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This Special Issue aims to examine the usefulness, relevance and appropriateness of business 
model tools and concepts for small and medium size enterprises (SMEs). Over the past 15 
years, business models have emerged as a distinct unit of analysis. Accordingly, a considerable 
body of literature has amassed (Amit and Zott, 2012; Casadesus-Masanell, 2010; Osterwalder 
et al., 2005; Spieth et al., 2014; Teece, 2010) which recognises the ability to develop or adapt 
a business model as a unique source of value creation. Scholars have explored business models 
from multiple theoretical lenses such as strategy, innovation, entrepreneurship, marketing and 
economics with each lens bringing new perspectives and insights.  Furthermore, the concept of 
business models has not only been explored solely in the context of business entities but more 
recently, the appropriateness of business model research for non-business contexts such as 
universities (Miller et al., 2014; McAdam et al., 2017), healthcare (Brady and Saranga, 2015; 
Winterhalter et al., 2017) and social enterprises (Sommerrock, 2010; Rispal and Servantie, 
2017) has been recognised. 
 
Despite this, the business model still represents ‘a slippery construct to study’ (Casadesus-
Masanell and Zhu, 2013: 480) with inconsistencies arising in its definitional clarity (Fjeldstad 
and Snow, 2018; DaSilva and Trkman, 2014), disagreements in its construct boundaries (Ritter 
and Letti, 2018; Ricciardi et al., 2017; George and Bock, 2011) and a lack of common 
theoretical framework (Zott et al., 2011; Spieth et al., 2014). Furthermore, business model 
research to date has predominantly been conducted in relation to large firms, utilising 
quantitative, cross sectional data (Demil and Lecocq, 2015) with limited studies exploring how 
inherent characteristics and unique contexts prevalent within small and medium sized 
enterprises may have implications on SME business model development and innovation (Child 
et al., 2017; Bouncken and Fredrich, 2016; Verstraete et al., 2016). This is surprising 
considering recent policy, both nationally and internationally emphasises the need for SMEs to 
develop capabilities to innovate their business models in enhance their competiveness.    
 
Consequently, at this critical juncture, this special issue is timely given the paucity of research 
pertaining to the business model construct within the SME context. Indeed, it is suggested that 
current theory and practice relating to business models may not be useful or relevant for SMEs 
who face unique challenges due to liabilities of smallness and constrained resources (Rispal 
and Servantie, 2017). It is anticipated therefore that this special issue will become a landmark 
event by providing new insights, facilitating convergence and development in both the SME 
and business model literatures. Evaluating the relevance of existing business model theory for 
SMEs will not only open up new avenues for future research but will lead to the development 
of practical and policy solutions on how SMEs can develop their business models.  

Given the Journal of Business Research’s emphasis on research excellence in the field of 
enquiry, this Special Issue endeavours to provide a critical forum for world class contributions 
which explore the usefulness, relevance and appropriateness of business model tools and 
concepts for small and medium size enterprises. Therefore, we welcome empirical papers using 
a variety of methods to address these and related topics (including for example, case studies, 
surveys, action research, secondary data, and other methods with due rigour). We also welcome 
conceptual papers that make a strong theoretical contribution to advancing understanding of 
business models within the SME context. 

 



Specific questions for examination include, but are not restricted to: 

• How do business model related concepts of value creation and value capture relate to 
SMEs? Do these concepts require refinement for use in the context of SMEs? 

• Do SMEs systematically and purposefully engage in business model innovation? What 
strategies do they practice? 

• How can small business owners develop capabilities to enact and lead business model 
innovation? 

• How does inherent SME characteristics of smallness and limited resources impact 
business model theory and practice? 

• Does differing SME contexts e.g. family, non-family, social enterprises influence 
business model configurations? 

• What impact does business model innovation have for a SME, not only in financial 
terms but also in terms of non-financial factors? 

• What impact does business model innovations have in terms of SMEs’ capabilities i.e. 
the enhancement of future strategic capabilities? 

• How can SMEs successfully implement more open and co-creational business models? 
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