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Abstract 

Business model innovation describes the process in which the components of the 

existing business model of a firm are reshaped or exchanged by new activities with 

the goal to improve firm performance. The concept has mainly received attention in 

the context of large corporations and constitutes a priority among managers' strategic 

undertakings to develop and maintain a competitive advantage. Yet, SMEs are 

important drivers of the economy, employing the majority of the workforce, and are 

responsible for substantial economic growth. While constraints in their resource 

endowment hinder SMEs to develop similar competitive advantages as larger firms, 

business model innovation constitutes a suitable mean for SMEs to develop and 

maintain a competitive position despite their resource scarcity. In our literature review, 

we identify missing knowledge about how the business model innovation process in 

SMEs is affected by their size-related limitations and resource constraints. Aiming to 

explore how resource scarcity in SMEs affects conditions for business model 

innovation, i.e. antecedents and moderators, our research questions are (1) How does 

resource scarcity affect antecedents in the business model innovation process of 

SMEs? As well as (2) How does resource scarcity affect moderating factors in the 

business model innovation process of SMEs? 

For our research, we adopted a relativistic ontological position and followed a social 

constructionist epistemology. To fulfil our exploratory purpose, we collected data 

through conducting qualitative semi-structured interviews from a purposively 

generated sample. For the analysis of collected data, we utilised a conventional 

content analysis approach. 

Based on our results, we develop patterns that show the influence of resource scarcity 

on antecedents and moderators to business model innovation. Further, we add new 

insights in light of size and resource-inherent SME idiosyncrasies as well as 

capabilities related to business model innovation. Based on this, we develop two main 

managerial implications for SMEs that we perceive as helpful in providing the right 

context for approaching business model innovation despite their resource scarce 

nature. 
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1. Introduction 

The following chapter presents the context of the research topic by introducing 

business model innovation and its underlying concept. Further, an embedment into 

the SME context is given and the relevance of the subject matter is highlighted. The 

chapter concludes with the definition of the research purpose and resulting research 

questions. 

1.1 Background 

The internet boom at the end of the 1990s not only paved the way for a large number 

of online ventures, the so-called Dot.Com companies, but was also responsible for the 

first prominence of the term business model (DaSilva & Trkman, 2014; Gama, Filho & 

Segura, 2017). As the internet posed a promising technology, all a venture required 

was a web-based business model to attract investors or the media’s attention 

(Gassmann & Schweitzer, 2014; Magretta, 2002). In fact, the new emerging ventures 

could not be valued based on past performance as there were not any precursors 

(Thornton & Marche, 2003). Consequently, investors had to speculate about the firm’s 

future profitability based on the innovativeness of their business model (DaSilva & 

Trkman, 2014) instead of valuating their strategy or specific skills (Magretta, 2002).  

While an increasing use of the business model concept could be noted in practice, the 

term also gained growing attention in academic research (Ghaziani & Ventresca, 

2005). Although some researchers questioned the relevance of the business model 

concept for adding new insights to research (Feng, Froud, Johal, Haslam & Williams, 

2001; Markides, 2015) or criticized the lack of a unifying definition (Chesbrough & 

Rosenbloom, 2002; Porter, 2001), the term became an omnipresent research keyword 

in management articles of different disciplines such as strategy, marketing, technology 

or engineering (Ghaziani & Ventresca, 2005) and the number of academic papers 

regarding business model research grew significantly after the turn of the millennium 

(Massa, Tucci & Afuah, 2017). Reason for the prevalence in research was that the 

business model concept did not only help to understand the commercialization of the 

internet; it also introduced a new strategic opportunity for firms to reinvent themselves. 

The development of a firm’s business model, which is referred to as business model 

innovation, describes the process in which the components of the existing business 
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model are reshaped or exchanged by new activities (Amit & Zott, 2012; Foss & Saebi, 

2017; Kühn & Louw, 2017), altering the logic of the firm (Bucherer, Eisert & Gassmann, 

2012; Casadesus-Masanell & Zhu, 2011; Sosna, Trevinyo-Rodriguez & Velamuri, 

2010) and ultimately leading to the creation of a new business model (Kühn & Louw, 

2017; Osterwalder, Pigneur & Tucci, 2005; Wirtz, Göttel & Daiser 2016). Done 

successfully, business model innovation can create and capture new value for the 

firm’s stakeholders (Afuah, 2014; Casadesus-Masanell & Zhu, 2011), lead to the 

creation of new markets (Amit & Zott, 2012) result in better firm performance 

(Cucculelli & Bettinelli, 2015), and thereby potentially allow firms to gain a competitive 

advantage (Amitt & Zott, 2012; Bashir & Verma, 2019; McGrath, 2010; Mitchell & 

Coles, 2003; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Teece, 2010). 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

With the continuous advancements in the internet and communications technology 

sector that took off during the Dot.Com era, companies are now facing an ever-

increasing variety of options to reach and serve their customers with new products or 

services, while at the same time a steady stream of new competitors enters the market 

due to lowered entry barriers (Amit & Zott, 2001; Massa et al., 2017; Teece, 2010). 

As previously stated, the business model concept has received increased attention in 

this context as a means to define and innovate the way how companies create and 

capture value from their products or services (Chesbrough, 2007; Jensen, 2013). 

However, the notion has so far been empirically studied mostly in the context of large 

companies and their corporate strategy (Amit & Zott, 2012; Arbussa, Bikfalvi & 

Marquès, 2017; Cucculelli & Bettinelli, 2015; Marolt, Lenart, Maletič, Borštnar & 

Pucihar, 2016). In fact, research of recent years has shown that business model 

innovation can significantly impact firm performance (Bashir & Verma, 2019; Massa et 

al.,2017) and therefore has become a top priority among managers’ and executives’ 

strategic considerations for gaining and sustaining a competitive advantage (Amit & 

Zott, 2012; Huang, Lai, Lin & Chen, 2013; Massa et al., 2017).  

Predominantly, research that theorizes the process of value creation and capture to 

achieve a competitive advantage was dominated by the resource-based view (RBV) 

(Massa et al., 2017). According to the RBV, companies are able to gain a competitive 

advantage if they command over resources that are valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable 
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and non-substitutable (VRIN resources) and implement value creating strategies that 

exploit those resources (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993; Barney, 1991). Consequently, this 

implies that companies endowed with more resources fulfilling these conditions are 

able to achieve better competitive positions in the market.  

Yet, SMEs are not only highly relevant in economic terms, making up more than 99% 

of all EU-located companies and employing a majority of the workforce (European 

Commission, 2019; Müller, Buliga & Voigt, 2018), but they also possess certain 

idiosyncrasies that affect their ability to plan and conduct business model innovation 

(Gray, 2002; Guo, Tang, Su & Katz, 2017; Zott & Amit, 2007). Referring to the RBV, 

SMEs, however, are characterized by resource scarcity (Garengo, Biazzo & Bititci, 

2005; Laforet & Tann, 2006; Löfqvist, 2011; Terziovski, 2010). With scarce resources, 

SMEs cannot imitate or adopt similar value-creating strategies for achieving a 

competitive advantage compared to large-scale competitors like multinational 

corporations (Lee, Lim & Tan, 1999; O'Donnell, Gilmore, Carson, Cummins, 2002; 

Peteraf, 1993; Peteraf & Barney, 2003). Thus, opposed to larger firms, SMEs possess 

a resource disadvantage (Bos-Brouwers, 2010; Peteraf & Barney, 2003) and face 

difficulties reaching a competitive positioning against them.  

According to Löfqvist (2011), SMEs can compensate resource constraints with 

innovation, which is supported by Rangone (1999) who argues that innovation 

capabilities are one of the key elements for SMEs to gain a competitive advantage. 

Contrary, other scholars argue that due to resource scarcity, especially financial 

resource constraints, SMEs fail to capitalize on traditional innovation practices, such 

as product or process innovation (Laforet & Tann, 2006; Rosenbusch, Brinckmann & 

Bausch, 2011; Van Burg, Podoynitsyna, Beck & Lommelen, 2012; Woschke, Haase & 

Kratzer, 2017). Hence, there exists an ambiguity when it comes to those innovation 

forms as a means for SMEs to overcome resources constraints and reach a 

competitive advantage. 

Pursuant to many researchers in the business model domain, business model 

innovation is also regarded as a form of innovation that can enable firms to gain a 

competitive advantage (Amit & Zott, 2012; Baden-Fuller & Mangematin, 2013; 

Magretta, 2002; Smith, Binns. & Tushman, 2010; Zott, Amit & Massa, 2011). However, 

opposed to other forms of innovation, business model innovation does not require 
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heavy endowment or the acquisition of new resources. In fact, rather than focusing on 

the resource attributes themselves (i.e. VRIN), business model innovation is 

concerned with innovating the underlying “architecture” of how resources are deployed 

to create, deliver and capture value for the firm (Foss & Saebi, 2018; Schneider & 

Spieth, 2013). Therefore, it constitutes a suitable means for firms in conditions of 

resource scarcity (Amit & Zott, 2010; Amit & Zott, 2012; Arend, 2013; Guo et al., 2017; 

Halme & Korpela, 2014) and can be regarded as a promising innovation avenue for 

SMEs to gain a competitive advantage.  

Albeit the acknowledged suitability of business model innovation for companies 

operating under resource scarcity, researchers still emphasise the need for additional 

exploration of this subject matter. To begin with, these are inquiries related to further 

research on underlying antecedents, conditions and interrelationships that enable or 

moderate business model innovation conduction (Schneider & Spieth, 2013; 

Schneider & Spieth, 2014; Spieth & Schneider 2016; Zott et al., 2011). Moreover, as 

business model innovation has so far been empirically studied mostly in the context of 

large companies (Amit & Zott, 2012; Arbussa et al., 2017; Cucculelli & Bettinelli, 2015; 

Marolt et al., 2016), researchers also call for more detailed explorations of business 

model innovation in the SME context, especially related to size-related limitations and 

liabilities of smallness and resource constraints (Guo et al., 2017; McAdam, Brady, 

Miller & Spieth, 2018).  

We aim to follow these calls for further research by examining SME-inherent 

manifestations of resource scarcity and their effects on the firms’ abilities to conduct 

business model innovation. In doing so, we also address a problem with great practical 

relevance, as business model innovation appears to have a high potential for strategic 

planning in SMEs to overcome size and resource-related disadvantages when 

pursuing competitive positioning. Consequently, increasing the understanding of the 

conditions in which SMEs can conduct business model innovation can enable 

managers to identify suitable measures to cope with these constraints and adopt 

business model innovation strategies to successfully compete with their large 

counterparts. 
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1.3 Purpose of the Research 

As a consequence of the research gap identified in Section 1.2, the purpose of our 

thesis is to explore how the conditions for SMEs to conduct business model 
innovation are affected by resource scarcity.  

In line with the investigation of our research purpose, the following research questions 

shall be answered through the course of our study: 

• How does resource scarcity affect antecedents in the business model 

innovation process of SMEs? 

• How does resource scarcity affect moderating factors in the business model 

innovation process of SMEs? 

 

With this thesis, we aim to provide a relevant contribution to existing research in this 

field, as the conditions and scarcity-related idiosyncrasies of SMEs have received little 

attention in the academic discourse about business model innovation. By contributing 

to a better understanding of business model innovation in the context of resource-

constrained SMEs, we further strive to present practical recommendations on the 

researched topic.  
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2. Frame of Reference 

The purpose of this chapter is to outline the theoretical backgrounds of the business 

model narrative as well as the concept of business model innovation. Further, an 

embedment is given into the context of competitiveness and innovation in resource-

constrained SMEs, which stems from the resource-based view literature. In the course 

of this, existing theories and relevant literature are discussed to build the basis for the 

empirical research conducted in this thesis. Lastly, we conclude on the identified gap 

in the literature which motivates our research purpose. 

The following review of literature has been conducted by applying a snowballing 

approach (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015) in order to capture the relevant 

literature that builds the basis for pursuing our research purpose of exploring and 

understanding how resource scarcity affects the conditions for SMEs to conduct 

business model innovation activities. Therefore, we review relevant literature about 

the concepts of business model and business model innovation, as well as the 

foundations of the resource scarcity notion, which is based in the RBV literature. In the 

course of this, we lay out the relevant setting for our research by integrating the 

reviewed topics in the SME context. The chapter concludes with a brief summary of 

the identified gap in the literature to substantiate the research questions. 

2.1 Business Model Concept 

Every firm has a business model (Arend, 2013) as it simply illustrates how a company 

makes money (Stewart & Zhao, 2000). The origin of the term can be traced back to 

the 1950s when a business model was first discussed scientifically (Wirtz et al., 2016). 

Since then, the number of articles published about business model research rose 

extensively until today (Massa et al., 2017). However, due to the manifold research 

disciplines and backgrounds of scholars within the field, many different definitions of 

the business model concept pervade the literature. According to Zott et al. (2011), 

three perspectives have driven varying definitions of the concept with heterogeneous 

emphases: firstly, e-business and technology, secondly, strategy, value creation and 

competitive advantage and thirdly, innovation and technology management. Today, 

those perspectives are closely interrelated due to the rapid development of new 

technologies paired with steadily changing market conditions and high competitive 

pressures (Arbussa et al., 2017; Johnson, Christensen & Kagermann, 2008) and 
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consequentially, requiring a more unifying definition of the term business model 

(Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002; Foss & Saebi, 2018). Therefore, in the following, 

overlapping approaches and components of the different definitions are presented in 

order to approximate a unifying definition that is used during the further course of this 

study. 

Predominantly, the business model is described as a system of activities that explains 

how a firm creates, captures and delivers value (Amit & Zott, 2010; Amit & Zott, 2012; 

Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010; Magretta, 2002; Richardson, 2008; Teece, 2010). 

Thereby, an activity is referred to as the deployment of physical, human and/ or capital 

resources towards any stakeholder of the firm with the goal of fulfilling an overall 

objective (Amit & Zott, 2010). These activities are summarized into different 

categories, which are defined as the elements, respective components, of a firm’s 

business model (Baden-Fuller & Mangematin, 2013; Foss & Saebi, 2018; Osterwalder, 

2004). Despite varying views on the delimitation of business model elements (Morris, 

Schindehutte & Allen, 2005), the following five elements are regarded as crucial by the 

majority of scholars: customer, value proposition, resources, value chain and 
revenue model (Baden-Fuller & Mangematin, 2013; Bahari et al., 2015; Chesbrough, 

2010; Magretta, 2002; Morris et al., 2005; Osterwalder et al., 2005; Osterwalder & 

Pigneur, 2010; Rayport & Jaworski 2001; Richardson, 2008). The customer 
component describes the target customer and market segments for which the firm 

creates value (Wirtz et al., 2016). Taking the customer segment into consideration, the 

value proposition depicts the offering and how the customer need is satisfied 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Thereby, the value proposition concerns the value 

delivery of the firm (Magretta, 2002). Further, the resource dimension elucidates what 

resources and capabilities are required in order to fulfil the value proposition 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010) and subsequently create value for the customer 

segment (Richardson, 2008). Building on this, the value chain component entails two 

parts that refer to value creation and delivery. On the one hand, it clarifies the value-

creating processes necessary for producing the product or service (Bouwman, 2003). 

On the other hand, the value chain indicates the value network of the firm, such as the 

customers but also suppliers and partners (Richardson, 2008). Lastly, the revenue 
model element refers to the value capture mechanisms of the firm (Zott & Amit, 2010) 

and illustrates how revenues are generated (Wirtz et al., 2016) in comparison to the 
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cost structure to identify the profit potential (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010; 

Jensen, 2013).  

Foss and Saebi (2018) conclude that the activities within the five elements of a 

business model are connected and interdependent and together reveal how a firm 

does business with its customers, associates or suppliers. Thereby, it links internal 

and external activities and roles (Baden-Fuller & Mangematin, 2013; Santos, Spector 

& van der Heyden, 2009) as well as illustrates the information flows between them 

(Bouwman, 2003). In summary, the business model further exemplifies how the 

market need is satisfied (Amit & Zott, 2012; Foss & Saebi, 2018), what other actors 

are involved and what their roles are (Bouwman, 2003; Timmers, 1998) as well as how 

benefits are created for all parties (Santos et al., 2009; Teece, 2010). 

The holistic and systematic nature of the business model (Jensen, 2013; Wirtz et al., 

2016) creates a logical structure and overview of the firm and its resources 

(Richardson, 2008). In this manner, the business model provides an integrated 

template of the firm's activities, which allows for better comparability with other firms 

but also bears replication risk by competitors (Doganova & Eyquem-Renault, 2009). 

An example of a business model that is presented as a common template throughout 

the literature is the freemium business model, which particularly emphasizes the 

revenue model component (McGrath, 2010; Sako, 2012; Teece, 2010). Firms that 

adopt the freemium business model offer their basic service for free and charge 

additional fees for value-adding features which are available in a premium version 

(Gassmann, Frankenberger & Csik, 2013; Sako, 2012). However, Zott et al. (2011) 

indicate that a single element, as for example the revenue model, does not make up 

the business model alone but all elements together. 

Taken together, this thesis will follow Teece’s (2010) definition of a business model as 

the “design or architecture of the value creation, delivery and capture mechanisms” of 

a firm (p.191). In line with Foss’ and Saebi’s (2018) argumentation, we believe that 

this definition and its focus on the architecture of the underlying activities unifies the 

essence of most of the existing definitions. Therefore, the business model includes, 

but is not limited to the previously explained components but shall rather comprise all 

relevant activities in the value creation process from a holistic firm perspective. 
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2.2 Business Model Innovation 

In this section, the relevant literature regarding the concept of business model 

innovation is reviewed. In the course of this, a definition and typology of the term are 

carved out. Moreover, the process of business model innovation, including 

antecedents, outcomes and moderators is depicted, and a model for illustration is 

provided. 

2.2.1 Definition and Typology of Business Model Innovation 

2.2.1.1 Definition 

The notion that business models present a distinct area for innovation emerged from 

research in the early 2000's on the importance of business models in creating and 

capturing value from technological innovations (Schneider & Spieth, 2013). During this 

discourse, the role of the business model was perceived in different ways, e.g. as a 

framework that attempts to capture the mechanisms behind value creation in internet 

technology businesses (Amit & Zott, 2001) or as an instrument that mediates between 

technological innovations and the creation of economic value (Chesbrough & 

Rosenbloom, 2002). According to Chesbrough (2010), technological innovations by 

themselves do not possess any "objective value […] until [they are] commercialized in 

some way via a business model", while even more so, "the same technology 

commercialized in two different ways will yield two different results" (p.354). Albeit, this 

again emphasizes the role of business models as mediators regarding value creation 

from technology innovations, it also brings up the issue of appropriate business model 

choice. In their study, Baden-Fuller and Haefliger (2013) examine this issue and find 

that choosing the appropriate business model influences the interrelationship between 

business models and creating and capturing value from technology. Finding the right 

business model for the respective technological innovation can be done by applying 

experimentation or trial-and-error processes (Chesbrough, 2007), as well as through 

"quite a bit of adaptation ex-post" (Chesbrough, 2010, p. 356). 

As a consequence of the increasing consent on the importance of business models 

for influencing and mediating between technological innovation and value creation, the 

business model itself came into focus as a new area for innovation (Schneider & 

Spieth, 2013; George & Bock, 2011). Subsequent to the rapid increase in research 

and publications on business models, the concept of business model innovation, 
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therefore, emerged as a separate research stream (Foss & Saebi, 2017). While the 

concepts of business model and business model innovation are evidently closely 

related, business model innovation establishes an additional dimension through the 

aspect of innovation, which induces to view business model innovation as a dynamic 

change process in organizations (Foss & Saebi, 2017; Foss & Saebi, 2018). This 

becomes necessary as transforming market environments with higher uncertainty, an 

increasing pace of change as well as intensified competitive pressures imply that 

companies cannot be perpetually successful with the same business model (Arbussa 

et al., 2017; Doz & Kosonen, 2010; Johnson et al., 2008). Through innovating their 

business model, companies should therefore seek to find novel ways to recombine 

their existing resources and capabilities or change the structure or architecture of how 

value is created and captured for the firm (Amit & Zott, 2010; Gambardella & 

McGahan, 2010; Teece, 2010).  

