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Abstract 

The present paper presents a novel generalization of business model innovation as an 

activity taking place across a development and an extension zone, where business model 

innovation occurs as minor, medium and major changes within both zones. The model 

explains the process of creating new activity networks by exploring within the extension 

zone and exploiting within the development zone. While exploration and exploitation 

take place within both zones, the predominant logic is one of exploitation within the de-

velopment zone and exploration within the extension zone, if the two zones are consid-

ered as a coherent system. The generalization is explicated in terms of different domi-

nant market logics in which collaborative efforts can be positioned. Underlying this 

presentation, the paper argues that business model innovation involves uncertainty to 

the degree that innovation is based on cooperative efforts, and that there exists a dialec-

tical relationship between sources of selection and sources of survival, which tend to re-

inforce one another. This constitutes a new aspect of business model innovation. 
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1. The relevance of business model innovation 

The research on business models has gained momentum during the last couple of dec-

ades, especially since the millennium turn (Osterwalder, Pigneur & Tucci, 2005; Zott, 

Amit & Massa, 2011). Two main lines of research seems to have become manifest so 

far. The first and dominant one is based on the idea that business models are the actual 

configuration by which organizations create value through interconnected activities (e.g. 

Timmers, 1998; Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002; Morris et al., 2005; Zott & Amit, 

2010). Within this tradition, the analysis of business models is mainly focused on identi-

fying systemic relations within a system of activities that can be analyzed at various 

levels of aggregation. Since the unit of analysis is conceptualized as a set of activities, 

the analysis of business models may lend itself to the identification of one or more busi-

ness models within the same organization, depending on the level of aggregation. The 

second and less dominant one is based on the idea that business models are cognitive 

representations applied by management and researchers in order to appreciate which 

type of causal links mold the activity systems by which the organization creates value 

(e.g. Magretta, 2002; Baden-Fuller & Morgan, 2010; Baden-Fuller & Mangematin, 

2013; Kringelum, 2015). In this line of research, which is a relatively recent break with 

the dominant line of empirical inquiry within the field (Fielt, 2011), the cognitive repre-

sentations lend themselves not only to inductive empirical analysis, but also to deduc-

tive universalism in the form of archetypes. While sharing the option of analyzing at 

different levels of aggregation, the latter approach is more likely to create general theo-

ries, while the former approach is more likely to create case-based exemplars. 

Like most business economics research, business model research comprises not only a 

descriptive dimension, but involves a normative dimension as well. In most cases, busi-

ness model research attempts to clarify how combined streams of activities are creating 

value in order to explain how these combinations can become more effective and value-

adding. Thus, the aspect of innovation is an intrinsic property of business model re-

search. Often, the question of how to innovate business models is researched in terms of 

e-business and other technology-driven trends, where especially newly established firms 

and entrepreneurs are of interest (Zott, Amit & Massa, 2011; Morris, Schindehutte & 

Allen, 2005). However, business model research is experiencing an increasing interest 

in business model innovation within established firms (Linder & Cantrell, 2000; Sosna, 

Trevinyo-Rodríguez & Velamuri, 2010), where the main line of inquiry is focusing on 

how new opportunities are identified and subsequently utilized, including barriers to 

implementation which are mainly related to resource commitment and cognitive barriers 

to change (Padgett & Mulvey, 2007; Chesbrough, 2010; Sosna, Trevinyo-Rodríguez & 

Velamuri, 2010). 

What emanates from these studies is that business model innovation so far is a quite 

general concept where we by business model innovation mean the change of existing 

logic by creating new dynamic capabilities, i.e. in the form of new business model pro-

cedures, reconfiguration of value appropriation, changing relationships, and the adding 
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of new actors (Amit & Zott, 2001; Chesbrough, 2010, Adner, 2012). This implies that 

the concept of business model innovation covers instances of change along a continuum 

of minor and major changes. The common property of these instances is that by chang-

ing or breaking away from the existing logic of business, business model innovation, ir-

respective of the degree of change, involves the dilemma of transition from exploration 

to implementation. In effect, research on business model innovation needs to address 

the dialectical relationship between exploration and exploitation (March, 1991), and be-

tween stability and change (Zaltmann, Duncan & Holbek, 1973; Gjerding, 1996). The 

tensions involved in these relationships are challenging since business models trans-

cends the boundaries of the firm (Zott & Amit, 2010) and most frequently appears in the 

form of hybrid combinations of integrated and outsourced activities (Teece, 2010). 

