 

2. Value proposition – What kind of products and/or services your company 
provides to the target customers?  

 How the value proposition is changing?  
 What kind of possible challenges there are in the development of the value 

proposition? 
 

3. Channels – What kind of channels your company uses in order to reach its 
target customers? 

 How do the channels work? 
 Are there differences between the channels pricewise or efficiency wise, for 

example?  
 How the channels will be developed? 

 
4. Customer relationships – How would you define your company’s customer 
relationships? 

 Are some relationships deeper than others? If so, why?  
 Do some relationships require more resources like time or money? 
 How do you develop the relationships?  
 Are there any challenges in the relationships or in their management? 

 
5. Revenue streams – How does your company generate wealth and where do the 
revenues come from? 

 How the revenue streams are divided to different customer segments or value 
propositions? 

 How the revenue generation is going to change? 
 

6. Key resources – What are the needed key resources in the execution of the 
value proposition? 

 How the resources are managed? 
 What kinds of resources are needed in the future and how they will be developed? 
 Challenges? 
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7. Key activities – What are the key activities needed in the execution of the value 
proposition?  

 What kinds of activities are needed in the future and how they will be developed? 
 

8. Partnerships – What kinds of companies or partners are needed in the 
execution of the value proposition?  

 How the partnerships are managed? 
 What kinds of partnerships are needed in the future and how they will be 

developed? 
 Challenges? 

 
9. Cost structure– What are the costs of the business model? 

 How the cost structure will change? 
 Challenges? 

 

Service business and business development 

 How do you understand the role of service business in your company now and 
in the fututre? 

 Should the company focus more on service business in the future?  
 How your company’s business should be developed? What kinds of 

challenges there are in your company?  
 Other comments? 
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Appendix 3. Interview themes in the case C 

Background information: 

Position / work description 

Organizational unit 

Work experience in current position and in the organization 

Questions related to the studied business model in the case C 

1. Customer segments – Who are your company’s target customers? 

 How would you describe and classify these customers?  
 Please describe a typical customer process in your clinic 
 How the customer base is changing? What kind of customers your company will 

attract in the future? 
 

2. Value proposition – What kind of services you currently provide to pets and 
pet owners? 

 What kind of possible challenges there are in the development of the value 
proposition? 

 What kind of services you would like to provide to pets and their owners? 
 Do you offer or plan to service packages, and if, what kinds of?   
 Do you offer Internet and/or mobile services to the pet owners or partners? 

 
3. Channels – What kind of channels your company uses in order to reach its 
target customers? 

 How do the channels work? 
 Are there differences between the channels pricewise or efficiency wise, for 

example?  
 How the channels will be developed? 

Communications and information sharing with pet owners  

 What kind of information does a clinic need from pet owner? 

 What kind of information your customers want from you and your clinic? 

 
4. Customer relationships – How would you define your company’s customer 
relationships? 

 Are some relationships deeper than others? If so, why?  
 Do some relationships require more resources like time or money? 
 How do you develop the relationships?  
 Are there any challenges in the relationships or in their management? 

 
5. Revenue streams – How does your company generate wealth and where do the 
revenues come from? 
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 How the revenue streams are divided to different customer segments or value 
propositions? 

 How the revenue generation is going to change? 
 

6. Key resources – What are the needed key resources in the execution of the 
value proposition? 

 How the resources are managed? 
 What kinds of resources are needed in the future and how they will be developed? 
 Challenges? 

 
7. Key activities – What are the key activities needed in the execution of the value 
proposition?  

 What kinds of activities are needed in the future and how they will be developed? 
 

8. Partnerships – What kinds of companies or partners are needed in the 
execution of the value proposition?  

 How the partnerships are managed? 
 How do you interact with the partners in terms of business roles? 
 What kinds of partnerships are needed in the future and how they will be 

developed? 
 Challenges? 

Cooperation with other pet service/care providers 

 What kind of information you get from other companies, for example 

insurance companies? 

 How smoothly does the information flow between you and your partners and 

clients? 

9. Cost structure– What are the costs of the business model? 

 How the cost structure will change? 
 Challenges? 

 
Business development 

In your opinion, what topics are important in veterinary health care business and 

should be researched more? 
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Appendix 4. Interview themes in the case D 

Background information: 

Position / work description 

Organizational unit 

Work experience in current position and in the organization 

Questions related to the studied business model in the case D43 

1. Customer segments – Who might be the target customers of integrated 
construction services in the target market? 

 How would you describe and classify these customers?  
 How the customer base is changing? What kind of customers could be attracted in 

the future? 
 

2. Value proposition – What are the current design services in the Russian 
construction industry, in commercial real estate? 

 What kind of possible challenges there are in the current design services? 
 What kinds of packages of design services / overall design services are available? 
 Do the clients want to buy bundled / integrated services or individual elements of 

services? 
 e.g. design and delivery separately or different design areas separately 
 Are there gaps in the available services? 
 Are there customer needs which are not satisfied due to the lack of certain 

services or service providers? 
 Do you see the delivery packages of design services changing in the future? 
 What other services, apart from design services, do you see as relevant in the 

construction industry of commercial real estate? 
 

3. Channels – What kind of channels are commonly used in the target market in 
order to reach the target customers? 

 How do the channels work? 
 Are there differences between the channels pricewise or efficiency wise, for 

example?  
 How the channels are changing? 

 
4. Customer relationships – How would you define the customer relationships 
concerning the design services in the target market? 

 How the relationships are maintained and developed?  
 Are there any challenges in the relationships or in their management? 
 Are there recent changes in the way customers want to operate? 

  

                                                             
43 The interview questions varied slightly in the case D. The questions here represent the 
general interview agenda of the case D. 
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5. Revenue streams – How revenue is generated through design services in the 
target market? 

 How the revenue generation is going to change? 
 How the revenue streams of design services differ from other construction service 

revenues? 
 

6. Key resources – How the execution of design services is resourced in the target 
market? 

 How the resources are managed? 
 What kinds of resources are needed in the future and how they will be developed? 
 Challenges? 

 
7. Key activities – How the execution of design services is organized in the target 
market?  

 What kinds of activities are needed in the future and how they will be developed? 
 How the execution of design services is changing? 

 
8. Partnerships – What kinds of companies or partners are needed in the 
execution of the design service in the target market?  

 How the partnerships are managed? 
 How do you interact with the partners in terms of business roles? 
 What kinds of partnerships are needed in the future and how they will be 

developed? 
 Challenges? 

 
9. Cost structure– What are the costs of the design service in the target market? 

 How the cost structure will change? 
 Challenges? 

 
Business development 

In your opinion, what topics are important in design service business and should be 

researched more?
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