Due to competitive innovation efforts that cause shorter product life cycles and 

increasingly segmented and targeted markets, business model innovation shall further 

be a continuous endeavour in order to prevent business models from becoming 

obsolete over time (Chesbrough, 2007; Chesbrough, 2010; Teece, 2010). In this 

context, Mitchell and Coles' (2003) study is one of the earliest works that specifically 

addresses continuous business model innovation as a discrete approach for firms to 

increase their performance and sustain a competitive advantage. Whereas the 

traditional forms of product or process innovation have been considered to be viable 

sources for creating and sustaining a competitive advantage, business model 

innovation is forthwith regarded as an alternative or complementary means to the 

same end (Amit & Zott, 2012; Bashir & Verma, 2017; Massa et al., 2017; Zott et al., 

2011). However, in contrast to other forms of innovation, business model innovation 

requires to adopt a more holistic view over all parts of a company's operations as well 

as its relationships to external stakeholders and partners (Schneider & Spieth, 2013; 

Doz & Kosonen, 2010). Moreover, not only the implementation of business model 

innovation but also the visibility of its effects on potential outcomes can take a 

comparably long time (Foss & Saebi, 2017; Foss & Saebi, 2018). Nevertheless, 

business model innovation is a potentially worthy pursuit, as the emerging business 

models can improve firm performance (Chesbrough, 2007; Giesen, Berman, Bell & 

Blitz, 2007) and be a source of competitive advantage and differentiation (Bashir & 

Verma, 2017; Massa et al., 2017; McGrath, 2010). 
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Following our previous definition of business model as the “design or architecture of 

the value creation, delivery and capture mechanisms” (Teece, 2010: p.191) of a firm 

and considering the arguments that we presented above, we adopt the definition from 

Foss and Saebi (2017) who define business model innovation as “designed, novel, 

and nontrivial changes to the key elements of a firm’s business model and/or the 

architecture linking these elements” (p.216). Although to this date there is no 

commonly accepted definition of business model innovation (Massa et al., 2016; Wirtz 

et al., 2016; Zott et al., 2011), we believe that due to the conducted systematic review 

of previous business model innovation definitions and the recency of the study, the 

definition that Foss and Saebi (2017) provide is most suitable to represent a unified 

perspective of the current research state of the concept.  

2.2.1.2 Typology 

While the adopted definition aptly circumscribes the essence of the business model 

innovation process, it still leaves room for questions concerning innovation processes 

in general, namely the extent and newness of change (in the business model) that are 

necessary, so that it be considered an innovation (Spieth & Schneider, 2016).  

The extent or scope of innovation can be determined according to how many elements 

and complementarities amongst the business model ought to be adjusted during the 

innovation process (Foss & Saebi, 2018). Although the possibilities of innovations can 

be laid out among a continuous spectrum (Bouwman, MacInnes & de Reuver, 2006), 

different categorizations of business model innovation exist in the literature. In this 

turn, a business model is considered to be innovated already when one (Amit & Zott, 

2012; Bock et al., 2012) or many – if not all – elements are subject to change (Koen, 

Bertels & Elsum, 2011; Mitchell & Coles, 2003; Spieth & Schneider, 2016). For 

instance, Marolt et al. (2017) classify different types of business model innovation that 

include changes in either one (business model adjustment), many (business model 

improvement) or all (business model redesign) elements of the business model. 

However, only for business model redesign, it is the case that also the business 

model’s value proposition is changing. In a similar notion, Schneider & Spieth (2013) 

distinguish between business model innovation related to changing sources of value 

creation and business model development, which is related to steady but incremental 

changes to the firm’s business model.  
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Apart from the scope of innovation in the business model, the degree of novelty is 

another aspect that can differ in the context of business model innovation. This 

differentiation becomes relevant, as the novelty of innovation in the business model 

can act as a driver of its value creation potential (Zott & Amit, 2010). In this regard, 

business model innovations can differ between being new to the firm, industry or 

market (Spieth & Schneider, 2016). While some authors argue that changes in the 

business model can be considered a business model innovation when they are new 

to the focal firm (Cucculelli & Bettinelli, 2015; Koen et al., 2011), others highlight the 

importance of business model innovation being new to the industry or market (Santos 

et al., 2009).  

Concluding on our viewpoints, we consider changes in the business model as 

business model innovation if they are novel to the focal firm. Furthermore, the changes 

have to meaningfully affect at least one of the business model elements that are in line 

with our previous definition of business model. 

2.2.2 Contextualization and Modelling of Business Model Innovation 

In order to contextualize business model innovation into a focal firm's activities and 

strategic considerations, it is necessary to elaborate on a more holistic perspective of 

the business model innovation process that includes its antecedents, moderating 

factors and outcomes. In the following section, each of these factors is examined in 

thorough detail, and a model for business model innovation research that incorporates 

all these factors is presented. While there is a linear relationship between antecedents, 

business model innovation itself, and outcomes, moderating factors, on the other 

hand, are influencing all the aforementioned relationships. Therefore, the examination 

of antecedents and outcomes precedes the respective discussion of moderators in the 

following sections. 

2.2.2.1 Antecedents to Business Model Innovation 

The impetuses of business model innovation can be either of external or internal 

nature to the firm (Bucherer et al., 2012; Demil & Lecocq, 2010; Marolt et al., 2016). 

Within those two dimensions, Bucherer et al. (2012) further distinguish between 

opportunities or threats that trigger business model innovation activities in the focal 

firm. Looking on opportunities that may arise in the firm internally, these can be 

improvements of internal processes (Marolt et al., 2016), advancements in R&D 
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(Winterhalter, Weiblen, Wecht & Gassmann, 2017) or new knowledge about more 

efficient usages for its resources (Demil & Lecocq, 2010), that enable the firm from 

profiting through an innovation in their business model. Likewise, the external 

environment of the firm can also bear opportunities that induce business model 

innovation activities. Examples of such are the emergence of a new key technology 

that can be leveraged in the development of new products or services (Marolt et al., 

2016), favourable legislative changes to market conditions or product restrictions 

(Bucherer et al., 2012), as well as redefining the focus of a firm’s operations to better 

match customer needs (Johnson et al., 2008). 

On the other hand, business model innovation can also be triggered through threats 

in the internal or external environment of the firm. Internal threats that pose a challenge 

to the current business model and therefore require business model innovation can be 

resources that are becoming obsolete or too expensive over time, as well as investing 

in new capabilities with uncertain outcomes (Bucherer et al., 2012; Marolt et al., 2016). 

Externally, the need to conduct business model innovation activities can be the result 

of competitive pressures (Bucherer et al., 2012; Johnson et al., 2008), shifts in the 

market environment (Marolt et al., 2016; Winterhalter et al., 2017) or the emergence 

of substitutional products (Demil & Lecocq, 2016). In this context, Amit and Zott (2010) 

emphasize that during times of competitive pressures and economic threats, both 

internally and externally to the firm, the willingness to conduct business model 

innovation activities and initiate organizational changes is particularly high. This is due 

to the comparably low costs of business model innovation when compared to classical 

innovation efforts through R&D activities and the reduced resistance to change the 

status quo (Amit & Zott, 2010; Bashir & Verma, 2019). Consequently, Sosna et al. 

(2010) suggest that facing such threats might even be necessary “in order to initiate 

deep enough reflection on the currently prevailing dominant logic and status quo of 

the business model design” (p.397).  

2.2.2.2 Outcomes of Business Model Innovation 

The notion that business model innovation can lead to a competitive advantage and 

have a positive impact on firm performance is widely recognized among scholars (e.g. 

Bashir & Verma, 2019; Cucculelli, Bettinelli & Renoldi, 2014; Massa et al., 2017; 

McGrath, 2010; Spieth & Schneider, 2016) and has already been previously discussed 

in this thesis. However, a more detailed examination of the outcomes of business 
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model innovation can help to gain a clearer impression of the underlying mechanisms 

behind this line of thought. 

Through business model innovation, firms are able to react on emerging threats or 

opportunities in their internal or external environment (Bucherer et al., 2012; Demil & 

Lecocq, 2010). Therefore, Guo et al. (2017) consider business model innovation as 

an opportunity exploitation activity that helps firms to translate those opportunities into 

increasing firm performance. In the context of internal opportunities like R&D activities, 

business model innovation acts as a complementarity to properly accommodate these 

advancements and develop and sustain a competitive advantage (Cucculelli et al., 

2014; Cucculelli & Bettinelli, 2015).  

While referring to a similar consequence of business model innovation for external 

opportunities as strategic flexibility – the ability to act and react on them more 

successfully – Bashir and Verma (2017) further identify benefits of engaging in 

business model innovation activities in cost reductions and a renewal of focus through 

adopting new and improved value propositions. This, in turn, enables the firm to 

sustain a competitive advantage, as business model innovations are harder to imitate 

than product or service innovations (Bashir & Verma, 2019). Moreover, through the 

regular experimentation with new business models and the development of 

capabilities to adapt one's business model faster, firms can increase their 

competitiveness and are able to better differentiate in the marketplace (McGrath, 

2010). As the positive outcomes of business model innovation activities can be unique 

to the focal firm and hard to copy by incumbents, Spieth and Schneider (2016) argue 

that business model innovation outcomes have the potential to ensure longstanding 

success and firm survival. 

2.2.2.3 Moderators to Business Model Innovation 

Apart from the direct relationship between business model innovation and its 

antecedents and outcomes, there also exist certain moderators that influence the 

relationships between the aforementioned elements. These can be factors from 

different structural levels in the firm, as well as general organizational determinants 

that affect the ability and outcome of conducting business model innovation (Huang et 

al., 2013; Sosna et al., 2010).  

As the current business model of a firm can be one of the reasons for the company's 

past success, any changes that business model innovation would imply, have to deal 
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with resistance among different parts of the organization (Chesbrough, 2010; Huang 

et al., 2013). Due to employees from all levels being used to current processes, 

behaviours and hierarchies in the organization, there exists a tendency to stick to the 

prevailing firm logic and thereby slow down business model innovation activities 

(Bashir & Verma, 2019; Chesbrough 2007; Chesbrough, 2010; Huang et al., 2013). 

Moreover, adopting a new business model is not costless (Amit & Zott, 2010) and 

hence the short-term returns from the innovated business model are likely to be lower 

than the returns from the current business model (Chesbrough, 2010). Taken together, 

these factors cause inertia in the organization, which negatively affects its ability to 

conduct business model innovation activities (Chesbrough, 2007; Huang et al., 2013). 

Another moderator in the business model innovation process is the involvement of top-

level executives in conducting and implementing the required changes for innovating 

the focal firm's business model. As Bucherer et al. (2012) find out in their study, 

business model innovation is most commonly managed in a top-down approach and 

thereby strongly dependent on the motivation and involvement of the respective 

executives in charge. On the one hand, this can imply that top managers who lack the 

motivation to innovate the current business model can cause delays in its realization 

and thereby negatively affect the business model innovation process (Chesbrough, 

2007). On the other hand, however, a strong motivation and involvement in the 

business model innovation process from the top management can help to overcome 

organizational inertia and enforce required changes and therefore positively moderate 

the effectiveness of the business model innovation activities (Bashir & Verma, 2019; 

Bucherer et al., 2012; Sosna et al., 2010). 

Looking on a firm-level perspective, Bock, Opsahl, George and Gann (2012) 

emphasize the effect of company culture on facilitating business model innovation 

activities. As business model innovation entails changes to the elements or underlying 

architecture of the firm’s business model, company cultures promoting creativity are 

perceived to foster the acceptance of reconfigurations of business model elements 

among employees in the firm (Bock et al., 2012). Providing a contrast to this line of 

thought, Foss and Saebi (2017) note that business model innovation-induced changes 

may also conflict with shared values and assumptions, thereby causing tensions in the 

firm. 

Bashir and Verma (2019) determine firm size as an additional factor that moderates 

between business model innovation activities and the firm's competitiveness. Due to 
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their size, the authors argue that large firms are able to leverage economies of scale, 

have better control over external resources and can nurture more fruitful relationships 

to external partners. Moreover, they also possess a higher bargaining power (Zott & 

Amit, 2007). Halme and Korpela (2014), in turn, oppose this view by supporting the 

notion that SMEs are more agile in innovating their business models due to their higher 

flexibility and adaptability. While there is no consensus about the direction of the effect, 

both studies acknowledge the moderating role of firm size on business model 

innovation (Bashir & Verma, 2019; Halme & Korpela, 2014). 

2.2.2.4 Business Model Innovation Research Model 

Having examined its antecedents, outcomes and moderators, we are now able to 

establish a more holistic picture of business model innovation by consolidating the 

different elements and spheres that construct the business model innovation process 

in firms. Therefore, we adapted a research model from Foss and Saebi (2017), which 

illustrates the business model innovation process and provides a basis for discussion 

of the interdependencies and relations between its elements (see Figure 1). 

Consequently, in the course of our research, the model will be used as a reference 

point when exploring and analysing how the conditions for SMEs to conduct business 

model innovation are affected by resource scarcity.  

 
Figure 1:Business Model Innovation Research Model 

Adapted from: Foss, N. J., & Saebi, T. (2017). Fifteen years of research on business model innovation: how far 
have we come, and where should we go? Journal of Management, 43(1), 200-227. 



 17 

2.3 SME Competitiveness under Resource Scarcity  

Business model innovation constitutes a modus operandi for firms to enhance their 

performance and gain a competitive advantage (Bashir & Verma, 2017; Chesbrough, 

2007; Massa et al., 2017). As SMEs suffer from scale and resource-related limitations, 

which hinder resource orientated means to improve competitiveness (Amit & Zott, 

2010; Amit & Zott, 2012; Guo et al., 2017; McAdam et al., 2018), business model 

innovation constitutes an attractive alternative to the same end that redesigns the use 

of its existing resources (Arend, 2013; Halme & Korpela, 2014). Therefore, the 

following section places business model innovation in the context of SMEs. In the 

course of this, predominant theories that cover firm performance and competitive 

advantage are illustrated, as well as how they apply for SMEs. Further, it is specified 

why business model innovation constitutes an alternative practicable method for SMEs 

to enhance firm performance and eventually gain a competitive advantage. 

2.3.1 Resource-Based View and SME Competitiveness 

Firm resources are all assets, capabilities or attributes that a firm holds and exploits 

for its purpose of doing business (Barney, 1991). Penrose (1959), classifies firm 

resources as being related to either equipment, capital or labour. In the course of this, 

Hofer and Schendel (1978) summarize the various kinds of firm resources into five 

types: financial resources (e.g. available cash), physical resources (e.g. machinery), 

human resources (personnel), organizational resources (e.g. company culture or 

quality control system) as well as technological resources (e.g. low-cost machinery). 

Thereby, each firm disposes over certain resources that are critical to their business 

model’s success (Barney 1986; Teece, Dumelt, Dosi and Winter, 1994). This builds 

on the resource-based view (RBV), a predominant theory about value creation that 

signifies the connection between firm resources and gaining a competitive advantage 

(Barney, 1991). According to the RBV, firms can generate a competitive advantage if 

they dispose over resources that are valuable, rare, inimitable and non-substitutable 

(VRIN). These resources can be exploited for implementing value-creating strategies 

that competitors are not able to duplicate and consequently, fail to develop similar 

benefits and performance achievements (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993; Barney, 1991; 

Barney, 1995). Thereby, a value-creating strategy can be, for instance, the exploitation 

of computer and software resources together with skilled managers for building an 

information processing system (Barney, 1991). The outcome of the value-creating 
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strategies, the competitive advantage, is then measured by the increase in market 

share as well as in profits (O’Donnell et al., 2002; Day & Wensley, 1988). In the course 

of this, resources are valuable when they allow a firm to realize strategies that exploit 

new opportunities or neutralize threats to improve firm performance. Resources are 

rare as long the number of firms that dispose over the resource is smaller than the 

number of firms needed for perfect competition. Non-imitability of resources is defined 

as the inability of competing firms to obtain the same resources. Lastly, resources are 

non-substitutable if competing firms cannot imitate them, and if there is no similar 

resource of the same value available (Barney, 1991). Moreover, the RBV assumes 

that resources, in general, are heterogeneous and immobile (Barney, 1991), because 

not all resources are valuable to every firm and their importance can differ across 

industries and firms (Peteraf, 1993).  

The RBV holds relevance for all types of firms (Hadjimanolis, 2000) as every firm 

builds its economic activities on some form of resources (Mahoney & Pandian, 1992). 

Although SMEs differ from large scale, well-resourced firms with multidivisional 

structures (Jones, 2003), the RBV also applies to SMEs who are able to gain a 

competitive advantage if they possess superior skills and resources in comparison to 

their competitors (Day & Wensley, 1988; O'Donnell et al., 2002). Congruently, SMEs 

are able to implement value-creating strategies that outperform competing firms 

(Barney, 1991; Wiklund & Shepherd, 2003). In his empirical study about determinants 

of SME's competitive advantages, Bambenger (1989) found that financial resources, 

as well as in particular human and organizational resources that directly impact 

customer perception and loyalty, are critical for SMEs to develop a competitive 

advantage, apart from mere resource attributes such as VRIN. These include, for 

instance, the reliability of delivery of the product or service, the reputation, image and 

branding of the firm, as well as the skills of the workers. This is supported by O'Donnell 

et al. (2002), who emphasize the importance of customer-centric resources and clarify 

that customer loyalty and a higher customer lifetime value are the most important 

outcomes of SMEs' competitive advantages. Thereby, smaller firms tend to focus on 

developing niche offerings through their marketing activities in order to maintain their 

competitive advantage (Bennett & Smith, 2002). Other scholars connect the RBV with 

innovation and stress the importance of innovation capabilities as means for SMEs to 
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exploit these resources for the creation of a competitive advantage (Hadjimanolis, 

2000; Halme & Korpela, 2014; Laforet & Tann, 2006; Woschke et al., 2017).  

2.3.2 Resource Scarcity in SMEs 

The ability of SMEs to develop and maintain superiority in resources and skills to 

develop a competitive advantage, however, is restricted due to their “liability of 

smallness” (Gassmann & Keupp, 2007). Compared to large-scale firms, SMEs face 

certain disadvantages that influence their ability to reach a competitive advantage, 

which researchers trace back to their small size (Löfqvist, 2011). In fact, SMEs are 

characterized by fewer employees, smaller assets and lower sales (Welsh, 1981) and 

thus have fewer resources at their disposal for developing a competitive advantage 

than larger competitors (Terziovski, 2010). This condition is referred to as resource 

scarcity, which SMEs suffer from especially with regards to financial and human 

resources (Garengo et al., 2005; Löfqvist, 2011; Simpson, Taylor & Barker, 2004). 

With limited financial resources, SMEs struggle to release capital and invest into the 

development of new products or services that would allow to generate new value-

creating strategies (Hadjimanolis, 2000; Laforet & Tann, 2006; Löfqvist, 2011; 

Simpson et al., 2004). Consequentially, SMEs face high financial risks if they invest in 

new products (Caldeira & Ward, 2003) as they cannot spread the risk among different 

projects like larger enterprises do (Löfqvist, 2011). Borrowing funds to balance 

financial scarcity constitutes a costly alternative. Banks are biased against SMEs when 

compared to larger firms, as these provide better financial information as well as credit 

ratings, thus charging SMEs with costly risk premiums that are barely coverable with 

limited financial resources (Fortin, 2005; Hadjimanolis, 2000). 

