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The current scholarly debates highlight the role of business models for understanding the 
dynamics inherent to disruptive innovations. Additionally, research on business models 
argues for similarities between business models, as they are shared by multiple competitors 
and across industries. Despite the recent advancements in both debate streams, a consolida-
tion of the research on the underlying similarities of disruptive business models is lacking. 
Such a consolidation would allow learning from previous waves of disruption, ultimately 
informing theory and practice to cope with the increasing pace and impact of disruptive 
innovations. Consequently, this study systematically identifies 122 disruptive business mod-
els that have been discussed in the literature during 2006–2019. Based on qualitative con-
tent analysis, we then develop a classification framework and propose five archetypes of 
disruptive business models: (1) matchmakers, (2) standardizers, (3) service providers, (4) 
open collaborators, and (5) performance reducers. We make a twofold contribution to the 
discussions around the hitherto tentatively specified business models underlying disruptive 
innovations, thus emphasizing the contingency of the phenomenon. First, we discuss how 
the identified archetypes are inducing disruptive dynamics. Second, we elaborate on how 
the archetypes are constituting paths towards disruption.

1. � Introduction

There is a debate around the characterization of 
business models, which underlie disruptive in-

novation. Disruptive innovation captures how new 
entrants challenge established organizations (hence-
forth, incumbents) by introducing new offerings, 
which develop along an alternative performance 

trajectory (Christensen, 1997). Christensen et al. 
(2018, p. 1050) states that ‘no innovation is inher-
ently disruptive. Firms make strategic choices to po-
sition an innovation in a disruptive way – most often 
by targeting non-customers in new markets.’ Recent 
scholarly contributions theorize business models 
as the decisive disruption mechanisms (Cozzolino  
et al., 2018; Hopp et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018).
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However, the available knowledge about the char-
acteristics of disruptive business models is limited. 
Based on empirical observations, there exist com-
munalities of disruptions across industries. Airbnb’s 
platform model is changing the logic of the hotel 
industry (Guttentag, 2015), while Spotify’s dis-
rupted the established model of the music industry 
(Trabucchi et al., 2019), and low-cost models such 
as the frequently-cited steel minimill disrupted the 
business logics of integrated steel mills (Christensen, 
1997). Similarly, low-cost carriers are disrupting 
full-service incumbent airlines (Serio et al., 2018).

Despite these observations, Christensen et al. 
(2018) conclude that business models underlying dis-
ruptive innovation have only been ‘tentatively spec-
ified’. This is because available studies are in-depth 
in nature and focus on the particularities of selected 
disruptive innovation processes (Cozzolino et al., 
2018; Snihur et al., 2018), focus on selected disrup-
tive technologies (Amshoff et al., 2015), or discuss 
characteristics of selected sub-types of disruptive 
innovation (Trabucchi et al., 2019). We argue for 
revisiting previous waves of disruption to overcome 
this tentative characterization. A comprehensive clas-
sification of disruptive business models would back a 
‘common language and theoretical platform’ (Hopp 
et al., 2018, p. 476), thereby advancing the scholarly 
discussion.

Consequently, the objective of our study is to dis-
till typical business models (‘archetypes’) of disrup-
tive innovation. We approach this by reviewing and 
synthesizing the current state of research from a busi-
ness model perspective and contributing evidence 
that there is no ‘one size fit all’ approach to disrup-
tion (Christensen et al., 2018; Hopp et al., 2018). We 
contribute to the following research question: what 
archetypes of business models underlying disruptive 
innovation can be developed on the basis of the pres-
ent research base?

This paper presents five archetypes of business 
models underlying disruptive innovation. For con-
ceptualization, we understand business models as 
a construct to capture companies’ strategic choices 
regarding value proposition, value creation, and 
value capture (Teece, 2010; Clauss, 2017; Spieth 
et al., 2021). We stress that the presented arche-
types are no success formulas for disruption. The 
involved strategic actors need to perform disrup-
tive innovation through continuous business model 
innovation, while maneuvering along the disrup-
tive path (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018; Schmidt and 
Scaringella, 2020).

To deliver our contributions, we first present the 
systematic selection of disruptive business mod-
els in the academic literature during 2006–2019. 

Subsequently, we describe the qualitative content 
analysis for developing a classification framework, 
which ultimately led to identifying the archetypes. 
Finally, we draw conclusions and present avenues 
for further research.

2. � Theoretical background

2.1. � Disruptive innovations as a business 
model phenomenon

Disruptive innovation describes the process by which 
an entrant with fewer resources challenges established 
incumbents in the mainstream market (Christensen 
et al., 2018). The concept, initially understood as 
a technological problem, shows how technologies 
with relatively lower performances compared to 
existing mainstream alternatives can be increasingly 
valued by emerging customer segments (Bower and 
Christensen, 1995). This technology-focused under-
standing of disruptive innovation was revised in 
2006, when researchers have started to acknowledge 
that the reason market incumbents are disrupted is a 
lack of business model innovation (not technology 
innovation) (Christensen, 2006; Markides, 2006). 
Recently, scholars argued for widening the disruption 
understanding to a ‘market outcome in which new 
offerings successfully challenge established ones in 
the given market’ (Ritala et al., 2021, p. 2). Reviews 
of the Christensenian conceptualization highlight 
that companies make strategic choices to position an 
innovation disruptively in relation to existing main-
stream alternatives (Christensen et al., 2018; Petzold 
et al., 2019). Thus, the latest empirical contributions 
take a business model perspective.