Besides, the innovation performance of SMEs is constrained due to their inability to 

afford building new technologies or release funds to experiment with new ideas (Van 

Burg et al., 2012). Additionally, Hadjimanolis (2000) argues that SMEs do not possess 

the required physical assets internally to exploit the benefits of externally developed 

technologies and innovations. The innovation capabilities of SMEs are further 

compromised by limited access to skilled employees and trained managers that have 

the ability to engage in and lead opportunity identification practices as well as manage 

prevalent resistance to change (Hadjimanolis, 2000; Van Burg et al., 2012). Reason 

is that SMEs cannot provide the financial incentives to hire graduates from higher 
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education sectors with the required expertise as their large-scale competitors (Bennett 

& Smith, 2002; Laforet & Tann, 2006). At the same time, employees often have to 

cover different positions simultaneously during their daily work, which reduces the 

possibility to engage in different innovative projects regarding the development of the 

firm (Garengo et al., 2005). Consequently, some SMEs fail to provide the right 

prerequisites to create innovations with the potential to induce a competitive 

advantage (Laforet & Tann, 2006; Van Burg et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, Welsh (1981) argues that due to resource scarcity, SMEs are more 

affected by changes in the external environment than larger firms. Reason is that 

changes in government or taxation laws, as well as labour and interest rates, affect 

the financial capacity. Besides, SMEs often move in turbulent markets with limited 

market power where scarce financial resources limit their financial responsiveness and 

thus increase their vulnerability to external changes (Man, Lau & Chan, 2002). 

Concluding on these thoughts from an RBV perspective, SMEs face difficulties in 

competing through traditional means, as they are constrained by resource scarcity in 

dimensions such as human or financial resources, which also impede their innovation 

capabilities (Bennett & Smith, 2002; Gassmann & Keupp, 2007; Löfqvist, 2011; Van 

Burg et al., 2012). However, SMEs face higher competition than large scale firms do, 

especially later in their lifecycle (Bennett & Smith, 2002), which is why finding means 

to reach and maintain superior competitiveness in alternative ways is particularly 

important (Löfqvist, 2011).  

2.3.3 Business Model Innovation in SMEs 

Although SMEs competitive ability is constrained due to scarce resource 

idiosyncrasies inherent in their smallness, innovation still constitutes a necessary 

mean to assert against larger competitors (Löfqvist, 2011; Rangone, 1999). A firm’s 

business model illustrates the mechanisms of value creation and delivery to the 

customer (Foss & Saebi, 2018). In doing so, the business model perspective 

supplements the RBV as it describes how a firm creates and delivers value based on 

the underlying resources, their dimensions as well as related activities (Amit & Zott, 

2012; Foss &Saebi, 2018). Following this, business model innovation does neither 

require superiority in resources and skills nor the presence of specific resource 

attributes (i.e. VRIN), but rather constitutes a method that redeploys the use of current 
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firm resources and connected activities (Amit & Zott, 2012; Cucculelli & Bettinelli 2015; 

Schneider & Spieth, 2013). Consequently, scholars argue that business model 

innovation constitutes a promising form of innovation to develop a competitive 

advantage for SMEs despite their resource scarcity (Amit & Zott, 2010; Amit & Zott, 

2012; Arend, 2013; Guo et al., 2017; Halme & Korpela, 2014).  

SMEs are characterized by higher flexibility in contrast to larger firms. They show flat 

hierarchies with less bureaucratic structures and few management positions (Arbussa 

et al., 2017), informal communication channels (O’Gorman, 2000) and do not have 

formal strategy processes (Heikkilä, Bouwman & Heikkilä, 2018). Hence, Arbussa et 

al. (2017) argue that SMEs are more responsive to change, able to implement new 

projects faster and hold better capacities to learn from mistakes than larger 

counterparts. Therefore, they are particularly capable of adapting their business model 

in reaction to external changes and engaging in business model innovation (Arbussa, 

2017; Damanpour, 2010; Halme & Korpela, 2014). In fact, many scholars found that 

SMEs engage in business model innovation mostly in reaction to external 

developments such as globalization, advancements in the technology sector or highly 

competitive pressure due to new competitors or product substitutes (Cucculelli et al., 

2014; Demil & Lecocq, 2010; Marolt et al., 2016; Schneider & Spieth, 2013). Thereby, 

scholars indicate that SMEs use business model innovation to translate those 

opportunities and treats into competitive abilities that create value and thus ultimately 

gain superior performance (Cucculelli & Betinelli, 2015; Guo et al., 2017).  

2.4 Gaps in the Existing Literature  

Resulting from the elaborations that have been made in this chapter, we deduct the 

following instances: First, business model innovation appears to be a promising form 

of innovation to develop a competitive advantage (Amit & Zott, 2010; Amit & Zott, 2012; 

Arend, 2013; Guo et al., 2017; Halme & Korpela, 2014), and further does not rely on 

superiority in skills or resources, nor distinctive resource attributes (Amit & Zott, 2012; 

Cucculelli & Betinelli 2015; Schneider & Spieth, 2013). Second, SMEs possess certain 

characteristics that seem to be favourable for conducting business model innovation 

activities. They are more flexible than large companies, have flatter hierarchies and 

fewer management positions (Arbussa et al., 2017; Halme & Korpela, 2014). 

Moreover, SMEs are less bureaucratic, have informal communication channels, no 
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formal strategy process and ultimately are more responsive and able to implement 

change projects. (Arbussa et al., 2017; Heikkilä et al., 2018; O’Gorman, 2000). 

When reflecting on our adopted definition of business model innovation as “designed, 

novel and nontrivial changes to the key elements of a firm’s business model and/or 

the architecture linking these elements” (Foss & Saebi, 2017, p.216), it becomes 

apparent that changes in the business model of a company involve the recombination 

or novel deployment of resources and capabilities (Amit & Zott, 2010; Gambardella & 

McGahan, 2010; Teece, 2010). Moreover, when looking back on the business model 

innovation process (see Figure 1) and our previous elaborations thereof, it can be 

noted that business model innovation is comparably cheaper than classical innovation 

efforts, yet, is still not costless (Amit & Zott, 2010; Bashir & Verma, 2019). Antecedents 

of business model innovation, such as internal opportunities through R&D activities, 

require resources in the form of financial capital, human resources or technological 

expertise (Hadjimanolis, 2000; Laforet & Tann, 2006; Löfqvist, 2011; Simpson et al., 

2004; Van Burg et al., 2012; Winterhalter et al., 2017). Furthermore, business model 

innovation activities constitute a risky endeavour for SMEs, as the implementation 

process consumes time and initial returns might be lower than returns from the 

currently running operations (Chesbrough, 2010). These factors can cause inertia in 

the organization which moderates not only the impetus to pursue business model 

innovation but also its implementation and outcomes (Chesbrough, 2007; Huang et 

al., 2013; Sosna et al., 2010).  

While research states that SMEs face liabilities of smallness and suffer from scarcity 

in financial and human resources which in turn affect their innovation capabilities 

(Garengo et al., 2005; Gassmann & Keupp, 2007; Hadjimanolis, 2000; Halme & 

Korpela, 2014; Löfqvist, 2011; Simpson et al., 2004; Welsh, 1981), scholars also argue 

that SMEs are able to compensate for these constraints and still implement changes 

to innovate their business model (Arbussa et al., 2017; Damanpour, 2010; Halme & 

Korpela, 2014). Due to this ambiguity, further research into business model innovation 

in the context of SMEs is necessary in order to investigate and clarify how the business 

model innovation process is affected by the resource scarcity notion. Therefore, we 

intend to explore how resource scarcity affects the conditions of SMEs to conduct 

business model innovation, more specifically, how antecedents and moderating 

factors are influenced by that.  
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3 Research Method 

This chapter opens with a discourse about the adopted research philosophy and the 

derived research approach and strategy. Following that, the methods for data 

collection and analysis are presented. To conclude this chapter, the underlying 

standards of research quality and ethics are discussed. 

3.1 Research Methodology 

In this section, we elaborate and substantiate the decisions and positions we have 

taken with regards to our research philosophy, research approach and research 

strategy. 

3.1.1 Research Philosophy 

In order to properly lay out the research methodology that we chose for this thesis, it 

is necessary first to become aware of the underlying philosophical assumptions that 

we will follow throughout our study. Thereby, one's views and understanding about 

how the world and topic under research are perceived will be clarified, and related 

implications for the study become apparent (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). 

As we have elaborated in the previous chapters, our thesis serves the purpose of 

exploring how resource scarcity affects conditions for conducting business model 

innovation in SMEs. In doing so, we acknowledge that our obtained results will solely 

reflect the perspectives and knowledge of our research participants on the subject 

under investigation. Moreover, during our research, we regard the research 

participants and ourselves as human beings that engage in social interactions. 

Therefore, both us and the research participants are not detached from the real-world 

situations we are examining. Consequently, we will adopt the ontological position of 

relativism in our thesis to suit the purpose of our research. This stand endorses the 

view that knowledge and reality are created by people and the interactions between 

them (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). Moreover, there is no single objective reality or 

truth to be discovered, but rather there are multiple viewpoints on the same issue, 

depending on the perceptions of the observers (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Mathison, 

2011). These viewpoints are further contingent on their context of time and place 

(Smith, 2008) and can only be comprehended "in relation to some theory, conceptual 

framework, or cultural or social practices" (Mathison, 2011, p.370). This is particularly 
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important because the SMEs we will examine are operating in different contexts and 

resource endowments and will have different understandings and perspectives about 

business model innovation in their firm.  

A suitable epistemology that matches with our chosen ontological position is that of 

social constructionism. This position assumes that there are many different 

interpretations of how people make sense of the world and that these realities are 

socially constructed (Easterby-Smith et al.,2015; Saunders et al., 2009; Staller, 2012). 

Therefore, realities do not reflect an "objective external world" (Costantino, 2008, 

p.119) but rather are created through the interactions of people with each other and 

the environment, as well as through the meanings that are attributed to other people's 

actions (Costantino, 2008; Saunders et al., 2009). As a consequence, we accept that 

our findings will be dependent on the reality constructs of our research participants 

and the insights that are co-created through our interaction with them during data 

collection (Costantino, 2008; Saunders et al., 2009; Staller, 2012). In line with our 

research purpose, by adopting a social constructionist epistemology, we strive to 

collect and analyse data that reflects multiple perspectives and experiences about the 

effect of resource scarcity on the conditions for business model innovation in SMEs. 

Thereby, we aim to increase the understanding of the issue at hand and contribute to 

theory building and providing related practical recommendations (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2015). 

3.1.2 Research Approach 

Adopting a social constructionist position is closely related to qualitative research, as 

researchers in this context are looking into the creation of meaning and sense-making 

of people and attempt to view phenomena from the perspectives of those being 

studied (Staller, 2012). Consequently, qualitative research focuses more on open-

ended rather than close-ended questioning and accepts multiple forms of data sources 

in order to pursue exploratory inquiries (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). Having our 

research purpose in mind, we will collect qualitative interview data from multiple SMEs 

in order to explore how resource scarcity affects conditions for conducting business 

model innovation in their companies. 

A suitable research approach that fits these circumstances, as well as our research 

purpose and philosophy, is induction. The focal point of an inductive approach is to 
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draw conclusions from collected empirical data that enable the researcher to propose 

generalizable statements or develop a theory that applies beyond the examined 

sample (Fox, 2012; Saunders et al., 2009). Therefore, theory would emerge from the 

collected data, which contrasts the deductive approach where theory is sought to be 

tested through data collection and analysis (Saunders et al., 2009).  

However, the inductive approach is still strongly concerned with understanding the 

subject in its specific research context and also acknowledges that researchers are 

not detached from the research process (Saunders et al., 2009). Hence, any results 

that follow from this approach, such as an identified relationship between different 

factors or a developed theory, are still constrained to the respective research setting. 

Even more so, any claims of theory or generalization coming from an inductive 

approach are indefinite and have to face the possibility of becoming falsified through 

contradicting observations (Fox, 2012). Induction is therefore in alignment with our 

taken position of social constructionism, as it acknowledges that realities and 

knowledge are socially constructed and that there is no single objective truth, but 

rather different findings can emerge depending on the perspectives of the research 

participants and us as researchers (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Mathison, 2011; 

Saunders et al., 2009). 

Being aware of the adopted research approach of induction not only helps us to take 

more cognizant decisions regarding the overall research design, but it also contributes 

to a more accurate choice of an appropriate research strategy by entailing suitable 

and inappropriate choices respectively (Saunders et al., 2009). 

3.1.3 Research Strategy 

The choice of an appropriate research strategy is part of the overall research design, 

which is concerned with how the research questions shall be answered in the course 

of one's study (Saunders et al., 2009). Thereby, the research design formulates 

objectives along with the research questions, specifies which sources shall be used 

for data collection and also discusses constraints and ethical issues of the study. The 

research strategy, in turn, is more specifically involved with how to answer the 

research questions and meet the other set objectives, by also incorporating the 

amount of time and resources available, as well as the implications of the underlying 

philosophical assumptions (Saunders et al., 2009). Hence, the research strategy 
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supports the planning process and execution of the study (Johannesson & Perjons, 

2014). 

Following the formulation of our research purpose of examining how resource scarcity 

affects conditions for conducting business model innovation in SMEs, we derived two 

research questions to be answered throughout our study. Therefore, our purpose and 

questions aim at increasing the understanding of the identified research problem, while 

also seeking to gain new insights and perspectives on the topic at hand (Saunders et 

al., 2009). Ultimately, by following an inductive approach, we aim to derive theory or 

generalizable statements about the sample and the situation under investigation. 

Taken together, these premises suggest an exploratory purpose of our research 

(Saunders et al., 2009; Stebbins, 2012). Such a purpose is appropriate when a topic 

has not yet received enough attention or scrutiny through empirical research 

(Stebbins, 2012). As already discussed earlier in this thesis (see Section 1.2), this 

claim holds true for our research case. Nonetheless, by conducting an exploratory 

study, we have to accept the possibility that our research direction might require 

changes as a result of new findings that emerge from the data we collect (Saunders 

et al., 2009). However, these changes would not be arbitrary, but should rather 

purposefully contribute to narrowing down the focus of our research when required. 

According to Stebbins (2012), exploratory studies predominantly involve the collection 

of qualitative data in order to maximize discoveries based on the gathered findings. 

One of the most common ways for qualitative data collection, which we will adopt in 

this study, is the conduction of qualitative interviews (Saunders et al., 2009). In line 

with the purpose of qualitative interviews, we thereby want to gain an understanding 

of the collected data and interpret the findings related to how the interviewees 

construct and assign meaning to the topic of our research (Warren, 2011). Summing 

up our research strategy, we choose to conduct a qualitative interview study, that 

follows an exploratory purpose and takes a social constructionist position.  

3.2 Methods 

In the following sections, we present our adopted research methods. Therefore, we 

first elaborate on the utilized data sources for our study, followed by a detailed 

explanation of our designed sampling strategy. Next, we discuss the implications that 
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follow from employing semi-structured interviews and finally outline the actual data 

collection process of the interview conduction.  

Aiming to gather and build new insights about how resource scarcity affects 

antecedents and moderating factors in the business model innovation process, we 

collect both, primary and secondary data. Primary data refer to original data that are 

collected directly by the researcher for the specific purpose of a project or study 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Persaud, 2012). Therefore, primary data make up the 

most authentic form of data, being collected first-hand and unaltered by any other 

party. This further implies that the process of data collection needs to be controlled for 

and conducted with appropriate rigour so that the results possess validity and 

credibility (Persaud, 2012). However, the process of collecting primary data is 

significantly more costly and time-consuming when compared to secondary data, 

which are data sources that already existed and were originally intended for a different 

purpose, but can still be useful for the present research project (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2015; Persaud, 2012; Saunders et al., 2009). 

Among the most common techniques to collect primary data, which we will also adopt 

in our study, is the conduction of qualitative interviews (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; 

Persaud, 2012). Thereby, we intend to collect sufficient amounts of data about our 

research subject to reflect the interviewees’ perceptions, experiences and 

interpretations about business model innovation in SMEs and respective influences of 

resource scarcity (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Saunders et al., 2009). Moreover, with 

regards to the call for paper by McAdam et al. (2018), interviews are considered a 

suitable means to “make a strong theoretical contribution to advancing understanding 

of business models within the SME context” as well as to how “SMEs can develop 

their business models” (p. 1). In order to augment and strengthen our research 

findings, we further intend to make use of secondary data if we deem it relevant to our 

study. This data can be in the form of company websites, annual reports or online 

databases, allowing us to apply data triangulation to a certain extent (Hastings, 2012; 

McGinn, 2012; Persaud, 2012).  

3.2.1 Sampling Strategy 

In order to collect the qualitative interview data that is required for our study, it is 

necessary to first determine an appropriate sampling strategy for the selection of 
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suitable interviewees. As different research inquiries require different kinds of 

samples, there exists no single best sampling strategy, but rather, the strategy is 

dependent on the context and nature of the research (Palys, 2012). Therefore, 

research questions and objectives, as well as the adopted research strategy, 

significantly influence the range of appropriate sampling strategies (Palys, 2012) or 

may even "dictate" the choice that is required for the respective study (Saunders et 

al., 2009, p.264). 

In line with the qualitative nature of our study and the formulated research questions, 

a non-probabilistic sampling strategy is suggested. Unlike probabilistic sampling 

strategies, non-probability sampling does not assume a statistical chance for all cases 

in a population to be drawn, but rather offers sample selection techniques that are 

based on subjective judgement (Battaglia, 2011; Saunders et al., 2009). According to 

Morgan (2012), qualitative research predominantly utilizes non-probability sampling 

techniques, due to the need for collecting in-depth data and the difficulties that 

researchers would face in determining the total population from which the respective 

sample is drawn. As a consequence, non-probability samples are usually small in size, 

which makes statistical analysis inapplicable but in turn leaves more room for 

interpretation due to the richness of the individual data sources (Patton, 2002). By 

conducting in-depth interviews, we aim to gather such rich data sources and 

thoroughly explore and analyse the responses in order to be able to answer our 

research questions and purpose. While it is not possible to draw any statistical 

inferences about the whole population from our selected sample, generalizations with 

regards to the theoretical foundations under study can still result from our research 

(Saunders et al., 2009). 

From the different non-probability sampling techniques that exist, we will opt for 

purposive sampling. According to Palys (2012), adopting purposive sampling "signifies 

that one sees sampling as a series of strategic choices about with whom, where, and 

how one does one's research" (p.698). This strategy is widely used for qualitative 

research inquiries (Palinkas et al., 2015) and is especially suitable for pinning down 

vastly informative cases for in-depth research inquiries (Patton, 2002). More precisely, 

purposive sampling allows for applying subjective judgement to select cases for the 

sample that will best enable us to answer our research questions (Battaglia, 2011; 

Saunders et al., 2009). On the other hand, we also have to be aware of the possible 
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limitations and challenges that are inherent to purposive sampling. As Battaglia (2011) 

emphasizes, one limitation that follows from the subjectivity of purposive sampling is 

that different researchers would most certainly come up with different characteristics 

or elements to define eligible cases for the sample. Consequently, drawn conclusions 

are likely to be contingent on the previously delineated sample context, as one cannot 

assume to have captured all relevant variations in the population (Palinkas et al., 

2015). To address this issue, qualitative data should be collected in an iterative 

sampling process until theoretical data saturation is reached, i.e. until no new insights 

related to the study emerge from the collected material (Palinkas et al., 2015; 

Saunders et al., 2009). Thereby, as previously mentioned, outcomes derived with a 

purposive sampling strategy can contribute to extending existing theory on the 

examined topic even with small sample sizes, however, in turn, they cannot be used 

to make any significant statistical inferences (Battaglia, 2011). 

Having chosen purposive sampling as our strategy, we strive to identify and select 

individuals from different companies, who we assume to possess knowledge and 

experience about conditions for business model innovation in SMEs. In doing so, we 

follow Palinkas et al. (2015) and their line of thought for identifying suitable and 

information-rich instances and interviewees. Besides being knowledgeable and 

experienced in the researched subject, interviewees must further be available and 

willing to participate and contribute to our study (Palinkas et al., 2015).  For selecting 

interviewees that match these requirements, we as researchers need to be clear about 

specific criteria that have to be met by the participating company and person in order 

to be eligible for our study (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). In the following, we will 

present the developed criteria that guided our sample selection and elaborate on the 

underlying reasoning behind each one of them:  

Company-related criteria: 

• Company turnover should be at least 2 million € but not exceed 50 million € per 

year 

• The number of employees should be greater than 10 but not exceed 250 people 

• The company should have been in business for at least 8 years 
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Criteria for interviewed person: 

• The interviewee should be in an executive or upper management position of 

the firm 

• The interviewee’s responsibilities in the firm should include strategic planning, 

innovation or business development 

The company-related criteria of turnover and employee count have been chosen in 

compliance with the criteria issued by the European Commission (European 

Commission, 2019). These criteria find general appliance in the European Union for 

defining which companies qualify as SMEs. As an implication of this definition, one 

could already argue that SMEs must suffer from scarcity in their financial and human 

resources compared to large companies, as both resource dimensions are restricted 

by a maximum threshold for SMEs, whereas there is no such limit for larger firms. 

However, whether this holds true for the SMEs in our sample, or whether these SMEs 

perceive it in the same or a completely different way, is still open for exploration 

throughout the interview conduction. On the other hand, we also decided to set 

minimum thresholds in those criteria to further ensure that so-called "micro-firms" are 

excluded from our sampling (European Commission, 2019). Thereby, we aim to 

preclude companies which we assume are not advanced enough in their development 

or complexity in order to actually being able to conduct business model innovation in 

a meaningful way that would be relevant to our study. This can be one-person 

operations, tiny shops or small venture teams. Furthermore, by setting a minimum 

threshold level on company age, we also aim to exclude start-up companies in their 

early stages, as these companies might have actually started their operations based 

on innovating a predominant business model in a market from scratch. Even if that is 

not the case, examining these companies would not contribute to fulfilling our research 

purpose or questions since there exist no previous business operations and business 

model innovation capabilities that might be affected by resource scarcity. The 

threshold age of eight years was chosen in line with previous studies related to 

examining differences between new and established firms (McDougall, Covin, 

Robinson & Herron, 1994; Su, Xie & Li, 2011; Zahra, 1994). In order to verify that the 

companies we reached out to fulfil our set criteria, we made use of the online database 

"Amadeus" for turnover and employee count, as well as the respective company 

websites for cross-checking and determining company age. 
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Having established the criteria for our sampling on a company level, we further pose 

certain demands on the interviewee as a person in order to be eligible for our study. 

The interviewee should be in an executive or top-management position in the firm and 

be responsible for tasks such as strategic planning, innovation or business 

development. In this way, we want to ensure that the interviewed person can be 

assumed to possess a holistic perspective over the company operations as well as 

direct participation and full access in executive decision-making processes. Moreover, 

we assume that interviewees within the mentioned areas of expertise are more 

involved and knowledgeable from a business and operations perspective and possibly 

already familiar with the business model and business model innovation concept as 

well as the related terminologies. Therefore, we consider that it might be easier for 

them to actually express their thoughts and experiences in a meaningful and focused 

way related to our research questions and purpose. As business model innovation 

activities imply change processes through executive decision-making and also affect 

multiple business areas, we regard these as necessary criteria for the interviewee in 

order to obtain information-rich responses related to our topic of interest.  

Before moving on, some further remarks related to the sampling strategy are relevant. 

First, we intentionally left out criteria that are related to companies having conducted 

business model innovation before. As already discussed in earlier sections of this 

thesis, there are no universally accepted definitions of business model or business 

model innovation (see Chapter 2). Therefore, selecting cases on the premise of having 

conducted business model innovation would be highly dependent on subjective 

judgement from us researchers and the contacted interview partners, due to the lack 

of distinct and objective criteria for determination. Additionally, our research questions 

aim to explore the effect of resource scarcity on antecedents and moderators of 

business model innovation in SMEs. Yet, both antecedents and moderators as defined 

and illustrated in Section 2.2.2 exist in SMEs independent of whether or not the firm 

actually engages in business model innovation activities. Therefore, examining these 

factors does not require business model innovation conduction as a criterion for 

selecting suitable cases for our sample. Second, as a consequence of our personal 

background as well as the time restrictions implied by our thesis context, we reached 

out to potential interview partners based on our personal networks and country of 

origin to increase the chance of finding interview partners within the prescribed time 



 32 

frame. Resulting from this, every firm we contacted was either located in Sweden or 

Germany. Hence, it can also be argued that our sampling strategy shows some 

characteristics of a convenience sample, as the ease of access also influenced our 

search for participants (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Saunders et al., 2009).  

3.2.2 Semi-Structured Interview 

When conducting qualitative interviews for our data collection, we will make use of a 

semi-structured approach to interviewing. Typically, semi-structured interviews rely on 

a previously crafted topic or interview guide that contains all questions and themes to 

be covered (Ayres, 2012; Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Saunders et al., 2009). The 

interview guide is based on the research questions as well as any conceptual model 

or theory that underlies the research focus (Ayres, 2012). This implies that the 

conversations we will have with the research participants will follow a series of pre-

determined questions that aim for a particular purpose (Ayres, 2012; Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2015; Saunders et al., 2009). In our research, this purpose is an in-depth 

exploration of the effect of resource scarcity on the conditions for business model 

innovation in SMEs. The interview guide that has been used throughout the course of 

our data collection can be found in Appendix 1. 

By using semi-structured interviews, we aim to collect rich and informative data sets 

that provide the basis for discovering and understanding our research topic in the 

context and from the perspectives of the interviewees (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

Obtaining such data can be achieved by posing open-ended “How” and “Why” 

questions that enable the respondents to extensively elaborate on their perspectives 

and experiences (Saunders et al., 2009). Thereby, we also adhere to our philosophical 

positions by recognizing and aiming to understand the opinions and beliefs of the 

research participants as well as their subjective contexts related to the research topic 

(see Section 3.1).  

During the interviews, we as researchers are further flexible to deviate from the 

interview guide and change the order of questions or add and omit questions, 

depending on the progression of the interview with respect to our objectives (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2015; Saunders et al., 2009). In contrast to unstructured interviews, semi-

structured interviews enable us to keep focus on the research topic through the 

interview guide, while at the same time leaving room for the respondents to answer 
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questions more personally and uninfluenced of predefined response choices, as it 

would be the case in structured interviews (Ayres, 2012; Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

3.2.3 Interview Conduction 

Through the course of our data collection, we conducted nine semi-structured 

interviews with CEOs or executives in upper-management of different SMEs, covering 

a wide range of distinctive industries. The acquisition and first contacts with the 

interviewees were established through e-mail and occasionally followed up by phone 

calls to remind interviewees and agree on interview dates. Even though we reached 

out to many SMEs in both Sweden and Germany, unintentionally, all companies and 

persons that agreed on an interview ended up being from Germany only. Resulting 

from this, we decided to conduct the interviews in German in order to ensure that the 

interviewees can most clearly articulate their thoughts without being affected by any 

linguistic barriers. Due to the apparent restriction of being in different countries, all 

interviews had to be conducted remotely via phone. While we also proposed video 

calling software for the interview conduction, all interviewees preferred to use the 

phone as a communication channel. In order to facilitate the analysis of our collected 

data, we mutually agreed with the interviewees to record the conversations and also 

crafted transcripts of each interview afterwards (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Saunders 

et al., 2009). While remote interviews are generally falling short in terms of immediate 

contextualization and non-verbal communication compared to face to face interviews, 

synchronous interviews over phone somewhat constitute a close substitute as both 

parties still converse at the same time (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). The following 

table (Table 1) provides an overview of the conducted interviews.  

Firm Industry Position of 
Interviewee Date Duration 

(mins.) 

SME1 B2B Industry Machinery Production and Service CEO 09.04.2019 83 

SME2 B2C Fashion CEO 12.04.2019 74 

SME3 B2B & B2C IT Service Executive 12.04.2019 75 

SME4 B2B Construction Service CEO 15.04.2019 79 

SME5 B2B & B2C Office Supplies CEO 17.04.2019 71 

SME6 B2B Plant Equipment Sales CEO 18.04.2019 75 

SME7 B2C Service Executive 23.04.2019 84 
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SME8 B2B & B2C IT Maintenance Service CEO 24.04.2019 62 

SME9 B2B Food Hardware Concepts CEO 29.04.2019 93 

Table 1: Interview Sample Information 

The interviews lasted between 62 and 93 minutes, allowing us enough time to navigate 

through the interview guide and capture the interviewees' responses in thorough 

detail. After an initial request by our first agreed interview partners, we decided to send 

out our interview guide to all participants prior to the actual interview. Thereby, we 

intended to establish equal conditions for all interviewees and also induce them to feel 

comfortable and prepared for the interview. Starting our conversations with the 

interviewees, the interview guide stipulated to first pose general questions about the 

respondent's background as well as position and tasks in the firm. Following that, 

questions related to business model, business model innovation and innovation 

processes, in general, were considered, with a designated focus on the role and use 

of resources in those areas (see Appendix 1). After posing a question, we let room for 

the interviewee to elaborate on their thoughts and perspectives extensively. According 

to Saunders et al. (2009), this further exposes the interviewees to hearing their own 

thoughts about the research topic spoke out loud in ways they might not have thought 

about before and therefore increase the richness and level of detail of the collected 

interview data.  

During the interviews, we also made use of probing and laddering techniques to 

extract as much, and as relevant information as possible, that relate to our research 

purpose and questions (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). More precisely, probes were 

used when we felt that more information or additional explanation on a conversation 

topic was required from the research participants (Roultson, 2012). In turn, we 

attempted to obtain said information by using particular or clarification probes through 

follow-up questions such as "What did you mean by that?" or "Could you tell us more 

about that?" (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Roultson, 2012). A specific example of such 

a probing question can be found in Table 2. 
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Initial Question: “Who was responsible for the 

change process?” 

Interviewee answer: “Many impulses came from 

myself, but you need people that help you along the 
way. But I try to give a lot of empowerment [to 

employees] so that everyone can participate in such 

changes and provide valuable input.” 

Follow-up question: “Can you specify how this 

happened?” 

Interviewee answer: “It was more that we had a very 
small circle and clarify such changes and ideas in 

personal discussions that were really informal and 

then we tried to find solutions within different groups.” 

Table 2: Example of Probing 

Likewise, we also made use of the techniques of laddering up and laddering down to 

guide the interview flow in directions of interest. Laddering up refers to moving from 

factual or descriptive assertions to the level of personal values and beliefs, while 

laddering down is related to exploring the personal comprehension of certain contexts 

of the interviewee (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). The former can be done by asking 

“why”-questions after the respondents make specific statements, while the latter is 

achieved by asking for examples or recalling of instances that are related to what was 

previously said. Again, illustrations of the just described techniques are provided in the 

following tables (Table 3 & Table 4).  

Initial question: Which of the elements we just talked 

about would you consider most relevant for your 
business operations? 

Interviewee answer: The most important components 
are the quality of the machine parts, the internal 

assembly and the quality insurance of that to control 

the process and keep delivery dates.” 

Follow-up Question: “Why is this most important?” 

Interviewee answer: “Being true to agreed delivery 
dates is very important because for customers doing 

such an investment, this date is critical for their own 

sales.” 

Table 3: Example of Laddering Up 

Initial Question: “Is employee training done in-house 
or with external partners?”  

Interviewee answer: “Both. We try to provide 

education and training internally, but without external 

coaches it is not possible.” 

Follow-up Question: “Can you give us an example 

of the kind of external help you rely on?” 

Interviewee answer: “We use different consultants 

and coaches, such as leadership or mental coaches, 

which we heavily rely on to coach our top 
management. They in turn should improve in teaching 

subordinates then.” 

Table 4: Example of Laddering Down 
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3.3 Data Analysis  

In this section, we describe the adopted analysis approach of content analysis that is 

in line with our research purpose and philosophy. Therefore, we first explain the 

analysis technique itself, followed by a description of the actual analysis conduction. 

3.3.1 Content Analysis 

For the analysis of the collected data, which we gathered through the conduction of 

semi-structured interviews, we will opt for qualitative content analysis and follow a 

conventional approach. While there are numerous analysis approaches for qualitative 

data (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015), content analysis is among the most commonly used 

techniques for analysing textual data, such as interview transcripts (Hsieh & Shannon, 

2005; Julien, 2008). 

Content analysis is an appropriate analysis technique, when the current research state 

about a specific phenomenon is deficient and limited (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 

Therefore, using content analysis resonates with our research purpose of contributing 

to the existing knowledge about the conditions and scarcity-related idiosyncrasies of 

SMEs in the context of business model innovation activities. However, we also have 

to be aware of the possible risks that come with this analysis technique. Conducting 

content analysis can consume a lot of time (Julien, 2008) and bears the possibility that 

researchers will fail to fully comprehend the analysed material and therefore are not 

able to identify all relevant categories that emerge from the data (Hsieh & Shannon, 

2005). Moreover, the outcome also depends on the abilities of the researchers to keep 

the focus on the research questions during analysis and their interpretations of the 

available data (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). 

From a methodological point of view, content analysis enables to reduce vast amounts 

of data into codes and categories, in order to make sense of them and ultimately derive 

meanings and consequences (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Julien, 2008). While qualitative 

content analysis offers a systematic approach to combining and integrating large 

amounts of data, it still provides flexibility in the creation, adaptation and analysis of 

the obtained codes and categories (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; 

Julien, 2008). Furthermore, content analysis is a way to inquire into research subjects 

that are not openly visible and therefore, hard to explore through observational means 

(Krippendorff, 2012). This implies, that as a qualitative researcher who applies content 
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analysis one has to acknowledge that the analysed data is based on individual 

perspectives and can be ambiguous and open to interpretation (Julien, 2008). Having 

taken a social constructionist perspective, we as researchers recognize that realities 

are created by people and their interactions and hence multiple perspectives on the 

same issue are existent (see Section 3.1.1). 

Semi-structured interviews that leverage probes and open-ended questions are 

considered a suitable method to collect data that can be analysed with content 

analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Following the completion of data collection, content 

analysis can be conducted in either inductive or deductive manner (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2015; Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). As previously indicated and 

in line with our inductive research approach, we follow a conventional, inductive 

approach to content analysis. Due to the limited and dispersed current state of 

knowledge on business model innovation in SMEs, this procedure is particularly 

suitable (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Following this approach, we 

intend not to establish any predetermined categories or theoretical concepts on the 

data, but rather want to allow codes and categories to emerge from the data itself 

during analysis (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon 

2005; Morgan, 1993). This enables us to gain a deeper understanding of our research 

topic and helps to identify, organize and comprehend relevant information from the 

respondents' perspectives that relate to our research questions (Hsieh & Shannon, 

2005; Julien, 2008; Morgan, 1993). Ultimately, we aim to derive statements, 

relationships or concepts to improve understanding and make inferences from specific 

instances to the general phenomenon, all of which are based on the collection and 

analysis of reliable and valid data sources (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 

2005; Krippendorff, 2012). 

3.3.2 Analysis Conduction 

As a first step for conducting the analysis and as a part of the preparation phase, we 

accustomed ourselves with the collected data by repeatedly reading through the 

interview transcripts to make sense of them as a whole unit and achieve immersion 

(Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 

To initiate the process of organizing the data, we then created a first set of individually 

derived codes for one single interview. After the codes were generated, we came 
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together to compare our approach for code generation and obtain a first indication 

about whether our thought processes were aligned with each other and directed at 

contributing to our research purpose. Keeping this first hint of orientation in mind, we 

split up again and individually coded the remaining eight interviews of our sample. 

After completion, we sat together for the next round of discussion. At this point, we 

compared codes, arranged their order or created new ones to generate sub-categories 

out of them subsequently. In doing so, we both had to argue and reason for our created 

codes and ultimately compromise on the sub-categories to be utilized in the further 

process. Moreover, at this stage, we also eliminated codes that we mutually deemed 

irrelevant to our research focus and merged codes of the same or similar meaning to 

increase comprehension and regulate the overall amount of codes. Throughout this 

step of the process, discussing the codes revealed our respective underlying line of 

thoughts for analysing the data and also facilitated to track codes to their respective 

origins that were grounded in the data. 

Having agreed on the sub-categories, the ensuing abstraction phase was concerned 

with identifying similarities or patterns and arrange matching groups among them to 

create higher order generic categories (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). Once again, we 

performed this step together by discussing our opinions and thoughts about the 

subject matter, which increased the overall clarity of the process and demanded us to 

justify our reasoning in front of each other. Within this step of the process, we as 

researchers had to decide on which things to put in the same category based on our 

interpretation of the data in relation to our research purpose and questions (Dey, 

2003). Lastly, the generic categories were then grouped again even further to 

ultimately obtain main categories from the interview data. These main categories shall 

serve to describe our findings in relation to our research purpose and constitute the 

basis to increase our understanding and generate new knowledge about our research 

subject (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  

3.4 Research Ethics  

Throughout the entirety of our study, it is important to account for potential ethical 

considerations and issues that may arise due to the involvement with our interviewees 

as research participants. First and foremost, we have to endorse ethical principles in 

our research in order to protect the interests of the subjects under research as well as 
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the sincerity of the research community to which we intend to contribute with our thesis 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). According to Saunders et al. (2009), research ethics are 

concerned with the propriety of behaviour that is related to the rights of research 

subjects and other individuals or groups that are affected by the respective research. 

More specifically, research ethics “relates to questions about how we formulate and 

clarify our research topic, design our research and gain access, collect data, process 

and store our data, analyse data and write up our research findings in a moral and 

responsible way” (Saunders et al., 2009, p.184). In their study, Bell and Bryman (2007) 

applied content analysis to identify eleven principles of ethical practice that guide the 

research process. Within our study, we will employ these principles as a premise for 

our research and elaborate on their implications in the following paragraphs. 

Utmost importance is given to the principle of avoiding causing any harm to the 

physical and psychological well-being of the research participants throughout the 

course of the study (Bell & Bryman, 2007). Being involved in our study does not entail 

any risk of mental or physical harm for the research participants. Moreover, we further 

guarantee the anonymity of the participants and thereby protect them from any 

potential social or economic harm. 

Prior to conducting the actual interviews, we sent out consent forms to all participants 

in order to ensure informed consent about the research process and expected 

outcomes (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015) (see Appendix 2). Furthermore, the consent 

form also clarified the participant’s right of withdrawal at any time of the research 

process. In the consent form, as well as at the beginning of each interview, we 

repeatedly ensured the protection of the interviewees’ and their respective companies’ 

privacy and the confidentiality of any statements made during the interviews (Bell & 

Bryman, 2007). Being part of a study through an interview can already feel invasive 

and cause stress or discomfort for the respondents (Saunders et al., 2009). We intend 

to avoid this to the best of our abilities; therefore, we did not try to compel or deceive 

the interviewees into sharing information but rather let them in control about which 

questions they would like to answer and which information they would like to disclose. 

In order to further uphold the dignity of the research participants, we treated all 

respondents in a friendly and respectful manner during the interviews and tried to be 

as honest, open and transparent as possible about our research topic (Bell & Bryman, 



 40 

2007). In line with that, we also provided all research participants with our interview 

guide in due time before the respective interviews in order to reduce the information 

disparity between researchers and participants (Herrera, 2010). Thereby, we also 

aimed to build trust and eliminate any deception or misleading about our intentions, 

while at the same time circumventing to pose our exact research questions to not 

influence the interviewees’ responses in that regard. Being honest and transparent 

further applies to our study’s methodology and the extracted findings from our 

research (Bell & Bryman, 2007). Hence, we elaborate on our philosophical position, 

adopted methods for data collection and analysis, as well as ethical considerations, 

research quality and – in the respective subsequent chapter – the limitations of our 

conducted research.  

Lastly, we want to highlight the absence of conflicts of interest as there exists no 

affiliation between us and the respondents and we did not receive any sponsorship for 

the conduction of our research (Bell & Bryman, 2007). 

3.5 Research Quality  

We strive to implement a high level of quality and accuracy in our research and 

therefore adhere to Guba’s (1981) criteria of trustworthiness, which Given and 

Saumure (2012) suggest as a foundation to justify the worth of a qualitative research 

inquiry. Thus, we discuss the four criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability 

and confirmability in the following sections and explain how we comply with them 

throughout our study to ensure its trustworthiness. 