Cozzolino et al.’s (2018) in-depth study on the 
newspaper industry emphasizes that it is a disruptive 
business model that spurs the disruptiveness of an 
innovation. We build on this understanding and refer 
to evidence that disruptive business models do not 
require disruptive technologies per se. For instance, 
both Airbnb’s and Spotify’s models were initially 
built on the already established Internet technology 
(Guttentag, 2015; Trabucchi et al., 2019). In con-
clusion, disruptive business models are not coherent 
with the established ways of doing business, thereby 
creating substantial challenges for industry incum-
bents (Christensen, 2006; Cozzolino et al., 2018).

Altered business models in the context of dis-
ruption were the focus of previous studies on how 
disruptive business models emerge and dynami-
cally develop (Ansari et al., 2016; Cozzolino et al., 
2018; Snihur et al., 2018). Consequently, the existent 
research predominately adopts an in-depth view of 
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the dynamic evolvement of disruptive business mod-
els and distils the respective generative mechanisms, 
thereby contributing to the complexity of this phe-
nomenon (Petzold et al., 2019).

We build on Christensen’s conceptualization 
of disruption (Christensen et al., 2018) and follow 
Hopp et al.’s (2018) call for abstracting and gener-
alizing to advance the disruptive innovation theory. 
Due to the limited consolidation of the findings of 
the previous waves of disruption, knowledge can 
only hardly be transferred to provide a deeper under-
standing (Christensen et al., 2018; Hopp et al., 2018). 
Consequently, a synthesis from the business model 
perspective would add to our understanding of dis-
ruptive innovation.

2.2. � Understanding the model character of 
business models

Business models have received considerable inter-
est, especially since the emergence of the Internet in 
the mid-1990s, which enabled value creation beyond 
physical products and services (Amit and Zott, 2001; 
Zott et al., 2011; Schneider and Spieth, 2013; Foss 
and Saebi, 2017). Hence, scholars have built on the 
business model concept to develop a deeper under-
standing of how companies do business, which pro-
cesses are performed, and how these processes are 
interlinked (Schneider and Spieth, 2013; Spieth et 
al., 2014; Foss and Saebi, 2017).

Despite ongoing debates, there is still no com-
mon definition of a business model (Spieth et al., 
2014; Wirtz et al., 2016). For our study, we concep-
tualize business models along the key dimensions 
of value propositions, value creation, and value 
delivery (Teece, 2010; Spieth et al., 2014; Clauss, 
2017). Particularly, a business model depicts which 
value propositions are delivered to the market. Value 
creation defines the activities from input factors to 
customers that result in new market offerings that 
eventually add value (Chesbrough, 2006). Value 
capture refers to how revenue sources and pricing 
capture the created value (Teece, 2018). The reader 
is referred to Foss and Saebi (2017), Schneider and 
Spieth (2013), and Wirtz and colleagues (2016), 
who provide comprehensive reviews of current 
debates related to the concept of business model 
(innovation).

Underlining the model character of business mod-
els, Teece (2010) argues that business models are 
to a certain degree ‘“shared” by multiple competi-
tors’ (p. 179). Moreover, Baden-Fuller and Morgan 
(2010) understand business models as recipes. 
Building on these arguments, the research engages 

in discussing business model archetypes (Bocken et 
al., 2014; Fielt, 2014; Gassmann et al., 2014; Ritter 
& Lettl, 2018). Particularly, Ritter and Lettl (2018, 
p. 2) describe these archetypes as ‘generic logics of 
how firms do business’ (p. 2). Examples of business 
model archetypes are the ‘razor and blade’ model of 
Gillette or the ‘low-cost carrier model’ of Southwest 
Airlines (Fielt, 2014). Furthermore, Gassmann et al. 
(2014) review business models across industries and 
propose ‘business model patterns’ with underlying 
generative mechanisms.

In the context of disruptive innovation, Amshoff 
et al. (2015) made a first contribution by present-
ing business model archetypes based on the partic-
ular technology of condition monitoring. Recently, 
Garbuio and Lin (2019) extended this discussion 
and proposed business model archetypes based on 
artificial intelligence technologies within the health-
care industry. A further contribution to the discus-
sion about similarities of disruptive business models 
is made by Trabucchi et al. (2019), who study the 
business models of big-bang disruptors – a sub-type 
of disruption characterized by a zero marginal cost 
structure (Downes and Nunes, 2014).

Consequently, a more complete synthesis is 
needed to advance theory building. This study consid-
ers business models beyond a particular technology 
or industry, thereby abstracting case-specificities. We 
respond to the calls for research regarding (1) a sys-
tematic consolidation of existing research findings 
on disruptive innovation (Hopp et al., 2018), (2) the 
development of a better understanding of business 
models that cause a change in performance trajec-
tories (Christensen et al., 2018), and (3) guidelines 
for business model innovation to pursue disruptive 
opportunities using business models as blueprints 
(Teece, 2010; Hopp et al., 2018).

3. � Methodology

A methodological approach based on qualitative 
analysis is used to explore our research question. 
Two independent researchers were involved to ensure 
reliability.

We systematically collected data on disruptive 
business models using a highly transparent, sys-
tematic and replicable methodological approach to 
minimize bias (Tranfield et al., 2003). Hence, we 
follow previous studies, arguing for the quality con-
trol underlying academic journal publications and 
build on systematically collected secondary data 
from these sources (Hopp et al., 2018; Petzold et al., 
2019).
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3.1. � Constructing the data base

We followed three steps for selecting scientific arti-
cles from the Web of Science (Figure 1) as a basis for 
identifying disruptive business models in academic 
literature.