3.5.1 Credibility 

Credibility is concerned with the accuracy of the study in portraying the researched 

phenomenon and representing the data that has actually been collected (Given & 

Saumure, 2012). To satisfy these requirements, we have crafted an inclusive 

description of our research topic (see Chapter 2) and provided detailed explanations 

of the adopted research methods and techniques for data collection and analysis (see 

Chapter 3). In this turn, it is also important to clarify why participants have been 

selected and to establish a data collection environment that allows respondents to 

speak openly and truthful (Jensen, 2012b). As researchers, we are also responsible 

for ensuring the consistency of the obtained interview responses with our conducted 

analysis and the interpretations of findings (Jensen, 2012b). To further increase the 
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credibility of our study, we, therefore, utilised triangulation of data sources and 

investigators (Guba, 1981). Hence, we relied on both, primary and secondary data 

sources for our study, and also conducted the whole process of data collection and 

analysis as two researchers to allow for multiple perspectives and insights in the 

sense-making process (Hastings, 2012; Rothbauer, 2012). 

3.5.2 Transferability 

Transferability of a qualitative study deals with assessing the possibility of applying the 

research results to different contexts than the ones under study (Jensen, 2012d; Given 

& Saumure, 2012). Yet, this does not necessarily imply that findings shall be 

generalizable to a whole population, but rather that the study's worth depends on how 

well other researchers can examine whether the study results may find applicability in 

other contexts (Given & Saumure, 2012; Guba, 1981). Therefore, it is the researcher's 

responsibility to thoroughly illustrate the research setting, which enables readers to 

infer the appropriateness for other contexts or environments (Jensen, 2012d). 

According to Jensen (2012d), transferability can be increased through thick description 

and purposeful sampling. The former refers to providing as much information as 

possible about the design, context and participants of the research so that own 

determinations about transferability can be made by the readers. The latter refers to 

selecting participants on the basis of how well they fit with the research design, as well 

as the limitations and delimitations of the study (Guba, 1981). Having consistency 

between research design and participants, in turn, increases the ability of readers to 

assess the study's transferability (Jensen, 2012d). Throughout this chapter, we claim 

to have presented such thick description of our adopted research methods, data 

collection and analysis procedures and also applied purposeful sampling in the 

process, so as that readers are able to make justifiable inferences about the 

transferability of our research to other contexts.  

3.5.3 Dependability 

Dependability is concerned with the replicability of the study through laying out the 

"procedure and research instruments in such a way that others can attempt to collect 

data in similar conditions" (Given & Saumure, 2012, p.896). In other words, 

dependability aims to ensure stability in the data through enabling reproduction (Guba, 

1981), which is, however, challenging due to changes and variances in the 
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environment of qualitative research inquiries (Jensen, 2012c). In order to account for 

these variances, researchers, therefore, have to provide detailed descriptions of the 

employed methods and techniques and further need to keep track of all subtle 

changes that have been made to the originally planned research process (Jensen, 

2012c). As mentioned earlier, we believe that our research methods and techniques 

for data collection and analysis have been described in such detail that would facilitate 

the reproduction of our study. Further substantiating this claim, we have also provided 

the questions that guided us in our semi-structured interviews for gathering the 

collected qualitative data (see Appendix 1). While it is unlikely that the exact findings 

of our study can be replicated for several reasons – e.g. small sample size, highly 

personal responses, own interpretation by researchers – we still see a chance that 

similar themes or categories to the ones we identified could emerge, as we assume 

that the majority of SMEs are characterized by the distinctive resource endowments 

found in the literature and substantiated in our study, leading to similar results in other 

cases.   

3.5.4 Confirmability 

The final criterion of trustworthiness, confirmability, is related to the need for providing 

evidence that findings and their interpretations are matching with and rooted in the 

actually collected data (Given & Saumure, 2012; Jensen, 2012a). Data needs to be 

objective from the researcher and assertions shall not be made if they cannot be 

backed up by data (Guba, 1981; Jensen, 2012a). Consequently, confirmability is 

higher, the less the obtained results from the research are influenced by any form of 

bias (Guba, 1981; Jensen, 2012a). According to Jensen (2012a), confirmability, 

therefore, requires to be "upfront and open" about biases and respond accordingly by 

making use of “appropriate qualitative methodological practices” (p.112). By relying on 

qualitative semi-structured interviews for our data collection, we are mostly concerned 

with interviewer and interviewee bias (Saunders et al., 2009).  On the one hand, the 

way in which the interview is conducted by us as interviewers, i.e. the tone of our voice 

or the comments we make, may influence the interviewees in their responses and 

therefore cause interviewer bias. On the other hand, interviewee bias can occur when 

respondents withhold relevant information to the research in order to portray 

themselves in a positive manner (Saunders et al., 2009). While we can only be aware 

of the possibility of interviewee bias, we actively attempted to minimize the effect of 
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interviewer bias during the interview conduction. Thus, we began the interviews by 

posing open and broad questions so as to prevent giving any direction or lead to the 

interviewees’ responses (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). Additionally, we granted all 

interviewees due time to contemplate about our questions and provide answers in their 

own words before asking any further or following-up questions, which otherwise might 

have influenced their reactions and responses again.  

Referring back to the need for objectivity, while our adopted philosophical position 

acknowledges a subjective influence in interpreting the findings from our perspective, 

we still strive to provide as much transparency as possible about our data collection 

and analysis procedures to increase confirmability. Therefore, we also include 

excerpts from our coding process when explaining our analysis conduction (Jensen, 

2012a). Finally, as we have already specified at an earlier point, we further applied 

two different triangulation methods to also positively affect the study’s confirmability 

(Guba, 1981).  
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4. Findings  

The following chapter presents the findings of the conducted interviews. In line with 

the content analysis, themes and categories, which have evolved in the course of the 

interview conduction as well as post-discussion, are exhibited. 

Following the logic of the content analysis, the resulting sub categories, generic 

categories and main categories are structured and visualized in a tree-diagram (Figure 

2 & Figure 3) to illustrate common patterns and hierarchies (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 

The labels of the categories are closely related to the terms of the collected material 

to ensure clarity and avoid ambiguity (Schreier, 2013). The levels of selected 

categories follow our interpretation of the available data respective our understanding 

of the coherences between the codes and sub categories (Kvale, 2011). Thereby, they 

build on our research purpose to explore how the conditions for to conduct business 

model innovation are affected by resource scarcity. Appendix 3 shows an excerpt of 

our coding generation that exemplifies how interview quotes and phrases were 

associated with the initial codes. 

In the following, each main category is coherently defined based on their subordinated 

generic- and sub categories in order to provide an understanding of our findings. 

Top Management Role: The innovation activities in our studied sample were initiated 

and driven by experienced managers that either hold the position of the CEO or belong 

to the top management. They have a holistic overview of the firm, its structure and 

processes as well as show long-term involvement in the firm. Being detached from 

daily business operations, the interviewees deal with the general development of the 

firm, emerging change processes and innovation projects. Thereby, they hold 

decision-making power about the execution of innovation activities. Whereas the top 

management does not promote an explicit innovation strategy for the firm, they still 

engage in constant reflection of the business model and the pursuit of short-term goals 

related to innovation activities. 
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Figure 2: Tree Diagram for Findings 

Competitive orientation: The interviewed firms move within highly competitive and 

price sensitive industries. Thereby, they show a strong focus on niche markets and 

seek differentiation through quality and innovation. Rather than competing through 

high volumes and low prices, they aim at providing high-quality customer benefits that 

stand out through innovative and customized offerings. Thereby, the customer needs 

present the starting point for innovation activities and customers are regularly part of 

the innovation process itself. Consequently, the offered products and services show a 
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high degree of customization regardless of whether for B2B or B2C clients. Further, 

timeliness and fast delivery of their products or services are viewed as another crucial 

part of their offering. Macro-environmental factors and developments provide threats 

but also opportunities for the interviewed SMEs' competitiveness and innovation 

capabilities as they directly influence their resource availability. 

Innovation Activities: The interviewed SMEs emphasize their open attitude towards 

innovation and regard being innovative as an integral part of their daily operations. 

They regularly experiment with new technologies to extend their offer, reach other 

customer segments in existing or new markets and ultimately aim to improve their 

business model. The underlying innovation process is informal and unstructured, and 

a pre-defined course of action does not exist. Cross-functional teams are involved in 

the process and creativity is regarded as an important feature that is promoted among 

team members. The flexibility of employees to take over different responsibilities and 

tasks simultaneously is demanded. Regular and informal meetings are held to discuss 

new ideas and the progress of undertakings. 

Effects on Resource Endowment: In order to realize their offering and develop their 

competitiveness, the interviewed SMEs view their employees as the most critical 

resource. Technical skills and expertise are thereby regarded as crucial for the 

success of their business model. At the same time, they record a lack of suitable and 

skilled employees as well as constraints regarding financial resources. Innovation 

projects require financial investments upfront, yet, no assigned budget for innovation 

undertakings is noted. According to the interviewees, the lack of skilled employees 

translates into effects such as the inability to react on technological advancements, 

incapacities to offer additional offerings, restricted capabilities to pursue firm growth, 

the inability to pursue innovation or the focus on short-term solutions rather than the 

adoption of a long-term perspective. 
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Figure 3: Tree Diagram for Findings (cont.) 

Company Culture: The SMEs from our sample rely on a firm culture of empowerment 

and motivation as a foundation for innovation activities. Thus, being innovative is 

rooted in the firm culture. Employees are encouraged and supported in showing 
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innovative behaviour in order to come up with new solutions and challenge the status 

quo. Employees are incentivised through benefits such as autonomous work as well 

as financial benefits. Besides, a sense of purpose of the firm’s business model 

constitutes a motivator for employees, which is why our sample integrates concepts 

of corporate social responsibility into their business model. A constant learning 

process is regarded as a crucial part of company culture in order to develop the 

employee's competencies as well as to learn from past projects and reinforce 

innovation capabilities.  

Network Orientation: Collaboration with external partners is a critical factor for the 

SMEs in our sample to realize their business model. These are suppliers for materials, 

educational institutions for knowledge transfer, consultancies for technical knowledge 

supply, laboratories for service extensions, or business partners for service and sales 

efforts. Thereby, the sampled SMEs note a strong dependency on their partners in 

order to deliver their offering. Consequently, partners and suppliers are involved in the 

innovation activities. Moreover, customers are regarded as important partners in order 

to further develop the firm offering and are thus part of innovation undertakings. 

Size Inherent Effects: Due to their small firm size, the sampled SMEs show flexibility 

and agility in their structure, allowing for velocity in implementing changes in their 

business model. Firms of smaller size regard their flexibility as a competitive capability. 

On the other hand, the small size converts into a limited bargaining power when 

dealing with suppliers or other external stakeholders that are part of the SMEs 

business model. 

Drivers of Change: External developments constitute strong drivers for innovation 

activities. These are opportunities but also threats that arise through advancements in 

technology but also through changing industry trends. Initiatives from collaborating 

partners or customers constitute other drivers of change. Also, internal developments 

effectuate change behaviours such as internal crises or internal opportunities through 

a more efficient utilization of the existing resource base. Therefore, the ability to 

identify and exploit opportunities is regarded as important in order to engage in 

innovation activities and induce change. 
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5. Analysis 

This chapter presents the analysis of the findings that have emerged from the content 

analysis in light of answering our research purpose and research questions. Further, 

the analysed findings build the basis for our conclusion in the subsequent chapter. 

The structure of the analysis follows the patterns and logic we identified in the 

demonstrated findings. Therefore, at first, in Section 5.1, an understanding is provided 

about how resource scarcity shapes the SMEs’ distinctive setting before analysing its 

effects on specific structural aspects of the business model innovation process in 

Section 5.2. Moving on, the analysis of resource scarcity induced effects on the 

conditions of the business model innovation process, being antecedents and 

moderators, as illustrated in Section 2.4, is given in Section 5.3. Ultimately, extensions 

of the current research state are presented in Section 5.4. 

5.1 Contextual Firm Implications of Resource Scarcity on SMEs 

Resource scarcity translates into circumstances that are idiosyncratic for SMEs and 

consequentially build the context for conducting business model innovation. In the 

following, different building blocks of resource constraints and their influence on the 

SMEs’ configuration and orientation are analysed.  

5.1.1 Competitive Orientation 

Overall, it becomes obvious that SMEs show a strong orientation towards niche market 

segments in which they position themselves as innovators focusing on factors such as 

quality or timely delivery (SME5: “Our business model is never to compete through 

price, but rather quality, and also provide solutions faster than others, also novel 

solutions”). They cannot compete with large scale competitors that show higher 

endowment of resources and economies of scale and are therefore able to compete 

through high volumes and prices (SME6: “We differentiate by not competing with low-

cost competitors and we even do not have the means to do so.”; SME2: “We do not 

possess the capabilities and cost efficiency to produce that high volumes in order to 

compete through prices.”). Thus, in order to compete against large competitors, the 

sampled SMEs indicate to differentiate through high degrees of customization, 

customer proximity and high quality in their offerings (SME3: “Our customers receive 
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tailor-made solutions anytime they want, look they don’t have any reason to turn to our 

low-price competitors.”). In this line, the sampled SMEs aim at providing customer 

benefits in being always in line with their customers’ specific requirements (SME9: 

“Our customers get exactly what they need in order to reach their daily or weekly 

targets.”) as well as through finding solutions to completely new customer 

requirements efficiently (SME1: “What makes this company is that we always find a 

solution for our customer's highly individual requirements, which we sometimes even 

know earlier than our customers themselves”). Three interviewees (SME3, SME4, 

SME9) indicated to have abandoned new product concepts that have already been 

launched after receiving individual customer feedback. Reason was that their products 

did not meet the individual customer’s desires sufficiently, which made adjustments to 

their offering necessary in order to appropriately meet the actual customer demands 

(SME9: “After talking to customers on the fair we figured that some machines were 

just too big for some customers and other customers, in turn, were missing essential 

features. That’s why we decided to build our newest product and get rid of the old.”; 

SME3: “We figured that our customers do not need all of our functions at once […]. 

This is why we got rid of the all-in-one approach […].”). 

5.1.2 Effects on Resource Endowment 

The sampled SMEs confirmed what appears seemingly logic, the resource 

endowment of the SMEs is constrained due to their resource-scarce nature. All 

interviewees particularly emphasized that their employees with specific technical skills 

represent their most critical resource for them. At the same time, a lack of technically 

skilled employees could be observed throughout all different samples. Thereby, the 

shortage of technically skilled employees comes to light when the firm intends to 

engage in innovative activities and as we found, especially when it comes to 

developing the business model of the company further (SME6: “Right now, we do not 

find enough experienced and skilled workers to operate the machines. For example, 

an IT expert, […]. This constitutes a big problem as we have to refine the software 

further to fit our customers’ needs”). Also, fluctuation seems to limit employee 

availability (SME7: “Our technical employees and their knowledge are the most 

important element of our firm, yet the most critical element, too. [Could you specify 

that?] Yes, I mean we had three project managers that went on to larger providers 

during the last two years. We have obviously a hard time keeping them.”) A reason for 
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this might be that the attractiveness of SMEs for young professionals and graduates 

is subordinate compared to larger firms in the industry as SME8 noted: “It is really hard 

to find suitable employees that not only bring the knowledge but also soft skills. […], 

some bring minimum criteria but are just not sufficiently educated. The majority of 

course is capable, especially younger candidates, but they decide for careers in bigger 

contexts for some reasons and others are, as said, lacking in particular skills […]”. 

SME7 is supporting our notion in pointing to similar explanations: “We were at a job 

fair from a neighbouring university once, where we experienced that students 

somehow showed no real interest for us. [why do you think is that the case?] I felt that 

young graduates are somehow hard to fascinate for our domain.” Based on the 

available data, however, we could not find any explanations that point to resource 

scarcity related reasons for SMEs being less attractive employers as larger 

counterparts. Even more so, interviewees reported having monetary as well as social 

incentive programs for their employees, rewarding performance as well as firm related 

engagement. 

Accompanying the lack of skilled employees, the sampled SMEs face difficulties in 

acquiring required technical knowledge as it is tied to the employees (SME4: “When it 

comes to construction and engineering this is highly specialized knowledge demanded 

from our side […] Right now, we do not find enough experienced and skilled workers 

to operate the machines.”; SME6: “We see a lot of potential to new technologies such 

as augmented reality to actually help our service agents, […]. But therefore, we need 

staff with the required abilities to set something up and integrate it to our system, […]. 

We need to search for suitable employees who can do that, and this will probably take 

a lot of time again.”). Thereby, our interviews revealed that SMEs try to balance this 

shortage through collaborating with external partners, which is clarified further in the 

subsequent section. 

Another resource constraint that became obvious is financial resource scarcity. All 

interviewed executives indicate to generally pose over only limited funds and the 

sampled SMEs face the inability to release a specific budget for innovation projects 

(SME2: “We do not have a designated budget yet because the plans are not concrete. 

And we cannot free up resources just like that, because that is too risky”). The reason 

seems that the SMEs from our sample have to finance innovative undertakings with 

their own cash balance (SME5: “We cannot release any special capital but rather need 
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to finance it from our regular cash flow”). This appears to be a risk factor as the firms 

have to secure also other liabilities that need to be fulfilled and thus limit their financial 

flexibility (SME3: “We do those innovative efforts when there is money for that. We 

actually cannot plan projects as we like. [Could you elaborate further on that?] There 

is no stability in our income that would allow us to plan for that. We have some debt 

financing and always have to make sure to maintain future payment ability so that we 

cannot simply take money out for different projects.”).  

In turn, also financial resource constraints hinder the sampled firms to acquire missing 

technical knowledge. As noted above, SMEs have a hard time picking up the technical 

knowledge necessary for their operations due to the lack of sufficient employees with 

technical capabilities. Headhunting specialized employees from consultancies or other 

firms that pool special know-how, however, seems to be an unaffordable alternative 

(SME1: "We cannot afford to hire internal developers as it is too costly.”). 

Consequently, it is also to assume that the acquisition of physical assets related to 

building and exploiting knowledge might constitute a cost-intensive and risky 

endeavour for SMEs (SME3: "We have a lot of ideas for advancing in our industry, 

which is one thing. The other thing is to kick off projects then, which is never for free 

and usually not happening that often [could you elaborate on what costs arise for 

starting new projects and how they are divided?] Yes, simply it starts with the labour 

costs per hour. Employees who are part of the project can not sufficiently follow their 

daily tasks resulting in overtime, which is paid otherwise no one would do that. Then 

we have to collaborate with partners and even pay for prototypes and milestones. It 

cost a lot until we have something which is ready for the market.”).  

5.1.3 Network Orientation 

All our interview partners indicated that with limited financial and human resources, 

they are not able to acquire and build all necessary assets and capabilities for ensuring 

their offering. As a consequence, they rely on third parties that are integrated into the 

firm’s business model as part of the value chain, which take responsibility for additional 

services of the SMEs’ offering. In some cases, this was due to a combination of both, 

not having the financial means in order to acquire the technical equipment, but also 

lacking the employees with necessary skillsets (SME8: “Many of our customers 

demanded specific data recovery services. We couldn’t fulfil this demand as we neither 
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have employees that are skilled nor the necessary technical equipment, which is way 

too expensive for us. So, we partnered up with a data laboratory that could help us in 

this regard and thus established another service pillar, which is now an integral part of 

our offering”). On other cases, financial resource constraints account for the necessity 

to integrate partners into the business model (SME1: “[…], and we have external 

partners on-demand that help us building our client-software, mostly small one-man 

firms and developers. We cannot afford to hire internal developers as it is too costly.”). 

Further examples show that the mere lack of skilled employees is responsible for 

counting on partners (SME4: The IT consultancy is providing us the whole data 

infrastructure as well as digital 3D visualization models […]. This reduced the 

percentage of later change requests enormously. [Why don’t you have these 

capabilities in-house?] We wanted to entice a few of the consultants to us as it would 

provide us even more flexibility but my company here is by far not appealing enough 

for them to switch, I guess also the construction industry is not really fast forward 

enough for someone with that background.”).  

In the course of the collaboration undertakings, it seems that a critical dependency 

exists between the SMEs and their partners, especially in terms of knowledge 

generation and retention. Being responsible for specific elements of the offering, the 

partners dispose over significant knowledge of the underlying business processes 

(SME3: “Our service provider has access to our customized ERP system and collects 

all the customer data and related changes basically in real time. This allows us to really 

have a nearly autonomous relationship as they know what to do directly, without even 

having a meeting. Thus, they can directly approach our customer with new ideas for 

adapting our offering which is invaluable to us.”). Consequently, also other SMEs need 

to focus on those suppliers and partners that already build that knowledge basis 

(SME6: “We have one special supplier, because they also need special knowledge 

and therefore we cannot use more suppliers.”) and consequentially have to integrate 

them into their innovation activities (SME1: “Our partners gave a lot of input during the 

change process, especially as they dispose over the mobile service app and know 

best by themselves how to adapt them to our machinery.”).  
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5.1.4 Size Inherent Effects 

As previously mentioned in Section 3.2.1, the formal definition of an SME inherently 

assumes limited resources in terms of finances and workforce. In this context, the 

resulting firm size itself can pose an additional factor enhancing scarcity-related 

idiosyncrasies in SMEs. 

Two interviewees described having difficulties in negotiating with their supplier due to 

their small size. For instance, the interviewee from SME1 explained the imperative to 

follow the market development in their basic fare as they simply cannot take enough 

raw materials from their suppliers in order to reach discounts. Also, SME8 noted to 

have difficulties in receiving enough components necessary to offer their customer 

services as their supplier decides randomly about what components are released at 

what time. As a consequence, while suppliers also depend to a certain degree on the 

SMEs as customers and build up specialized knowledge, in both of these cases, the 

suppliers still dispose over bigger bargaining power than the SMEs in setting the prices 

as well as for deciding on product availability. 

Lastly, the small size of the sampled SMEs effectuates their overall firm structure, 

which is characterized by small hierarchies (SME2: “I am the CEO but at the end, the 

rest of the team is on the same level and has the voice to propose something new.”; 

SME5: “Instead of giving them [employees] tasks, we encourage our employees to 

meet us on our level to make decisions with us.”). In line with this, communication is 

held rather informally (SME1: “We rather have informal discussions about how far we 

are, when can we do the next step, etc.”), which allows the sampled SMEs to be fast 

in decision-making processes (SME3: “Our meetings are held rather spontaneously 

and then we get things done. You see we are not so many people that it is hard to 

bring everyone at one table.”).  

5.2 Business Model Innovation Approach of SMEs under Resource Scarcity 

Having analysed how resource scarcity shapes the overall setting in which SMEs 

conduct their business operations and innovation activities, our findings further 

suggest several implications for its effects on the actual business model innovation 

approach. These implications concern either structural aspects of the innovation 

process, the actual conduction of the innovation process itself and further, more 
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people-related implications such as company culture and the role of the top 

management concerning the business model innovation process. 

5.2.1 Resource Scarcity Effect on Innovation Process Structure 

Resource scarcity manifests in the SMEs’ current endowments of financial capital, 

human resources or technical expertise critical for running the firm operations as well 

as in their ability for acquiring new assets or employees, which are necessary for 

executing business model innovation activities. Therefore, the interviewed SMEs not 

only expressed that available resources are tied to running the daily business (SME5: 

“It is difficult, because all our resources are used in the daily operations.”) but also that 

they face difficulties in acquiring the required resources for their operations in the first 

place (SME6: “Human resources is one of the most crucial points. Right now, we do 

not find enough experienced and skilled workers to operate the machines.”; SME1: 

“We cannot afford to hire internal developers as it is too costly.”; SME8: “It is really 

hard to find suitable employees that not only bring the knowledge but also soft skills”). 

Consequently, the insufficient resource endowment also affects formal or structural 

components related to the SMEs’ innovation activities. As financial resources are 

limited (SME1: “Every Euro has to be turned.”), SMEs are not able to establish a 

designated department for innovation projects like their large counterparts (SME4: 

“Compared to larger firms, we do not have a whole innovation or business 

development department, because we cannot afford to have it.”), neither are they able 

to provide large innovation budgets (SME2: “We do not have a designated budget yet 

because the plans are not concrete. And we cannot free up resources just like that, 

because that is too risky”). On the other hand, the interviewees also indicated that due 

to their strong focus on differentiation through providing customized offerings in the 

marketplace (SME1: “We focus on a niche market and do a lot of custom work. We 

are the only provider of custom machinery and produce only a few standard products.”; 

SME7: “The customer promise is primarily the freedom and individuality as a big factor 

for our main target customers.”), there also exists a certain need for being innovative 

and coming up with novel solutions to fulfil changing and evolving customer needs 

(SME1: “We need to realize the demands and desires of the actual end-customers 

from our customers. We adapt the hard and software to each demand.”; SME3: “We 

get a lot of special demands from our customers that sometimes go beyond what we 

can actually do. Still, we then try to change things up and find ways to make it work in 
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the future.”). Resulting from this, promising and potentially profitable innovation 

projects from the interviewed SMEs either cannot be performed due to resource 

scarcity (SME8: “We see a lot of potential in the new service innovation. However, 

again we lack the employees [to realize it].”; SME2: “Thinking of new things is therefore 

more difficult, because all our resources are used in the daily operations. With all the 

things, we have going on right now, we do not have any more resources to focus on 

other new ideas as well.”), or they have to overcome tight financial constraints during 

the innovation process (SME1: “Yes we do [put effort into innovation], but extremely 

few financial resources were available, we always had to reach our goal with the 

minimal assets.”).  

While acknowledging the situation of being constrained and limited in terms of firm 

size and resources, the SMEs in our sample also highlight the attained flexibility that 

comes with these circumstances. Being flexible provides speed and agility in fulfilling 

production orders for customers (SME2: “Then we have our extremely flexible 

production which gives us the opportunity to fulfil these special requests.”; SME9: “And 

as we are so small and flexible, we can do that [the production] very fast.”), and in 

implementing innovation projects (SME8: “It was helpful that we were informal and 

flexible in order to simply make the new idea happen.”). Even more so, this flexibility 

is also regarded as a differentiating capability against competitors that can strengthen 

the market position (SME5: “Our strength is in flexibility to produce as fast as possible 

what the customer demands. Other than that, our selling point is quality.”; SME7: “[…], 

I think we are really good when it comes to flexibility. From what we know, this is also 

something that our customers have noticed and appreciate.”). 

5.2.2 Resource Scarcity Effect on Innovation Process Conduction 

Being flexible and agile is further beneficial for the actual innovation efforts, as 

resource scarcity also, directly and indirectly, affects different impulses for pursuing 

innovation that either originate internally or externally to the firm. Firstly, as previously 

explained, due to the SMEs' scarcity-induced competitive orientation in the 

marketplace, perceived customer needs are one of the key sources for driving 

innovation endeavours (SME3: “Customers came to us and demanded extra services 

apart from just the products we offered. In working with them, new problems and 

insights evolved that guided our process [for innovation].”). In some instances, the 
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interviewed SMEs further reported that the proximity to their customers also 

contributed to the actual development of innovations, by taking in customer feedback 

during the process (SME7: “Everything that we perceived offered a high value to 

customers and our profit, was presented to some selected test customers. We asked 

for their feedback and got a lot of input to further develop the idea then.”). 

When reflecting on other external factors that precede innovation projects in their 

companies, the interviewees continued to point out technological advancements and 

industry trends as additional drivers of change. The mentioned trends would include 

“digitalization”, “Industry 4.0” or “sustainability”. While the SMEs in our sample claim 

to be very well able to identify opportunities from these trends (SME3: "Since its 

foundation in the early '70s, our company was among the firsts for introducing new 

products and sell them as long as they are profitable. For us it becomes clear quite 

fast when we have to adapt.”; SME5: “You just have to look for these new 

opportunities, which is something that not many in our industry are able to or not want 

to do.”), being constrained in their resource endowments and ability to acquire new 

resources results in an inability to actually adopt all sought developments through 

innovation projects (SME1: “Yes, what is coming is a higher connectivity, especially in 

the logistic sector we are really lacking behind. These developments are so fast that 

you need people that are with you at the forefront who bring themselves in this 

development and that try to improve existing products with those ideas.”).  

Besides these proactive measures for integrating external influences, innovations can 

also be induced due to the need for reacting on certain issues or problems, in the most 

extreme case unfolding in the form of crises. In our sample, experienced crises traced 

back to macroeconomic or societal developments affecting firm resources or 

mismanagement from former executives, which resulted in financial bankruptcy and 

turnaround situations (SME2: “The old founder was not economically in control of the 

costs which is why the firm had such high losses.”; SME6: “Yes, the general world 

economy was a concern back then, and general risks in an international context. The 

results that these developments have on financials and currencies directly affect our 

business as we operate abroad.”; SME4: “Also, regional and political aspects are 

relevant. Especially since we are lacking skilled employees, this is additionally harmful 

for us to convince new prospects.”). Facing these crises and being able to overcome 

them, was achieved through actively searching for more efficiency in leveraging 
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internal firm resources, which resulted in innovating central elements of their business 

models (SME7: “This was a major effort for us which was not visible to the outside, 

except for us having to change. That meant to develop new software, make changes 

in the product itself, explain and deliver the changes to partners, so they can sell the 

new pricing.”; SME2: “The firm had to be restructured through cost control and new 

ways to compete in a highly competitive market. So, we changed our offering to secure 

new market shares.”; SME1: “But on the other side we had to improve the way we do 

business and lower production costs in order to reach better margins. This was 

possible through restructuring the production.”).   

Since our interviewees lack the structural component of a designated innovation 

department in their companies, the innovation process itself also showcases a lack of 

structure and formality. Instead, projects are characterized by informality and 

incidental innovation activities (SME1: “We rather have informal discussions about 

how far we are, when can we do the next step, etc.”; SME8: “When we meet, we 

discuss certain proposals for improvements or new things but we do not follow specific 

procedures.”; SME4: “We also continue conversations in the cantina instead.”). While 

the progress of innovation efforts is discussed regularly, meetings are held rather 

loose and time plans for the projects are flexibly designed and adapted with different 

milestones (SME6: “We have weekly meetings to present progresses and set goals, 

where occasionally also new ideas are discussed.”; SME9: “We meet regularly with 

the team such as with the engineers or business people and sales agents. As we want 

to be innovative this has to happen regularly.”; SME7: “This is still in progress. We 

plan with “milestones” and implement [the innovation] in "buckets" across our existing 

locations.”). Again, due to a lack and inability to afford employees who are solely 

responsible for innovation, cross-functional teams with employees from different 

departments in the company are assigned to work on innovation projects besides their 

daily duties (SME2: “Those are people from many different functions and everyone in 

our firm has to bring input in other areas as we are a small firm.”; SME4: “We have six 

people from all different areas who are responsible for that [innovation] next to their 

usual tasks.”). However, having these different personal backgrounds and expertise 

involved in innovation projects is perceived beneficial by our interviewed SMEs for 

fostering creativity in the process (SME3: “Our employees have lots of diverse 

backgrounds. They always bring in new perspectives and ideas. […]. We make use of 
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their experiences to extract a lot of value for us [in the innovation projects].”; SME8: 

“We have a lot of lateral entrants in our firm, and I like to have them on board in the 

projects. […] They all really bring their own vibe to the situation and are very 

imaginative about how to proceed.”). Furthermore, it entails that the SMEs require their 

employees to possess a certain flexibility when taking over different responsibilities in 

their daily work simultaneously (SME1: “They were involved and worked for the 

change to implement the new services. Normally, their tasks are in the assembly line, 

but we had no one else to do it.”; SME5: “Manpower is most important, and they have 

to be flexible.”). For our interviewees, this is further perceived to induce reflection in 

employees on their regular tasks, as innovative efforts and thoughts accompany their 

daily work (SME3: “The overall result is better if people are involved. Some even 

continued thinking in their private time.”; SME9: “We have our employees at a point 

that if they are facing any kind of issues, they are immediately reflecting about why we 

are actually doing something that way and whether or not this could be improved.”). 

Resulting from this, the innovation projects themselves focus on experimenting with 

new offerings for service or products or opening up new customer segments, thereby 

also experimenting with new or adapted business model configurations (SME6: “Yes, 

we experiment with a different kind of machinery and services, some of which we 

rejected again by now. Ultimately, when the customer is not satisfied with the for us 

new technologies, this leads to problems.”). 

Moving on, resource scarcity yet also causes the imperative for our interviewed SMEs 

to rely on external partners in the innovation process. To begin with, external partners 

are involved to provide certain resources that are lacking and would otherwise inhibit 

the realization of the innovation projects. This could be required technical expertise 

and employees, as well as critical knowledge that is based on long experience (SME1: 

“There is an absolute dependency to those external developers as they build the new 

software for us”; SME6: “Yes, because we want to keep technological leadership, we 

collaborate for R&D efforts in that area with our partners to achieve new innovations.”; 

SME4: “Here you have to be careful as well, because we do not have the options to 

rely on other partners, which can cause delays in our projects. […], because this 

special know-how is required, we cannot give it to other firms, there is years-long 

experience behind it.”). In less drastic cases, external partners are leveraged for 

exchanging knowledge and insights to extend innovation inputs or facilitate the 
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progress of innovative undertakings (SME9: “And then we also partner up with 

universities, which help us a lot with ideas for future technologies and market 

undertakings.”; SME7: “This is a very long process. First, we had to identify the need 

with the help from our partner. […]. Together with an external consultancy we 

conducted market research [for that].”). Due to this reliance and dependency on their 

partner network, the SMEs in our sample therefore strive to establish and maintain a 

high level of mutual trust with their partners and also expect a certain level of standards 

regarding quality and reliability in their relationships (SME8: “We also expect a lot from 

them, but we don’t tie them though contracts but rather rely on a confident basis with 

them.”; SME5: “We are good networkers. We rely on our partners. Hence, we always 

look for those partners that have a good level of demand on themselves. We expect 

high standards from ourselves and do not compromise with our partners as well.”). 

The collaborative efforts with universities of three of the sampled SMEs allow them to 

benefit from state-of-the-art knowledge transfer (SME2: "we regularly involve a course 

from a neighbouring university through in our innovation project work. Student teams 

work on trends we identified as part of their coursework and provide us with really 

good solutions on how to approach them […] sometimes their papers build the basis 

for further meetings for us”). Thereby, the SMEs benefit from this knowledge transfer 

without needing to raise financial resources (SME4: “we closely collaborate with an 

engineering professor and his students from the state university. They have great tools 

and methods based on state of the art research that we can use and try for free while 

allowing them to conduct studies with us. I think this is better than having expensive 

industry experts that cost us a fortune”). Further, these collaborations also allow to 

experiment and test new technologies for the business model that would otherwise not 

have been possible based on existing knowledge and skills in the firm (SME4: “This 

gives us totally new perspectives on new technologies and their applications for our 

machinery.”). 

5.2.3 Resource Scarcity Effect on Company Culture and Top Management 

Apart from structural and process-related effects, resource scarcity also yields 

implications for people-related facets of business model innovation in SMEs, such as 

the role of top management or the nurtured culture in the company.  



 61 

Concerning the role of the CEO or other top managers, the absence of designated 

employees or departments for innovation leads to a strong involvement from executive 

positions into business model innovation affecting activities. In our interviewed SMEs, 

members of the top management team hold the responsibility over innovation projects 

of all kinds (SME9: “I [CEO] am responsible for the development and ongoing 

innovation projects.”; SME8: “I [Executive] was responsible for the conducted changes 

when we implemented the new service.”). This also contributes to an explanation of 

why innovation strategies and procedures are not formalized in any way, as top 

managers do not delegate the responsibilities for the process to subordinates but 

rather remain responsible by themselves. Therefore, it is also the case that innovation 

endeavours are initiated by executives, who then appoint designated employees from 

the current workforce for working along with them on the project (SME1: “Many 

impulses came from myself, but you need people that help you along the way”; SME7: 

“First we identified the need through the input from our complaining partners. Speaking 

of "we", I mean the top management level. […] Next, a project team and meeting plan 

with me were set up.”). Thereby, we perceive that the small firm size and inherent flat 

hierarchies accelerate this initiation process (SME3: “our employees usually approach 

me or sometimes the CEO directly with new concepts and ideas and we directly take 

on from that”). 

Due to being detached from daily operations and possessing a more holistic view over 

the whole firms’ operations, the top management is able to identify opportunities that 

are based on innovating whole components or sub-systems of the underlying business 

model’s of the firms. During the innovation projects, the executives in our interviewed 

SMEs are active drivers for the progression of the projects, as they bear the decision-

making power in the process (SME3: “We is, of course, our whole company. Our top 

management team, however, are the ones who decide how to proceed in these 

projects."; SME7: “Yes, until this fall, we [the top management] want to decide whether 

to further pursue this topic or not.”). Moreover, stemming from their personal 

involvement, top managers develop an ambition for succeeding with their projects, 

which can further influence the respective results.  

Holding a leading role in SMEs in addition to their immediate involvement in the 

innovation activities, the top managers also strongly contribute and shape the 

company culture when it comes to innovation. By being personally involved in 
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innovation projects, top managers can adapt their leadership style to exemplify the 

behaviour they intend to establish and act as role models for the cultural values they 

promote (SME5: “I always said we should have a sewing company integrated. 

Therefore, I decided to try out new things which after a while also brought the rest of 

the firm on board.”; SME3: “Personally, I try to adapt my leadership style, by rather 

focusing on competencies instead of hierarchical levels. This is very important for 

everyone to feel respected and valued.”). Leading motives in our sampled SMEs’ 

culture, such as the willingness to innovate and self-perception of being innovators, 

are results of their competitive orientation and also visible to external parties like 

competition and customers (SME1: “We are really innovative as we offer solutions 

such as personalization and customization that competing firms simply don’t have and 

we are closer to each customer as any other supplier.”; SME5: “Since then we are 

renowned as the innovator of our branch.”). 

 Because of their size, cultural values are also easier to impart among hierarchical 

levels and employees in the SMEs. In line with that, central objectives of the company 

culture aim to increase the contribution and involvement of employees to innovation 

projects and are directly concerned with the personal development of employees. To 

begin with, this can be aspects related to increasing employee commitment and 

motivation for succeeding with innovative efforts besides their job. Therefore, financial 

and non-financial incentives are provided to attract and satisfy new and existing 

employees and increase their affiliation with the firm (SME2: “I want to share the profits 

as this has a higher motivation effect on the employees.”; SME4: “Also we introduced 

more employee incentives, such as a cantina, pension schemes, employee bicycles. 

We also hold regular company events and trips.”). Moreover, SME5 and SME9 in our 

sample also attempted to promote a higher purpose for their operations by 

implementing CSR initiatives among all levels of the company. As a consequence, the 

interviewees perceived CSR initiatives to be a strong contributor for increased 

employee performance and for facilitating creative thinking towards new solutions 

(SME5: “Since 2012, we discussed that there will be a debate about sustainability in 

the future, which is why we need to do something different. […] Having this in mind, 

they [employees] got really creative in coming up with solutions. For example, we 

upcycle products now.”; SME9: “It has to be rewarding to have goals for everyone. So 

again, culture is really important. Making money is not in the focus. Therefore, we 
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support a non-profit foundation that helps to build fountains in Africa. Especially young 

people are looking for a reason to work for us, something behind the mere profit. And 

since we do that, our employees are more motivated to work and also do even more 

sales contracts with clients.”). 

Another central cultural aspect is the promotion and fostering of employee 

empowerment and autonomy, which was emphasized throughout our conducted 

interviews. While being short of enough skilled workers, the available employees were 

thus handed responsibilities for multiple tasks including innovation initiatives, however, 

without imposing certain restrictions on how they actually shall proceed for their 

fulfilment (SME1: “We rather have people that are traditionally not suited for the 

company but really enthuse us with their ideas and bring the company forward on their 

own when offering them the responsibilities [over different tasks].”; SME5: “If we lead 

them instead of dictating them tasks, we leverage their ambitions and gain a lot from 

that.”). On top of that, employees are challenged to be self-critical and reflective about 

their doings and question current procedures and requirements they deem not to be 

efficient or valuable. Hence challenging the status quo and the development of 

solution-oriented work methods are facilitated and also at some point expected from 

employees down the line (SME3: “What differentiates us, is that we are very self-

critical. We always question ourselves on a daily basis.”; SME5: “Basically it is part of 

our daily business. Our reason for being is that we constantly develop ourselves. 