In a first step, we approximated the domains of 
‘disruptive innovation’ and ‘business model’. We 
revisited recent reviews (Schneider & Spieth, 2013; 
Foss & Saebi, 2017; Christensen et al., 2018; Hopp 
et al., 2018; Petzold et al., 2019) to identify relevant 
search keywords (Table  1). For operationalization, 
we applied Web of Science’s topic search: the search 
keywords had to be present in either the papers’ title, 
abstract, or associated keywords.

In a second step, we defined inclusion crite-
ria (Table  2). We included peer-reviewed articles 
and leading practitioner-oriented articles (Harvard 
Business Review, MIT Sloan Management Review) 
to ensure the scientific rigor of the data base. We 
defined the timeframe from 01.01.2006 – 31.12.2019 
to only include articles that have been published after 
the guiding argument that disruptive innovation is a 
business model problem (Christensen, 2006).

In a third step, we executed the search and fol-
lowed sub-steps (A) to (D) (Figure 2). (A) The key-
word string led to 124 articles. (B) We cleaned the 
retrieved list and removed one duplicate and one non-
English article. (C) To reduce the conceptual noise 
regarding the terminology ‘disruptive innovation’, 
articles had to be anchored in the Christensenian con-
ceptualization of disruptive innovation. We examined 
the abstracts and bodies of the articles and present key 
quotes to underpin our filtering decision (see Table 3). 
(D) Finally, we filtered whether the articles discuss 
instances of disruptive business models. We consid-
ered the full ‘spectrum of maturity’ (Christensen, 
2006, p. 45) and included instances of disruptive busi-
ness models from niche to mainstream market entry.

Consequently, we selected 70 articles, in which 
we identified 122 disruptive business models. We 
complemented our data base with the corresponding 
sustaining business models (Table 3).

3.2. � Qualitative content analysis

Subsequently, we conducted a qualitative content 
analysis for an in-depth investigation of the disrup-
tive business models. Two independent researchers 
performed the analysis using MAXQDA18. We con-
trolled for inter-coder reliability and used upcom-
ing coding divergence for enhancing reliability. The 
analysis followed an abductive approach, from data 
to theory and vice versa (Saldaña, 2016).

In a first analysis step, we developed a coding 
strategy aligned with our research question based 
on the theoretical framework and developed initial 
coding criteria to identify relevant data segments 
(Creswell, 2013). In the first coding cycle, we 
coded segments according to the three dimensions 
ascribed to a business model: (1) value proposition: 
how are products/services, customer segments, and 
customer relationships described; (2) value cre-
ation: how are key activities, required resources, 
partners, and underlying technologies described; 
(3) value capture: how are revenue and cost struc-
tures described.

Figure 1.  Three-step process for data base construction.

Table 1.  Keyword clouds

Keyword (OR) AND keyword (OR)

“disruptive innovation*” Business model
“disruptive technolog*” Business idea

“disruptive change” Business concept

“disruptive business model” Revenue model

Economic model
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Through further abstraction, the involved research-
ers independently engaged in pairwise comparisons 
of the coded business models to classify them while 
accounting for similarities and differences. In this 
step, the assignment of business model characteris-
tics to the three business model dimensions facili-
tated the classification. We followed previous studies 
on business model archetypes in different contexts 
and applied the following criteria to guide the clas-
sification process (e.g., Bocken et al., 2014). Hence, 
archetypes needed to be, (a) representative of under-
lying mechanisms propelling the disruptive innova-
tion, (b) explanatory, (c) mutually exclusive.

In the second coding cycle, we sorted the data 
into smaller segments and inductively coded them 
for each classified business model archetype. We 
departed by taking the in-vivo coding from the first 
coding cycle. We abstracted the data to the first-order 
concept and second-order themes to aid the sense-
making and identify the underlying generative mech-
anisms. We mainly used process coding to grasp the 
actions intertwined with the disruptive innovation 
dynamics underlying the respective business models 
(Miles et al., 2014).

We iteratively and independently cycled between 
the data, concepts, and archetypes to check whether 
we identified new and sufficiently different 

archetypes. Figure  3 provides an overview of the 
coding cycles and the classification into archetypes.

We discussed our coding results until we reached 
consensus. This iterative analysis procedure culmi-
nated in the data structure, of which we present a part 
in Figure 4.

4. � Findings

4.1. � Overview of data

Figure  5 provides an overview of the archetypes 
along with the classified disruptive business models. 
We present our findings based on the developed cod-
ing structure and the characteristics of the archetype 
and its underlying generative mechanisms. When 
we refer to in-vivo codes from the systematically 
retrieved business models, we use the following 
label: “document ID (see Table 3) _ archetype char-
acter (see Figure 5) and code ID.”

4.2. � Matchmakers

This archetype includes business models that match 
market sides. These business models range mobile 
payment platforms, which enable users to complete 
peer-to-peer transactions, to platforms matching 

Table 2.  Selection criteria

Selection criterion Expression

Found location of keyword Title of article, abstract, keywords
Type of article Peer-reviewed, scientific journal articles, leading practitioner-oriented 

journal articles

Language English

Publication date 01-01-2006 until 31-12-2019

Figure 2.  Sub-steps for constructing the databases (n articles).
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patients with clinicians according to specific treat-
ment needs.

Matchmaking models were found to enable value 
propositions of short-term transactions, which have 
relatively low costs compared to existing alterna-
tives. Therefore, when matchmakers enable trans-
actions between users and resource owners, ‘an 
agent or broker quickly connects those that possess 
a resource, such as a car or a room, with those that 
need it’ [1706_M082].