Without evolving, we would disappear from the market.”; SME7: “It is strongly rooted 

in our company culture, so that it is just normal for everyone to think about innovations. 

[…], to get to this point took almost four years, but now it has become normal for 

them.”). This involvement of employees is further emphasized by the flat hierarchies 

and informal communication channels, that facilitate employees to initiate innovation 

activities that are usually driven by the top management. It also supports the agility 

towards dealing with ideas (SME2: “if employees have new ideas, they directly 

approach me, and we immediately dive into discussions. So, when I like the idea, we 

can then approach the production guys even within the same hour if we like to get 

quick feedback and kick-start new ideas the next day”). 

This notion further contributes to the dimension of learning in the SMEs’ company 

culture. By suffering from scarcity in their resource endowments, innovation projects 

are carefully assessed as they may constitute a significant risk that can affect the 
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overall economic activity and competitiveness of the firm (SME6: “So we start with a 

large collection of ideas, of which we neglect most of them due to not being financially 

viable for us. Next, we tried to categorize them according to our own developed criteria 

matrix, e.g how realistic, how expensive, what do we need for them.”; SME4: “During 

assessments, we also look at it from a financial side and think about pricing models or 

similar.”). Consequently, the interviewed SMEs are also strongly focused on avoiding 

mistakes in the process and learn from mistakes that have been made in the past to 

avoid their repetition. Moreover, constant adaptation resulting from the strong focus 

on complying with changing customer needs, further facilitates a learning process and 

increases experience that leads to the development of certain routines. In this turn, 

experienced and long-involved executives of the interviewed SMEs’ are also 

supporting this learning culture by providing and conveying their experience and 

knowledge through trainings and employee coaching (SME5: “Yes, they [employees] 

get trained, coached and introduced to the processes depending on the different 

departments they are working in.”; SME3: “We rely on our top management for 

coaching. They should therefore also improve in teaching subordinates.”).  

5.3 Integration in Business Model Innovation Research Model 

In the course of analysing our findings, we have so far elaborated on surfacing 

connections, dependencies and contingencies between distinct aspects that shape 

the context and characterize the influence of resource scarcity on the conditions for 

conducting business model innovation in SMEs. These were identified through the 

analysis of our interviewees’ responses.  

The conditions for conducting business model innovation, as we defined in Section 

2.2, are composed of antecedents and moderators in the business model innovation 

process. As previously explained in Section 3.2.1, the actual conduction of business 

model innovation was not part of the criteria we applied for our sampling. This is due 

to the fact that both antecedents and moderators manifest independently from the 

business model innovation conduction itself, but rather depend and emerge from the 

idiosyncrasies of the SME context. In the following, we will integrate the obtained 

insights from the previous sections into the conceptualizations of antecedents and 

moderators from the business model innovation research model (Figure 3) that was 

first introduced in Section 2.4. At this point, it is important to notice that we do not claim 
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to have identified all influences of resource scarcity on different antecedents and 

moderators in the business model innovation process. Rather, there most certainly 

exist additional influences, which we did not uncover within the scope of this study. 

Therefore, we provide insights and extend the understanding of this effect in line with 

the obtained findings resulting from our sampled SMEs. Hence, we again 

acknowledge that these findings are contingent on the perspectives and subjective 

judgements from our sampled firms, which is in line with our adopted social 

constructionist epistemology. 

 
Figure 4: Resource Scarcity in Business Model Innovation Research Model 

Adapted from: Foss, N. J., & Saebi, T. (2017). Fifteen years of research on business model innovation: how far 
have we come, and where should we go? Journal of Management, 43(1), 200-227. 

5.3.1 Antecedents 

Our analysis reveals that particularly scarcity in human and financial resources affect 

the antecedents of business model innovation. The interference of resource scarcity 

on antecedents for business model innovation differs between their origin within the 

external or internal firm environment. Looking at the external environment, resource 

scarcity does not influence the character of the antecedents themselves. Rather, it 

changes their manifestation to SMEs as posing external opportunities or threats. On 

the contrary, concerning the internal firm environment, resource scarcity can, in fact, 

lead to the emergence of opportunities and threats, respectively. The identified 
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antecedents that are affected by resource scarcity, and were found within the scope 

of our study, are illustrated in Figure 5. 

Due to their resource constraints, our sampled SMEs find it difficult to exploit external 

developments that provide opportunities but also threats as triggers for engaging in 

business model innovation. As referred to in Section 5.2.2, this can be technological 

developments as for instance, advancements in the trend of digitalization. The lack of 

skilled employees as well as related technical expertise and critical knowledge results 

in SMEs missing required capabilities to react upon those developments, which would 

allow them to adapt or improve their business model to these trends. Additionally, 

financial resource scarcity reinforces this inability as SMEs struggle to afford 

headhunting workforce holding the necessary competences and further find it difficult 

to acquire accompanying assets that would be necessary to exploit those technical 

developments. Also, following both financial and human resource constraints, SMEs 

are not able to build innovation departments that pool competences and develop 

specific capabilities to screen the market environment for promising advancements. 

As a consequence, resource scarcity changes the connotation of new technologies for 

SMEs as a starting point for business model innovation. Therefore, opportunities 

through external developments turn into threats for SMEs, as they might not keep up 

with the changing industry and thus suffer a disadvantage compared to competitors 

who manage to adapt their business model to those developments. Thus, the inability 

to react on external advancements might force SMEs to orientate towards other means 

for business model innovation.  

Based on difficulties in exploiting on external developments for business model 

innovation, the sampled SMEs are pressured to focus on opportunities arising from 

internal developments. Therefore, SMEs build an internal culture that enhances the 

motivation of employees to find ways on how to improve the firm based on available 

resources. Through empowerment and autonomy, employees are encouraged to 

make “innovation” part of their daily tasks and continuingly reflect on the current 

business model. In this way, the firms strive to implement solution-oriented work 

methods that aim at improving the business model through a reconfiguring approach 

of the existent resource base rather than aiming at implementing solutions requiring 

the acquisition of new resources first. 
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Figure 5: Antecedents to Business Model Innovation 

As a result, these regular attempts on improving the existing resource base constitute 

an internal opportunity and thus, an antecedent to business model innovation. 

Lastly, the small resource endowment requires SMEs to collaborate with external 

partners. They provide additional services that extend the SME’s offering or add 

missing resources that are required to realize the business model. Thereby, external 
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partners are an important component of the SME’s business model itself, often 

responsible for providing the technical expertise needed for the development of 

software components or applications. Throughout the collaboration, partners build 

essential knowledge about the SMEs offering, their demands and respective 

customers. Hence, they become an important initiator when it comes to improving the 

existing business model through new software updates or additional services for 

changing customer needs. Consequentially, the collaboration with external partners 

poses an internal opportunity and thus antecedent to business model innovation that 

is affected by the SMEs' resource-scarce setting.  

At the same time, however, long-term collaboration with external partners increases 

the dependency to them as they build significant knowledge that we assume to be 

critical to the SMEs business model success, particularly as SMEs rely upon 

collaboration efforts. Accordingly, SMEs can experience a decreasing bargaining 

power towards their partners in later stages of their collaboration, leading to 

dependencies on their network partners. This, in turn, provides the beginning point to 

engage in new business model innovation activities as to again become free from the 

dependency. Resulting, the SMEs network dependency poses an internal threat and 

therefore, antecedent to business model innovation. 

5.3.2 Moderators 

Moderating factors in the business model innovation process for SMEs that we are 

investigating under resource scarcity are either concerned with facets that comprise 

the overall firm level or circumstances that appear on smaller, individual micro-levels. 

The occurrences or processes that are moderated are the transition from antecedents 

to the actual business model innovation conduction, as well as the translation of the 

business model innovation activities to their respective outcomes. Resulting from our 

analysis, we can extract several effects of resource scarcity on the different 

moderating factors concerning both of the above-mentioned levels of perspective. 

Figure 6 provides visualizations of the derived effects, which yet again only constitute 

the multitude of effects that we were able to identify within the scope of our study. 

Looking at the first identified effect and as we elaborated in the previous section, 

resource scarcity affects the involvement and participation of top managers in 

innovation projects. Resulting from a lack of employees or whole departments that 
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SMEs could afford to dispense solely for innovation endeavours, top managers do not 

delegate the innovation-related responsibility to subordinates and rather make it part 

of their own accountability to identify and initiate innovation opportunities and projects. 

Therefore, this behaviour and the personal ambition and motivation of the top 

managers moderate the emergence of business model innovation activities from 

respective antecedents. Lacking the mentioned resources, it can be assumed that the 

SMEs’ top managers interpret their role more actively in this context. Yet, also during 

the business model innovation projects themselves, which then involve project teams 

consisting of different employees of the firms, it is the allocated importance and 

dedication of the executives that stipulate the progression of the projects, as the 

decision-making authority still lies within the top management. Thus, also the relation 

between business model innovation activities and their outcomes is moderated by the 

SMEs top managers’ involvement in the undertakings, as the absence of other 

decision-making bodies hinders an independent continuation. 

 Examining another aspect, resource scarcity also affects the development and 

characteristics of the company culture in SMEs and their respective approach or 

process to innovation. Regarding the innovation process, scarcity in human and 

financial resources entails the absence of an innovation department or designated 

technically-skilled employees for innovation efforts. Therefore, employees from other 

departments have to be flexible in taking over multiple tasks and working in cross-

functional teams on innovation projects, which provides them with insights into 

different work areas and operations of their companies. The company culture, on the 

other hand, stands out through promoting empowerment and autonomy of employees, 

as well as demanding personal reflection and challenging of current tasks and 

processes. Taken together, these factors bring forth empowered employees who are 

able to more holistically reflect on operations and procedures in the company, due to 

their involvement in different functions and work areas providing them knowledge and 

understanding about the interplay of distinct business model elements.  
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Figure 6: Moderators to Business Model Innovation 

Legend: A = Antecedents  BMI = Business Model Innovation  O = Outcomes 
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Empowered employees are, therefore, able to leverage their developed knowledge 

and perspective for identifying potential opportunities for business model innovation 

activities, hence moderating the relation from antecedents to business model 

innovation conduction. 

In another turn, the competitive orientation of SMEs is also influenced by resource 

scarcity. As previously examined, this entails that SMEs focus on niche market 

segments and differentiate through quality and a high degree of customization to 

satisfy and adapt to changing customer needs in highly competitive and price-sensitive 

markets. Operating under tight financial constraints and with few employees, while still 

being forced to reinvent and innovate in line with customer needs, causes a strong 

impetus for being flexible and constantly adapting to change. Consequently, this need 

for adaptation and implementing new developments in products, processes or 

structures inhibits the extent of organizational inertia among employees in SMEs. As 

innovation and being flexible are inherent to the regular firm operations and necessary 

for fulfilling highly customized demands, change initiatives are not perceived as 

threatening towards current situations. Instead, they are perceived as natural 

evolvements for securing and extending competitive positions in the market. Hence, 

not having to overcome internal resistance to change initiatives among employees 

influences the conduction and progression of business model innovations, which is 

depicted as the relationship between business model innovation activities and their 

respective outcomes. 

The collaboration with partners due to SMEs’ lack of employees and technical 

expertise delineates another moderator for business model innovation. As previously 

elaborated, partner firms can provide additional resources and technical expertise, 

which we assume to be developed on a long-term relationship basis. Portraying a 

distinct element of the focal firms’ business model, the SMEs’ partners can moderate 

the initiation to conduct business model innovation, as their disparate expertise allows 

for additional screening of external opportunities arising from technology respective 

technological trends from their perspective. Concurrently, they also moderate the 

translation to outcomes of business model innovation activities, as they are capable 

to experiment and provide own input on new technologies in respect to developing 

new products and services. In this way, the partners can both improve their own 

contribution to but also the SMEs’ business model itself.  
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5.4 Extending the Existing Literature 

In line with our exploratory research purpose, we intend to address gaps and 

contribute to the existing literature body related to our study’s focus. Therefore, we 

provide a discussion about contributions, extensions and possible contradictions of 

our findings and analysis results related to the existing knowledge base on the RBV 

and resource scarcity, as well as business model innovation and the SME context.  

As we found out through the analysis of our collected interview data, SMEs tend to 

position themselves in niche market segments and differentiate through high degrees 

of customization and personalized offerings to customer demands, as well as through 

attributes such as quality and reliability to achieve a competitive advantage. Thereby, 

deployed and available resources in the firm are used to realize these personalized 

solutions and satisfy customer needs. This is in line with the results from Bambenger 

(1989) and O’Donnell et al. (2002), who found that the customer-centricity of SMEs 

implies that resources intended for fulfilling this purpose are most critical for the 

respective firm’s success. By providing customization, quality and reliability, SMEs are 

then able to achieve high levels of customer lifetime value and loyalty, which in turn 

translate into a competitive advantage (Bambenger, 1989; O’Donnell et al., 2012).  

Among the different resource dimensions, human and financial resources are primarily 

considered to be critical for the firm operations, while at the same time being most 

scarce in SMEs (Bamberg, 1989; Garengo et al., 2005; Löfqvist, 2011; Simpson et al., 

2004). With the results from our analysis we can generally confirm this notion, 

however, with the addition, that SMEs in our sample were not concerned with overall 

scarcity of human resources, but more specifically with scarcity in employees 

possessing the appropriate set of skills and expertise. This includes not only technical 

knowledge but also softer skills related to sharing specific values or motivation and 

commitment to the firm. 

An additional implication occurring in the literature that results from this notion is that 

the lack of suitable human resources leads to the obligation for existing employees to 

take over several functions and tasks as part of their daily work. Consequently, 

according to Garengo et al. (2005), being responsible for multiple tasks reduces the 

employees’ ability and availability to participate in innovation activities related to further 

developing the firm. The obtained results from our analysis suggest an alternative line 
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of thought related to business model innovation. While employees do have to take 

over different responsibilities and tasks, also comprising innovation projects, this 

simultaneously enhances their knowledge and understanding of the overall firm 

operations. Further supported by the distinct company culture that promotes 

empowerment and reflection, this, in turn, leads to employees being able to identify 

opportunities for improvements and change in the current business model respective 

existing resource base. Thereby, employees contribute to the emergence of business 

model innovation opportunities related to the firm’s business model and its underlying 

elements and architecture.  

Several scholars suggest that SMEs engage in business model innovation activities 

primarily as a reaction to macro-economic developments or technological 

advancements (Arbussa et al., 2017; Damanpour, 2010; Demil & Lecocq, 2010; Halme 

& Korpela, 2014; Marolt et al., 2016; Schneider & Spieth, 2013). Adding to that, our 

derived results further indicate that input from customers is another important source 

of potential opportunities for business model innovation. Due to their strong customer 

focus, resulting in close relationships and frequent communication between both 

parties, customer input can initiate and drive innovation endeavours in SMEs, that are 

related to providing newly requested products or services, as well as changes in the 

current processes for handling customer inquiries. While external developments still 

pose a common source for opportunities or threats that induce innovation activities, 

Hadjimanolis (2000) suggests that even if SMEs intend to act on and exploit identified 

opportunities, they lack and are unable to afford the physical assets that are required 

to integrate the external development through innovation efforts. The obtained results 

from our analysis highlight that SMEs attempt to circumvent this constraint by relying 

on external partners. Thereby, instead of resigning to the instance of not being able to 

afford necessary resources or assets, SMEs nurture and leverage close relationships 

with other firms that enable to integrate external developments into their value offering 

through their partner network, as a part of their overall business model. 

Looking on the conceptualization of the business model innovation process, and as 

we also elaborated in the previous analysis, the strong reliance and dependency of 

SMEs on partnerships and collaborations in their network can be added to the 

aforementioned dimensions of internal opportunities and internal threats for SMEs. 

Due to their scarce resource endowments, SMEs resort to external partners for parts 
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of their value offering. As part of the focal business model, the firm’s network enables 

to leverage knowledge and capabilities of the partnering companies and thereby 

constitutes an internal opportunity. Yet, it can also cause a strong dependency on 

mentioned partners that can translate into an internal threat when too many critical 

resources or capabilities are tied to those partners.  

Lastly, the obtained results from our analysis lead to suggest that SMEs put a strong 

emphasis on their company’s culture as a moderating factor in the business model 

innovation process. While SMEs lack designated employees or a department for 

innovation, they have incorporated innovation as an integral part into their company 

culture and strive to spark a willingness to innovate among all employees. Therefore, 

the promoted cultural values aim at increasing employee commitment and motivation 

related to innovation activities, as well as empowering employees and providing 

autonomy to facilitate understanding and vision for identifying business model 

innovation inducing opportunities in the firms’ operations. This goes in line with Bock 

et al. (2012), who regard creativity-promoting company cultures as a means to 

increase acceptance and openness towards business model innovations. By further 

promoting a culture of learning from past innovation projects and mistakes, SMEs set 

the conditions for increasing the ability to continuously conduct business model 

innovation in the future (Sosna et al., 2012). 
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6. Conclusion 

In this chapter, we conclude on the derived findings and analysis of our obtained data. 

Therefore, we provide a brief summary of the conducted study before elaborating on 

the contributions towards fulfilling our purpose and answering the research questions. 

6.1 Summary 

The present thesis examined the effect of resource scarcity on the conditions for 

conducting business model innovation in the context of SMEs. After introducing the 

topic, a discussion of the identified problem led towards the formulation of our research 

purpose and questions. Based on this research purpose, we conducted a thorough 

and critical review of the existing literature to provide a frame of reference for our study. 

In the course of this, we introduced and defined the concepts of business model and 

business model innovation and provided a research model to serve as an orientation 

point throughout our study. Moreover, we derived the concept of resource scarcity 

stemming from the resource-based view literature and put resource scarcity and 

business model innovation in the context of SMEs. Concluding this chapter of our 

thesis, we pointed out gaps in the existing literature body to substantiate our research 

purpose.  

Next, we laid out our adopted research methods. Therefore, we argued for our 

philosophical positions related to a relativistic ontology and social constructionist 

epistemology and the chosen inductive research approach. Subsequently, we 

elaborated on our chosen qualitative research strategy that follows an exploratory 

purpose and leverages semi-structured interviews for data collection. The exact 

procedures for data collection with regards to the adopted purposive sampling strategy 

and applied techniques during the interview conduction were introduced and explained 

accordingly. Furthermore, the chosen analysis method of content analysis for 

analyzing the obtained interview data was described, and a detailed report of the 

actual analysis conduction was crafted. Ultimately, we also discussed the ethical 

considerations that were relevant throughout the course of our research process and 

the measures that were taken to ensure the overall trustworthiness of our study.  

Having conducted the content analysis, we proceeded to present our findings that 

emerged from the data by illustrating the derived categories and their hierarchy in a 
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tree diagram and outlining them accordingly. The subsequent analysis then 

showcased the interpretations and meanings we derived from the findings by first 

highlighting contextual influences of resource scarcity on SMEs, before elaborating on 

specific implications related to the business model innovation process. Following that 

and in line with providing answers to our distinct research questions, we provide 

illustrations and explanations about the specific effects of resource scarcity on 

antecedents and moderators in the business model innovation process and lastly 

discuss our analysis in light of the existing literature and knowledge state. Here, we 

specify confirming aspects, as well as extensions and newly developed views on the 

concepts.  

6.2 Contributions Related to Research Purpose and Questions 

Concluding on the conducted analysis and discussion of our obtained empirical 

findings, we intend to provide answers to the posed research questions of our study 

as well as contribute to the overall purpose of the research.  