Furthermore, matchmaking models could be 
characterized by joint resource use among users 
and ‘focus on access and services that utilize the 
resources of others’ [1706_M093], which means that 
it is not a single company that owns resources and 
provides services to a base of users. In fact, the users 
of matchmaking models own the required resources 
and share them according to the individual needs of 
the matched peers. Thereby, ‘companies involved in 
the sharing economy act as avenues (“labor bro-
kers”) that connect people in need of certain ser-
vices with sellers of those services’ [1706_M077]. 
To make this happen and create trust among its users, 
matchmakers frequently implement a social rating 
system. Thereby,

[matchmakers] rely on user-based rating systems 
for quality control, ensuring a level of trust between 
consumers and service providers who have not previ-
ously met. [1704_M061]

Moreover, efficient processes are essential within 
the value creation logic of these business models and 
pave the way for relatively low-cost transactions. 
Consequently, matchmakers create automated pro-
cesses to match market sides.

Given the flexibility of transaction-based value 
creation, value capture mechanisms are also flexible. 
As such, the use of underlying technologies allows 
the automation of transactions and ensures low oper-
ational costs. This is particularly important as match-
making models generate relatively lower margins 
per transaction. Therefore, matchmaking models are 
subscription-based or charge a fee per transaction, 
which is sometimes linked to the result of a partic-
ular transaction. In fact, companies operate on a 
variable costs structure, resulting in flexible revenue 
streams. Subsequently, users benefit from relatively 
low upfront investments and high convenience, which 
supports acceptance in lower tiers of the market. 
Furthermore, matchmakers are not involved in the 
actual value creation. The service provision is per-
formed among the matched peers. Matchmakers are 
technically not involved in the transaction themselves.

From the user perspective, this disintermediation 
can be evaluated as beneficial because customers 
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perceive a higher value compared to models with 
intermediaries. Regarding value capture, users no 
longer pay surcharges for having intermediaries in 
the process. Users of matchmaking models ‘only’ 
pay a transaction fee for the matchmaking:

Enabling direct trading between investors provides 
better value for our clients as it reduces their com-
mission costs considerably and, just as importantly, 
they feel that they are not paying unnecessarily for 
the services of an intermediary. [1304_M031]

Matchmakers can be considered as a facilitator 
between the involved users while aligning demand 
with supply. Thereby, the over- or underserving of 

customers is avoided and ‘fewer products are needed 
when one can pay a fee and have access to cars, 
clothing, lodging, or tools.’ [1706_M089] Hence, in 
comparison to owning resources, matchmakers facil-
itate the exploitation of existing resources through 
sharing them among a user base. By connecting peers 
from similar locations, matchmakers frequently ben-
efit from shorter distribution channels, which makes 
their models relatively efficient.

Ultimately, matchmaking models ‘can be thought 
of as a vertical disintegration where activities are 
unbundled’ [1808_M123], which allows for more 
flexible and nuanced services that better fit user 
demand. The combination of the efficient exploitation 

Figure 3.  Coding cycles and classification procedure.
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of overall resource bases and the disintegration of 
value creation activities enables matchmaker models 
to approach low-end customers.

4.3. � Standardizers

Standardizers offer customized value propositions 
based on modularized value creation. Exemplary 
business models include the delivery of commod-
itized legal services via digital channels or standard-
ized digital healthcare solutions.

Core to standardizers is the reduction of com-
plexity in value propositions. By making the value 
propositions easy to understand, standardizers can 
offer scaled-down solutions to hitherto unaddressed 
customer segments. Indeed, for small-scale insur-
ances and financial services, ‘the success […] is 
based on the significant reduction of the complex-
ity of the product’ [1204_S034]. Furthermore, the 
reduction of performance leads to relatively lower 
access and usage barriers for (potential) customers. 
Thereby, standardizers achieve a reasonable mar-
ket acceptance, especially in the lower tiers of the 
market. For standardized life insurances, the reduc-
tion of complexity leads to a ‘purchasing decision 
[of] low-risk and low-involvement, even for a low-
income customer’ [1601_S089]. Consequently, 
standardizers frequently target small, price-
sensitive customers.

Because standardizers frequently build on exist-
ing digital technologies, it is possible to establish 

relatively cost-efficient direct customer relation-
ships. For instance, for micro-credits, ‘pushing 
direct marketing messages to target these custom-
ers, and thus, enhancing a harmonious relation-
ship with customers’ [1803_S114] was identified. 
Targeting customers via a digital channel makes 
hitherto dominant intermediaries in value networks 
redundant, which in turn positively affects the cost 
effectiveness.

Regarding value creation, standardizers pre-
dominately focus on efficiency. Thus, the auto-
mation of value creation activities is key to realize 
relatively slim cost structures. The deployment of 
suitable technologies such as robo-advisors (e.g., 
financial services), internet platforms (e.g., digital 
insurances), or artificial intelligence (e.g., digital 
healthcare services) is relevant, too. Consequently, 
the value creation logic of standardizers follows a 
‘highly industrialized approach’ [1509_S073] based 
on rules and norms, resulting in faster completion of 
value creation activities.

This automation focus allows standardizers to 
increasingly integrate customers into value creation 
activities, which has two benefits. First, customer 
integration allows lowering operation costs because 
part of the service is outsourced to the customer 
(usually free of charge). Second, customers can bet-
ter steer the actual creation of value when integrated 
in the process. In fact, ‘manufacturers [engage] 
consumers in a way that they can co-create prod-
ucts and re-configure production supply chains’ 

Figure 4.  Part of the data structure.
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[1604_S101] to meet particular customer require-
ments. Consequently, customers’ experiences with 
standardizers positively increase.

Furthermore, the modularization of value cre-
ation processes is a key theme for standardizers. This 
modularization allows customers to efficiently select 
from a ‘wider choice of [additional] incremental 
features’ [1509_S075]. Standardizers ‘chunk down’ 
[1401_S044] information (i.e., bite-sized or modular 
pieces), enabling customers to branch out. Business 
models for the production of physical goods rely 
on ‘semi-finished inventory’ [1604_S094], which 
enables a standardized customization of the final 
value proposition delivered to the customer.

In line with the focus on value creation automa-
tion and value proposition standardization, the value 
capture mechanisms of standardizers are flexibly 
designed. Revenue streams are generated either on 
a per-transaction-basis (i.e., ‘every dollar spent by 
the company [is] linked to marginal revenue’ [1601_
S090]) or are based on an automated individual 
calculation.

4.4. � Service providers

In contrast to delivering a value proposition via the 
sale of goods, the actual use of products and services 
is the core of service providers. The majority of iden-
tified business models are software-as-service solu-
tions that challenge on-premise alternatives. Very 
short-term car rental models are another example, as 
users flexibly benefit from the service but never own 
value creation assets (i.e., automobiles) to realize 
value creation independently.

Essential to this archetype is the flexible use of 
resources. Whereas conventional business models 
are often based on the sale of goods, service pro-
viders design a value proposition that allows cus-
tomers to make use of the companies’ resources. In 
cloud computing, such a mechanism ‘enables flex-
ible computing-resource provision, thus obviating 
the need for large investments in in-house servers’ 
[701_U004].

Use based-models realize value creation through 
standardized processes so that the basic value prop-
ositions are uniform. Nevertheless, the value creation 
logic of these models allows adaptation according to 
specific customer needs. Hence, use based-models 
frequently build upon collaboration and partnerships 
with externals. These external knowledge providers 
can flexibly build upon available value creation logic 
for further development. Thereby, service providers 
can overcome limited internal capabilities and develop 
and grow the technology side of value creation. For the 

technology platform of the CRM solution Salesforce, 
this collaboration is realized as follows:

By making Force.com compatible with all major devel-
opment environments and tools (i.e., NET, Java, PHP, 
Ruby on Rails, among others), independent developers 
(i.e., those outside Salesforce.com) were able to inte-
grate services ranging from simple email to Facebook 
and Twitter within the platform. [1303_U033]

Hence, customers benefit from a relatively flexible 
value proposition that better fits their individual 
needs and preferences. Customers can relatively 
flexibly up- and downscale their usage behaviors. In 
addition, service providers more efficiently exploit 
existing infrastructure. For grid computing, this 
‘enables the more efficient use of existing computing 
infrastructure’ [701_U007].

The flexibility is reflected in the value capture 
logic, which is based on flexible revenue streams. 
Customers ‘only pay for their real consumption’ 
[1303_U024]. Hence, value capture follows a pay-
per-use logic, realized through subscription fees 
(i.e., customers are ‘billed per user/per month’ 
[1303_U030]).

This flexibility gives customers the freedom to 
quit easily, making use based-models attractive in 
uncertain or volatile environments. Customers can, 
for instance, benefit from ‘practically no installation 
burdens, no need for maintenance or a skilled IT 
team, no requirement to purchase additional hard-
ware’ [1303_U026]. Customers require less specific 
knowledge, allowing them to benefit from the value 
proposition ad hoc.

Our analysis suggests that relatively non-
technology-savvy customers are likely to prefer this 
model. These customers are more interested in the 
outcome of the value proposition than in the underly-
ing technological functionalities. For software-as-a-
service solutions, this means:

The traditional buyers of software products were 
being replaced with non-experts. Thus, preferences 
changed from comprehensive on-premises solutions 
to more flexible and less IT-dependent on-demand 
solutions. [1504_U094]

Furthermore, a free trial period is frequently included, 
which eases customers’ first access by lowering entry 
barriers. This is particularly relevant for first-time 
customers having relatively little (technological) 
experience with the offered value proposition. This 
can be illustrated by referring to Salesforce:

During the trial period, prospective clients have full 
access to the Salesforce.com suite of products and 
user support. [1303_U034]
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This free trial period attracts customers because 
they are not confronted with considerable entry 
barriers, as is the case with purchasable value prop-
ositions (i.e., entry barriers through high upfront 
investments).

Finally, use based-models deliver the value prop-
osition directly to the customer. This disintermedi-
ation circumvents additional players in the value 
chain, which enables capturing a larger share of the 
created value. Direct sales make service providers 
more independent from resellers, thereby increasing 
flexibility in strategic development and margin cal-
culations. Thus, use based-models offer value prop-
ositions to be used by customers according to their 
specific demands.

4.5. � Open collaborators

Collaboration models focus on opening a business 
model to facilitate access to and for externals (e.g., 
customers, suppliers, incumbents, media) instead of 
internalizing knowledge and capabilities. Thereby, 
collaboration-based business models are dependent 
on externals for realizing value proposition, value 
creation, and value capture. Examples are co-creation 
models for journalistic content or a focused partner-
ing with stakeholders already embedded in low-end 
target market to launch and grow offerings in base-
of-pyramid (BoP) markets.

Collaboration models frequently target the low-
est end of the market. Value propositions of these 
business models are designed to ‘target base-of-the-
pyramid customers and improve their lives through 
innovative solutions and inclusive business models’ 
[1202_C016]. Target customers are those who cannot 
afford already existing solutions. Hence, collabora-
tion models target non-customers rather than over-
served ones. New market segments are addressed, 
increasing the ‘economic pie’ and allowing more 
people to benefit from a certain value proposition. 
Subsequently:

market development at the base of the pyramid cre-
ates an opportunity to enhance the economic situa-
tion of deprived people on one hand and to expand 
the consumer market of companies on the other hand. 
[1202_C018]

Furthermore, access to external knowledge is a fun-
damental element in value creation. Digital technol-
ogies favor the emergence of externalities and give 
‘opportunities to create value by massively exploit-
ing external knowledge’ [1805_C142].