Aiming to explore how the conditions for SMEs to conduct business model innovation 

are affected by resource scarcity, we were able to gain deep insights into the setting 

and contextual factors under which SMEs operate and thus also are able to innovate 

their business model albeit resource scarcity. In the course of this, we laid out the 

SMEs’ competitive orientation and their resource endowment, as well as their 

engagement with external partner networks and further effects related to their firm 

size. Lacking the resources and size to compete with large firms through quantities or 

price, SMEs rather focus on serving niche market offerings that are strongly concerned 

with providing customized solutions. In doing so, SMEs maintain a close relationship 

and focus on their customers and differentiate by means such as quality, reliability or 

technological leadership through innovation. Looking on their resource endowments, 

SMEs foremost suffer from scarcity in human and financial resources, while 

specifically related to employees possessing appropriate expertise and skills, as well 

as affording new structures or assets to integrate technological advancements through 

innovative endeavours. To compensate for these constraints, SMEs put a strong 

emphasis on collaborations with external partners in their network. In doing so, SMEs 

rely on their partners to take over parts of their value creation process or leverage 

them to extend their own value offering. Tying part of their offerings and responsibilities 
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onto external partners causes SMEs to build up and nurture strong relationships with 

their partner network that are based on mutual trust. On the other hand, however, this 

reliance also causes a strong dependency on said partners in order to fulfil the SMEs’ 

value proposition and thus ultimately realize their business model. 

Related to answering our first research question, the strong involvement with their 

partner network resulting from the lack of own resources can turn out as both, an 

internal opportunity through collaboration or an internal threat of dependency for the 

SMEs, thereby emerging as an antecedent to the business model innovation process. 

Another influence of resource scarcity on antecedents in the business model 

innovation process is related to the SME’s conception of external developments, which 

arise from technological advancements or emerging trends within the industry. Lacking 

human, financial or knowledge resources to react upon these developments and 

integrate them into the own business models, can cause originally external 

opportunities to turn into an external threat of being unable to keep up with 

technological progress and adapting competitors. This instance further pressures 

SMEs to increase their efforts in searching for internal opportunities, such as more 

efficient resource utilization. This is also supported by the SMEs’ company culture that 

facilitates innovative behaviour and promotes employees to challenge the status quo 

of the business model on a daily basis. 

Striving to answer our second research question, moderating factors in the business 

model innovation process are influenced by resource scarcity on the individual as well 

as overall firm level. First, the involvement of top managers in the business model 

innovation process not only affects the initiation of business model innovation activities 

but also their progression towards generating respective outcomes. Due to lacking 

specific employees or whole departments dealing with innovation activities, top 

managers perceive it as part of their responsibility to induce change projects through 

opportunity identification and the pursuit of innovative endeavours. In the course of 

this, they appoint employees from different areas to support their work on these 

projects besides their regular tasks, while still keeping the necessary decision-making 

authority for progression of the projects among the executive level. Yet, the innovation-

focused company culture, as well as the lacking structural components in the SMEs' 

innovation efforts, also bring forth empowered employees. Obligated to take over 

multiple tasks in the firm, employees get to know different facets and processes of the 
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SMEs' operations, which provides them with a more holistic and integrated view over 

the different elements of the company's business model. In turn, they develop the 

ability and experience encouragement for identifying business model innovation-

inducing opportunities and threats in the firms' operations. Furthermore, the 

aforementioned competitive orientation, with its strong focus on providing benefits to 

the customer and satisfying their needs, leads to constant adaptations and changes 

in line with the evolving customer demands. Hence, the impetus to change is 

perceived as a natural part of the SMEs operations, therefore inhibiting the emergence 

of inertia among employees towards pursuing business model innovating initiatives. 

Lastly, due to the constrained resource endowment, SMEs rely on collaboration with 

external partners who provide additional expertise. These partners delineate another 

moderating factor for the identification and initiation of business model innovation 

activities, as well as for their respective translation into outcomes. While being a part 

of the focal firm’s business model, collaborating firms possess their own distinct ability 

to identify opportunities or threats in the external environment and further can 

contribute to their respective exploitation.  

Once again, we want to emphasize, that we do not claim to have identified every 

possible effect of resource scarcity on antecedents or moderators in the business 

model innovation process in SMEs, but rather that the above-mentioned aspects 

represent the multitude of effects that we derived through the analysis within the scope 

of our study. 
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7. Practical Implications 

This paragraph debates two practical implications that result from our findings, 

analysis and discussion. 

In this paper, we explored how conditions in SMEs for doing business model 

innovation are affected by resource scarcity and size inherent factors. Our study 

shows that resource constraints influence the manner how SMEs approach and deal 

with antecedents to business model innovation. Besides, we substantiate that 

resource scarcity impacts the configuration of moderators to business model 

innovation and affects to which extent moderators influence the process and outcomes 

of business model innovation. In doing so, we gained insights on how the sampled 

SMEs react to antecedents as well as configured moderators despite their scarce 

resource endowment. 

Based upon this, we aim to give two practical implications to managers in SMEs that 

suffer from resource scarcity, that we perceive as being favourable in approaching 

business model innovation and related conditions, being antecedents and moderators.  

7.1 Establish a Culture of Empowerment and Autonomy  

We presented in our analysis that SMEs show difficulties in exploiting external 

opportunities that pose initiators to business model innovation. Reason is that 

employees with the required technical skillsets are missing and the SMEs fail to afford 

required complementary assets, to implement, for example, new technologies. As a 

consequence, they have to focus on internal developments as opportunities for 

improving their business model, such as improving internal processes or the use of 

existing resources. In order to facilitate the ability to detect internal opportunities, 

existing employees have to be more actively involved in searching for business model 

improvements. Therefore, we suggest creating a culture of empowerment and 

autonomy. Through empowerment, we contemplate employees to engage in solution-

oriented thinking and develop a workflow of active searching for improvements to the 

existing operations. Such a workflow could be established through regular meetings 

or by inviting employees to propose their own ideas for the benefit of the firm. Providing 

them with autonomy through including them in the decision-making processes 

enhances their motivation to participate in the company's innovation efforts. As noted 
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above, our study shows that empowered employees are then able to leverage their 

developed knowledge and perspective for identifying potential opportunities for 

business model innovation. Hence, they are able to contribute to the initiation of 

change projects from internal opportunities and threats, which constitute antecedents 

in the business model innovation process. With appropriate autonomy, employees will 

do that more independently from the top management and integrate such undertakings 

into their daily work, which allows for a constant reflection on the focal firm’s business 

model. In this context, informal communication, as well as flat hierarchies, prove to 

support this culture, as employees talk more openly with each other and towards the 

top management about potential improvements. 

7.2. Establish Collaboration with Educational Institutions 

Our study found that SMEs balance missing technical knowledge as well as assets for 

their offering through successful collaboration with external partners. Consequently, 

those partners constitute an important part of the SMEs business model as they 

otherwise could not compile their offering solely due to their resource constraints.  

These collaborations allow SMEs to react upon external opportunities and threats as 

well as constitute an internal opportunity themselves, both as initiating factors for 

business model innovation. However, with intensified collaboration, the dependency 

from partners can increase and subsequently pose another threat demanding to 

change the business model again. As found in our study, some SMEs engage in 

collaborative efforts with universities to benefit from knowledge transfer as well as the 

experimentation with technologies, which would not have been possible based on 

existing knowledge and financial resources.  

Acknowledging the need to collaborate with external partners as given for resource-

scarce SMEs, we propose to expand collaborative endeavours with universities in 

addition to existing partners due to the following reasons. Firstly, our sample showed 

that university collaboration grants SMEs access to state-of-the-art knowledge for the 

purpose of knowledge transfer. Also, universities have the methods and capacities to 

experiment with new technological advancements that might pose a threat to SMEs 

as they cannot adopt to them otherwise. Consequently, university collaboration can 

help SMEs in turning threats into opportunities as antecedents to business model 

innovation activities. Secondly, those collaboration efforts are cost-effective as 
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universities benefit from knowledge transfer into practice and do not demand financial 

contributions. Thirdly, collaboration with universities enables for better access to 

candidates, which allows SMEs to fight their scarcity regarding employees with 

technical skills. This can be in the form of courses or projects that tie candidates to the 

company. However, our sample also showed that SMEs face difficulties in attracting 

young candidates in general. Hence, they have to focus on different means that raise 

the attractiveness of the SMEs as an employer in the course of the collaboration 

efforts. Finally, the SMEs do not face a lack of bargaining power towards the 

universities as the collaboration is based on non-financial mutual interests. 
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8. Limitations  

This chapter acknowledges the limitations of our research. 

In order to provide full transparency as well as authenticity for our research, we 

address and elaborate on limitations that we perceive subject to our thesis.  

Firstly, in line with the purpose of our study, we aimed to increase the understanding 

of how resource scarcity affects antecedents and moderators of the business model 

innovation process in SMEs. Therefore, we conducted a qualitative exploratory study. 

In the course of this, it must be noted that although our outcomes can contribute to 

existing theory through generalizations in regard to theoretical foundations, they 

cannot be used to draw significant statistical inferences on whole populations as it 

would be possible through quantitative studies (Battaglia, 2011; Saunders et al., 

2009). 

Secondly, this study faces time-related limitations. Being limited in terms of time 

available to conduct our study, we were only able to conduct in total nine interviews. 

Hence, we do not claim to have reached data saturation and face limitations in the 

amount of data available to base on our findings and outcome of the study. 

Subsequently, it cannot be ruled out that a higher number of interviews might provide 

additional respective different or even contradicting insights. 

Thirdly, all of the sampled SMEs, as well as interviewees, are located in Germany. In 

this way, we cannot preclude that country-specific factors influence the outcome of our 

research. In their study, Kürzdörfer & Lopes (2013) found that cultural influences of 

different countries have an impact on the successful development of firms' business 

models. Consequently, it might be possible that country-specific peculiarities in terms 

of culture also reflect different views on internal company settings. Thus, it is to 

assume that different cultures have the potential to varyingly shape the moderator for 

business model innovation dependent on the country. 

Fourthly, our interviews stem from different industries as for example, mechanical 

engineering, food concepts or private home market. As a consequence, our study 

cannot point at industry-specific developments that might impact on conditions for 

business model innovation. For instance, the media, telecom and retail industries are 
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more affected by digital disruption than industries such as health care, banking or 

industrial (Grossmann, 2016). As a consequence, it can be assumed that certain 

industries face stronger antecedents to business model innovation than others and 

thus, might be more affected by resource scarcity, which is not covered with this study.  

  



 84 

9. Future Research Directions  

Completing our thesis, we point at directions for future research.  

Following the conclusions, practical implications and limitations of our study, the final 

chapter of our thesis provides impulses for possible future inquiries deserving the 

attention of researchers. To begin with, we uphold existing calls for future research 

into the context of business model innovation in SMEs that are related to constraints 

in firm size and resource endowments (e.g. Guo et al., 2017; McAdam et al., 2018). 

While we were able to contribute to extending the current knowledge in this field 

through the results of our study, there still exist plenty of gaps in the current research 

state that would justify future inquiries and alternative methods.  

These could be, for example, longitudinal case studies accompanying whole 

innovation projects in SMEs and thereby strongly immersing into the actual process 

conduction to uncover idiosyncrasies resulting from the respective context. Moreover, 

as our interview sample solely consisted of German SMEs from different industries, 

future studies could explore country-specific as well as industry related influences on 

the business model innovation process in SMEs. 

Having identified several effects of resource scarcity on antecedents and moderators 

in the business model innovation process for SMEs through a qualitative study, future 

research could examine the revealed effects through means of a quantitative study, to 

statistically verify their significance as well as defining further determinants such as 

direction or magnitude of the effects. In doing so, it would be especially interesting to 

relate these effects to the resulting outcomes from the business model innovation 

activities. Obtaining such insights would, in turn, not only increase the understanding 

of the business model innovation concept in SMEs but potentially also yield additional 

implications for practitioners dealing with comparable instances. 

As one of the findings from our study, we found out that employees in SMEs suffering 

from resource scarcity experience empowerment through the inherent firm culture and 

necessity to take over multiple responsibilities in their daily work. While we conducted 

interviews with individuals from a diverse range of SMEs, they all held executive 

positions in their respective companies. Related to our findings, it would, therefore, be 

interesting to conduct further studies exploring the perspectives of subordinate 
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employees that are involved in business model innovation activities, to increase the 

understanding of their perceptions and attitudes towards the mentioned subject. 

Lastly, as our study adopted the theoretical lens of resource scarcity, which is based 

in the RBV literature, and applied it to the context of business model innovation 

conduction in SMEs, research could further add or adopt alternative theoretical 

concepts to future inquiries. As we found out throughout the analysis of our findings, 

SMEs put a strong emphasis on maintaining and leveraging their external partner 

network to cope with resource limitations. Against this background, the concept of 

"open innovation" as initially described by Chesbrough (2006) could provide 

interesting research directions, as it is concerned with shifting firm approaches 

towards innovation, from closed firm environments to opening up for external ideas 

and inputs. Related to another finding from our research – the role and involvement of 

top managers in the business model innovation process – the recent research stream 

of "strategy as practice" as introduced by Whittington offers interesting stimuli for 

additional research (Whittington, 1996; Whittington, 2006). As we found out in our 

study, SMEs do not possess formalized strategies for innovation, but rather, top 

managers are directly involved in the innovation processes. Related to that, the 

"strategy as practice" concept is concerned with how micro-level activities of strategy-

makers contribute to the creation of organisational strategies and thereby attempts to 

answer questions such as "how does strategy get made" or "who implements strategy" 

(Whittington, 1996; Whittington, 2006). 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Interview Guide 

Interview Guide 

1. How long have you been working in your company? 
2. Position in the organization, have you been doing this your whole career? 
3. What are your current tasks in the firm? 
4. Can you explain us how your firm is doing business? 
5. What is your customer promise, how do you create value for them? (VP) 
6. How do you generate revenues? 
7. Do you have certain supplier or other stakeholder relationships that are needed 

to fulfil your customer promise? 
a. What do you get & what do you give to these relationships? 
b. How dependent are you from one another? 

 
8. What resources are used? 
9. Following these questions, how would you some up your firm’s business 

model? 
10. Which of those elements you just explained are most critical for your firm?  

a. Why? 
b. Have you had any problems with one of those elements? If so, what 

exactly? 
c. What were the consequences? 

11. Have there been significant changes to how your firm is currently conducting 
business? Are there any changes planned? 

a. To be more specific, have there been novel and significant changes 
being made to one of the elements we talked before? 

b. How did you determine that those changes were necessary? 
12. How was the process of changing those elements? How is it planned to be 

changed? 
a. What triggered those changes? 
b. Who was / will be in charge of the change process? Why? 
c. How many people are additionally involved?  
d. Why these people? 
e. How does the involvement of the people in this process interfere with 

their daily tasks /regular operations? 
f. What was/ will be the time horizon for the change process? Why this 

time span? 
g. What resources were/ will be needed in the process of changing the 

elements? 
h. Was there something especially helpful in that process? 
i. Was there something especially hindering in that process? 



 102 

 
13. If there haven’t been any significant changes to how your firm is currently 

conducting business: why? 
14. Are there any factors/developments (internal as well as external 

environment/market/etc.) that threaten your current Business Model/ Revenue 
Model / Operations? 

a. How do they threaten you? 
b. How are you dealing with those threats? How would you like to deal with 

them? 
15. Are there any factors/developments (internal/external) that you regard as 

possible opportunities to act on? Or things that you wish you could act/react 
on? 

a. How can you act on them?  
b. What do you regard as required in order to act on them? 

16. Do you have an established approach towards innovation activities/ projects? 
a. For example, do you have a clear/formulated strategy when it comes to 

innovation? 
i. If yes, what does it say? Who sets it up? How are you working 

with it? 
ii. If no, why not? 

b. If you have an established approach, what innovation projects were 
conducted in the past? 

i. Where did they emerge from? 
ii. How were they implemented? 

17. Are you devoting extra time in your firm for specifically questioning or reflecting 
the current way of conducting business? 

a. If yes, why? 
i. Who is involved in this? 
ii. Could you explain us how this undertaking is composed? 
iii. What have been outcomes so far? 

1. Have you further acted on those outcomes? 
b. If no, why not? 
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Appendix 2: Consent Form 

	

	

Consent Form for Interviews	

Please consider this information carefully before deciding whether to participate in our research.	

Purpose of research: We want to explore how the conditions for SMEs to conduct business 
model innovation are affected by resource scarcity 

Your role in this research: We will ask you questions about your experiences and perspectives 
about your firm’s business model and related changes thereof, with a focus on the role of resource 
utilization in the change process. When giving your permission, we will record the interview so as 
to more easily analyze the obtained statements. You will not be asked to state your name on the 
recording.	

Risks: We do not anticipate any risks related to the participation in this study. 	

Benefits: Your responses will contribute to increase the understanding of the influence of resource 
endowments on the pursuit and conduction of business model innovation initiatives in SMEs. 
Additionally, we will provide you with our final research report so that it may provide you insights 
into our findings as well as derived results you might find useful in practice.	

Confidentiality: Your responses will be kept confidential and at no time will your identity be 
revealed. The recording will be erased as soon as it has been transcribed. The transcript will be 
kept until the research is complete.	

Participation and withdrawal: Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you 
may withdraw from the study at any time. You may refuse to answer any question during the 
interview.	

Agreement: The nature and purpose of this research have been sufficiently explained and I agree 
to participate in this study. I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time. 

	

_______________________     ________________________	

Participant’s Name in Block Letters    Signature	

________________________     ________________________	

Interviewer Marius Stolz      Interviewer Peter Leonhard  
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Appendix 3: Sample of Coding Process 

Interview Quotes 
Interviewee: “We work purely according to orders. Therefore, we also 
only produce what the customer orders. One advantage is low storage 
costs for our end products. Our strength is in flexibility to produce as 
fast as possible what the customer demands. Since our product range 
is too big, we do not store end products, but rather store materials to 
produce final products faster. This can also be in small quantities, 
which is an advantage over foreign competitors where you can only 
order large amounts. This also favours our customers because they 
also don't need storage space.” 

Interviewee: “What makes this company is that we always find a 
solution for our customer’s highly individual requirements, which we 
sometimes even know earlier than our customers themselves. We are 
really innovative as we offer solutions such as personalization and 
customization that competing firms simply don’t have and we are 
closer to each customer as any other supplier. Then we have our 
extremely flexible production which gives us the opportunity to fulfil 
these requests.” 

Interviewee: “Therefore, we have a store but also visit customers at 
their office or home. It is not standardized, but more an on-demand 
maintenance service.” 

Interviewee: “We are the only provider of custom machinery and 
produce only a few standard products. We need to realize the 
demands and desires of the actual end-customers from our customers. 
We adapt the hard and software to each demand.” 

Interviewee: “There is an absolute dependency to external developers 
as they build the software for us. Other than that, we have one main 
supplier for the biggest portion of raw materials as well as electronic 
components that we receive, which we are also very dependent from.” 

Interviewee: ”We rely on partners, such as suppliers, who also bring 
us new customers. We always look for those partners that have a high 
level of expectations on themselves. We expect high standards from 
ourselves as well and that’s what we look out for.” 

Interviewee: “We exclusively work with one sales representative and 
enjoy quite high market power in that segment. Basically, in no large 
company in Germany will you not find one of our products. Currently 
we are in the process of adapting our company. We saw that our 
business relies 70% on sales through this agent. So in case of a crisis, 
we have a problem, because we are very dependent on that.” 

Interviewee: “We have a special supplier, because they also need 
special knowledge and therefore, we cannot use more suppliers. We 
actively want to support the local economy as well which is why 
suppliers are from our region. This also has communication and 
location advantages for us. I feel that this is a more sustainable way of 
conducting our business. Alternatively, we could of course go to 
anonymous suppliers in other regions or abroad, but we have very 
individual projects. Therefore, we don't have a real standard product, 
but rather a somehow regular basis that we adapt for each project. We 
also demand always special products from our suppliers, which we 
could not coordinate with suppliers from abroad, which would be more 
expensive, too. Hence, local sourcing is best, but of course we also 
highly depend on them for that reason.” 
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