Thereby, a certain share of value creation activ-
ities is performed outside the company. Customers 
can perform particular activities through self-service 

mechanisms. This increases flexibility on the cus-
tomer side (e.g., when to use/access the value prop-
osition), whilst reducing related costs and creating 
relatively low-cost alternatives. Here, participatory 
journalism can be taken as an example, when com-
panies ‘mix […] many bottom-up bloggers’ con-
tributions and less top-down journalistic content’ 
[1805_C143]. Thus, value is created by orches-
trating external sources of knowledge rather than 
using internal capabilities. Consequently, collabo-
ration models offer value propositions that democ-
ratize centralized offerings, enabling more people 
to actively benefit from a certain value proposition.

Collaboration models also attract (financial) 
resources from unaffected externals. The financial 
investors or governmental institutions, not directly 
affected by the market impact of the disruptive busi-
ness models, provide resources, thereby nurturing 
value creation activities. Moreover, collaboration 
models aid partnering with incumbents to get access 
to relevant infrastructure or customers. For Voice-
over-IP business models, ‘by far the most influential 
of actors […] are the [incumbent] cellular network 
providers’ [1602_C095]. Especially in systemic 
industries with complex (technological) infrastruc-
ture, collaboration business models rely on cooper-
ation with infrastructure providers for value creation 
and value proposition delivery. Furthermore, com-
panies do ‘not sell directly to end users [but] work 
together with many different partners, who integrate 
systems, act as distributors’ [1701_C107]. The inter-
play between companies with collaboration models 
and their incumbent counterparts is a crucial aspect 
of understanding the development and growth of 
these models.

Allying with embedded partners represents 
another approach of collaboration models. These 
business models follow ‘bottom-up approaches’ 
[1202_C004] to create value in collaboration with 
partners already embedded in the market. Value 
creation activities are more closely connected to 
the specific needs of customers (e.g., regional com-
munities), which potentially increases the market 
acceptance of the value propositions. Subsequently, 
open collaborators harness the knowledge and 
expertise (e.g., regional, social specificities of the 
target market) of their partners to design value cre-
ation activities more adequately. For instance, open 
collaborators use:

Co-creation with the BoP to tailor distribution and 
commercialization to community needs [as] part of 
[their] regular value-chain. [1601_C076]

This close interaction with embedded partners 
also affects the value capture dimension. Hence, 
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collaboration models remunerate their partners 
based on a flexible cost structure (e.g., realized on 
a commission basis). Additionally, the generated 
revenue streams are shared among the involved 
partners. Hence, the collaboration model is based 
on jointly generating and capturing value in an 
interplay with externals.

4.6. � Performance reducers

Business models that focus on the reduction of per-
formance varieties realize good enough value prop-
ositions. These are designed without frills and are 
attractive for new or hitherto unreached customer 
segments. Examples include low-cost airlines or por-
table medical devices with limited features.

A key aspect of these no-frill models is the 
drastic reduction of performance variety related to 
value propositions to attract low-end customers and 
realize relatively lower prices. Value propositions 
focus on the core offering, thereby reducing addi-
tional services through simplification. For low-cost 
carriers, this implies, for example, ‘no frequent 
flyer programs, limitations to the served routes/
destinations’ [1510_R140]. Performance reducers 
realize the fundamental form of low-end disruptive 
innovations. For instance, the ‘angioplasty cathe-
ter […] replaced the need for open-heart surgery 
to treat moderate cardiac disease’ [1102_R045]. 
Thus, even complex value propositions are scaled 
down to an absolute minimum, which allows tar-
geting fringe customers.

Performance reducers deliver their value prop-
ositions directly to customers, thereby eliminating 
intermediaries and distributors. Through standard-
ized processes, performance reducers are able to 
build direct and efficient customer relationships 
based on ‘web-based discount channel[s]’ [1102_
R050]. Because of the reduction of performance 
variety and automation of value delivery, custom-
ers benefit from relatively low access and use barri-
ers, which propels the adoption of these disruptive 
value propositions.

To succeed ‘in aggressively pursuing manufactur-
ing efficiencies’ [1102_R057], performance reduc-
ers design value creation along the automation of 
activities. This allows for high transaction through-
puts. Value creation processes are built on existing 
technological bases rather than radical technologies. 
Moreover, available resources are well exploited. 
For low-cost carriers, this can be illustrated by 
referring to ‘fast-turn-arounds and a maximization 
of flying time’ [1510_R146]. Relative to expensive 
mainstream business models, performance reducers 
transfer their value proposition to the digital world 

in a just good enough manner, thereby reducing costs 
significantly.

Ultimately, performance reducers flexibilize their 
value capture mechanisms, focusing on the reduction 
of fixed costs. Non-core value creation processes 
for the business models are outsourced to externals. 
Therefore, performance reducers are able to concen-
trate on core activities, whilst keeping a ‘low over-
head to accommodate lower margins’ [801_R005], 
which is typical for no-frill value propositions.

5. � Discussion and contributions

We started this paper by asking which archetypes 
of business models underlie disruptive innova-
tion. Based on the qualitative content analysis of 
122 systematically retrieved disruptive business 
models, we identified five typical business models 
(‘archetypes’).

We discuss how the classified archetypes a) are 
inducing disruptive dynamics, and b) are constituting 
paths towards disruption.

5.1. � Archetypes as inducers of disruptive 
dynamics

We abstract from the complexity inherent in dis-
ruptive innovation and develop an understand-
ing of the inducing forces of disruptive dynamics 
(Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). While there are studies 
on how particular business models evolve over time 
(e.g., Cozzolino et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018), the 
literature still lacks a consolidation of these findings 
(Hopp et al., 2018). Christensen et al. (2018) con-
clude that business models underlying disruptive 
innovation have only been ‘tentatively specified.’ We 
join the ongoing debate by identifying five arche-
types inducing disruptive dynamics.

First, matchmakers offer platforms and act as 
agents of labor and assets, allowing small-scale 
transactions amongst peers. Whereas previous dis-
cussions have highlighted the relevance of platform 
models for disruptive innovations, the inherent zero 
marginal cost structure is particularly supportive 
for realizing big-bang disruption models and tar-
get fringe customers (Hopp et al., 2018; Trabucchi 
et al., 2019). Matchmaking platforms are better 
connectors of demand and supply than established 
businesses (Van Alstyne et al., 2016). Additionally, 
platforms enable leveraging network effects, thus 
accelerating business growth (Katz and Shapiro, 
1985). Our analysis shows that the risk of match-
makers in overserving customer segments is consid-
erably lower compared to traditional unidirectional 
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customer relationships. Hence, flexibility allows 
matchmakers to synchronously match demand and 
supply. This matching is realized individually, on a 
per-transaction basis, ultimately increasing the rel-
evance of individual transactions for the involved 
stakeholders. Consequently, matchmakers grad-
ually grow their model along the disruptive tra-
jectory. Matchmakers exploit existing assets and 
do not ask for high upfront investments, thereby 
allowing more people to make use of a particular 
offering compared to established ‘ownership’ mod-
els. This flexible and individualized matching of 
supply and demand fuels disruptive dynamics.

Second, standardizers focus on the efficient 
design of value creation, focusing on transaction 
standardization while also customizing value prop-
ositions. Our findings show how the modularization 
of value creation activities allows standardizers to 
simultaneously serve multiple customer demands. 
In fact, standardizers generate enhanced customer 
experience because the performance attributes of 
value propositions can be designed according to spe-
cific customer demands while keeping the value cre-
ation logic lean and highly efficient. Consequently, 
standardizers significantly reduce the costs of their 
offering while offering a higher level of customer 
experience. Technology integration (e.g., 3D-printing 
technologies) can continuously integrate customer 
feedback into the value creation logic. This indus-
trialized customization results in relative efficiency 
compared to established business models and allows 
for the quick and flexible scaling up along the disrup-
tive trajectory.

Third, service providers offer value propositions 
that can be used by customers for a limited time. 
Customers can complete a particular job-to-be-done 
without accessing the required physical assets. We 
complement argumentations on how business models 
make services more convenient and cheaper to access 
compared to established models (Govindarajan and 
Kopalle, 2006), as use based-models provide quick 
access to a technological service. Combined with 
relatively low initial investments, entry hurdles are 
considerably limited compared to asset-intensive 
alternatives. Moreover, use based-models usually 
start with a standardized basic functionality. Service 
providers actively target customer segments over-
served by more advanced alternatives. Thereby, ser-
vice providers have relatively little risk to overserve 
(potential) customers in the early stages of the dis-
ruptive innovation process. Furthermore, financial 
burdens are lowered, which makes the access to the 
offering more flexible. No (little) upfront invest-
ments combined with relatively low subscription fees 
make cost streams plannable for customers. In turn, 

customers can use the value proposition only for the 
period of time they need that particular service.

Fourth, open collaborators open their business 
model to external knowledge and assets. By propos-
ing this archetype, we relate to Ansari et al. (2016), 
who focus on how disruptors in systemic industries 
need to access complementary assets. Their study 
shows how incumbents ultimately included the poten-
tial disruptor’s technology in the sustaining business 
model, thereby eliminating disruptive dynamics. 
Moreover, Snihur et al. (2018) discuss how a back-
end platform was opened up to externals to further 
develop the value creation with external IT capabili-
ties, and ultimately disrupting an established compet-
itor. Against this background, open collaborators is a 
complex archetype because it involves the strategic 
management of a multitude of interfaces with exter-
nals. Open collaborators need to possess adequate 
capabilities, which allows them to strategically drive 
the business model in collaboration with externals 
while also following the disruptive trajectory.

Nevertheless, collaboration models offer the 
opportunity to access external knowledge and com-
plementary assets, ultimately realizing value cre-
ation activities and overcoming internal limitations. 
Moreover, collaboration models enable co-creation 
with stakeholders and potential customers to better 
fit needs, thereby avoiding potential overshooting 
such as when customers’ demands are not fed back 
into value creation. The integration of customers and 
stakeholders allows value creation activities to be 
externalized. In turn, value can be captured more effi-
ciently and the corresponding costs can be lowered.

Finally, performance reducers focus on no-frills 
value propositions. The concept of low-end dis-
ruptive innovations has been core to many schol-
arly discussions (Bower and Christensen, 1995; 
Govindarajan and Kopalle, 2006). Performance 
reducers target low-end, price-sensitive customers 
consistently using just good enough value propo-
sitions compared to the hitherto available alterna-
tives. Efficiency-oriented mechanisms that result 
in low operational costs lead to relatively lower 
per-transaction margins compared with sustaining 
alternatives. These relatively slim margins allow 
targeting low-profit customer segments to gain 
a foothold in a low-end market niche. Moreover, 
performance reducers can realize both relatively 
low operational costs and customized value prop-
ositions. In sum, performance reducers can enter 
the market from the bottom by considerably low-
ering access and usage barriers, which constitutes 
a promising starting position to induce disruptive 
dynamics. Consequently, we confirm the char-
acteristics of no-frill disruptive business models 
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while positing that these business models repre-
sent “only” one alternative to perform disruptive 
innovation.

5.2. � Archetypes as paths towards 
disruption

Recent debates discuss the merits of consolidating 
available research to advance the theory of disrup-
tive innovation (Christensen et al., 2018; Hopp et al., 
2018). Research is increasingly diverging, thereby 
limiting the impact of previous academic achieve-
ments (Hopp et al., 2018). Hence, we systematically 
consolidate waves of disruption in the scientific 
debates from 2006 to 2019. The proposed archetypes 
present paths towards disruption and update the 
accepted criteria of the phenomenon (Govindarajan 
and Kopalle, 2006).

Departing from the understanding of disruptive 
innovations as new business models relative to estab-
lished (i.e., sustaining) ones, we extend the current 
scientific debates by proposing a classification of 
disruptive innovations beyond the criterion of just 
good enough innovations (e.g., Govindarajan and 
Kopalle, 2006). Specifically, we build on the recent 
arguments highlighting the contingency related to 
disruptive innovation (Christensen et al., 2018).

We extend the discussion on ‘business models as 
models’ (Baden-Fuller and Morgan, 2010) and how 
business models can be seen as blueprints of how 
organizations do business (Teece, 2010; Gassmann 
et al., 2014; Spieth et al., 2014). We complement 
recent attempts to characterize disruptive business 
models (Amshoff et al., 2015; Trabucchi et al., 2019) 
and provide a more complete and robust approach to 
classifying business models and how the underlying 
mechanisms spur the disruptiveness of innovation 
(Spieth et al., 2016; Christensen et al., 2018). We 
emphasize that the proposed archetypes are a form of 
abstraction and do not represent a particular business 
“en detail.”

Although the classification might infer predictabil-
ity (Klenner et al., 2013), we follow Kumaraswamy 
et al. (2018) in that disruptive innovation is a per-
formative phenomenon. We present paths towards 
disruption, and argue that every ‘disruption jour-
ney’ is shaped by a complex set of (contextual) fac-
tors and multiple actors. Additionally, we agree that 
disruptive innovation is a phenomenon that evolves 
over time (Ansari et al., 2016; Petzold et al., 2019). 
Therefore, we argue that our archetypes contribute 
by providing orientation frameworks for (potentially) 
disruptive innovations as the involved actors perform 
activities and strategic maneuvers contingent on 
the respective archetype. While we strengthen the 

argument on the relativity of disruption (Christensen 
et al., 2018), there is the need to investigate the rela-
tionships between disruptors and incumbents (and 
even other actors beyond this dyadic setting) to better 
grasp the complexity of the evolving business model 
of a particular archetype.

6. � Conclusions, implications, and 
limitations

We are joining debates, which argue that disruptive 
innovation is a question of competitive positioning 
rather than a matter of technological innovation. 
We propose typical business models (‘archetypes’) 
of disruptive innovation, which are summarized in 
Table 4. From a theoretical perspective, we make a 
twofold contribution.

First, the identification of five archetypes con-
tributes to further understanding the inducers of dis-
ruptive innovation. Our consolidation of academic 
findings present a suitable means to learn from 
previous waves of disruption (Hopp et al., 2018), 
while developing the theory of disruption. Second, 
we extend the scientific debate on the criteria-
based understanding of disruptive innovation (e.g., 
Govindarajan and Kopalle, 2006; Hopp et al., 2018). 
The proposed archetypes present paths towards dis-
ruption, thereby underlining the contingency of the 
phenomenon. We complement the discussion on 
business models as blueprints in the context of dis-
ruption (Amshoff et al., 2015; Trabucchi et al., 2019).

Our findings have implications for the manag-
ers of incumbent organizations, as well as entre-
preneurs striving to launch their businesses. The 
proposed archetypes can assist both groups in 
guiding strategic decisions in the face of disrup-
tion. Practitioners may refer to the archetypes when 
seeking potential paths to commercialize (disrup-
tive) technologies by designing adequate business 
models. By linking the archetypes to familiar dis-
ruptive business model examples, we support the 
theoretical relevance of the classification and pro-
vide reference points for business strategies. From 
a practitioner’s perspective, the archetypes may be 
used as guiding principles in performing disruptive 
innovation instead of predicting the phenomenon 
(Kumaraswamy et al., 2018); hence, they can help 
with brainstorming for new business model design 
or creating response strategies for potentially dis-
ruptive dynamics.

This study is not without limitations: it relies 
on systematically collected data from academic 
sources, thereby limiting the access to histori-
cal data. Our classification needs to be revisited 
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on a continuous basis, especially because current 
debates emphasize an ‘era of continual disrup-
tion’ (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018) bringing about 
new business model archetypes with potentially 
new inducers. Referring to current debates about 
widening the concept of disruption (Ritala et al., 
2021), future research could include a broader data 
base. However, we argue that the focal study rep-
resents a cornerstone in the discussion. We aimed 
to reduce the conceptual noise through transpar-
ently constructing a data base, which is anchored 
in the Christensenian understanding.

Future studies should join debates about the mul-
tiple levels of disruption. For instance, longitudinal 
inter- and intra-industry studies could discuss how 
far the distilled archetypes enable waves of dis-
ruption over time. While we acknowledge Snihur 
et al.’s (2018) concerns regarding the difficulty of 
tracking disruptive business models in real time, we 
encourage scholars in R&D management to accept 
this challenge and contribute to the performative 
perspective.
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