There may be both microeconomic and macroeconomic reasons why business model 

innovation is becoming increasingly interesting. At the micro level (Prahalad, 2004; 

Kim & Mauborgne, 2005; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Teece, 2010), business model 

innovation represents an attempt to develop or arrive at new positions at the market 

which can enhance the profitability of economic activities. It may also indicate that new 

products or services warrant new ways of bringing value proposition to the market. Fur-

thermore, it may reflect the recognition of performance gaps which management is try-

ing to bridge or close. At the macro level, business model innovation reflects the emer-

gence of a new logic of economic activities (Schumpeter, 1939, 1942; Perez, 1983, 

2010; Chesbrough, 2006; Cantwell, Dunning & Lundan, 2010). While the new logic is a 

reflection of interconnected changes at the micro level, it is also a result of changes in 

the dynamic properties of the macro system, e.g. caused by the advent of new techno-

logical opportunities, consumer preferences, new streams of management concepts and 

techniques, or increased internationalization and globalization of value chains and value 

networks. These changes at the micro and macro levels reflect the advent of major soci-

etal trends which create strains external and internal to the firm, requiring new ways of 

organizing and providing new opportunities for economic and social activities (Piore & 

Sabel, 1984; Tofler, 1981, 2013). 

The observation that business models most frequently appear in the form of hybrid 

combinations of integrated and outsourced activities (Teece, 2010) reflects that the 

dominant form of economic organization within industrialized economies is activity 

networks which compromise on the market-hierarchy dichotomy. Compromises on the 

market-hierarchy dichotomy are necessary, because there are costs involved in using the 

market (Coase, 1937), information loss accrues as part of market transaction (Lundvall, 

1988), and economic activities are socially embedded (Powell, 1990). When the focal 

firm depends on hybrid combinations, it also finds itself in an arena of uncertainty in the 

sense that the combined outcome of inter-actor activities does not lend itself to complete 

foresight and prediction. This does not mean that “perfect” uncertainty (as distinguisha-

ble from risk) in a Knightian sense prevails (Knight, 1921), but that the focal firm has to 

deal with “wicked problems” (Rittel & Webber, 1973; Conklin, 2006) in the sense that 
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the rationalities of the different actors involved are not easily reconciled, and the tasks 

which have to be undertaken present problems which continuously have to be negotiat-

ed and renegotiated. This is a case of global rationality emerging out of a dynamic web 

of local rationalities, and, in consequence, the business model is always becoming inef-

fective or even obsolete, and reconfiguration has to take place. Even in the absence of 

major changes to the business model, changes will occur as the outcome of adjustments 

and incremental changes creating variation on an accumulative scale. 

Summing up, business model innovation is an inherent feature of complex economic 

systems, and it occurs as an emergent phenomenon even in cases where it is not insti-

gated by managerial intent. While this indicates that we are dealing with a continuum 

spanning from emerging to planned events, it also indicates that the content magnitude 

of business model innovation will vary from case to case, i.e. spanning from major to 

minor changes. Based on an ongoing case study, the article will elaborate on these con-

tinua, presenting a configuration of business modelling which leads to a novel generali-

zation of business model innovation. In order to do so, the article presents two major 

sources of inspiration and inquiry which have spurred our study of business model in-

novation. The sources of inspiration are, respectively, a macroeconomic observation and 

an action-researched case which will be described in the following sections 2-3. Based 

on this combination of deductive and inductive reasoning, section 4 presents a configu-

ration of business modelling lending itself to a generalization of business model innova-

tion, which draws most heavily on the case inspiration. Finally, section 5 concludes on 

new avenues of research and implications for practitioners. 

 

 

2. A macroeconomic argument for business model innovation 

The first source of inspiration is the recognition that the effectiveness of value adding 

activities is decreasing throughout the industrialized economies, when viewed from a 

macro perspective. The effectiveness of value adding activities, measured in terms of 

labour productivity growth, has been declining during the after war period, and the ten-

dency to a declining trend in growth rates seems difficult to counteract, irrespective of 

which combination of policy schemes are attempted. For instance, among the G7 coun-

tries, the tendency to a declining trend in productivity growth predates the current crisis, 

possibly with the US as an exception where productivity growth seems to take place at a 

more stable trend (OECD, 2013). This might reflect that the industrialized countries are 

settling down at a long term “natural” trend of productivity growth, e.g. as suggested by 

Pikkety (2014) and evidenced by Maddison (1982) in previous historic analysis. 

The Danish economy is a significant example of this long term development. During the 

after war period, the trend of productivity growth has been continuously declining, and 

the trend seems to jump to a new lower level each decade (Gjerding, 2012). This is es-

sentially surprising, since the Danish economy is continuously performing comparative-
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ly well in terms of international measures on competitiveness (Gertsen & Gjerding, 

2014). Furthermore, the Danish economy is extensively involved in international eco-

nomic exchange, evidenced by the fact that the shares of export and import in GDP have 

been steadily growing to the extent that the combined annual value of export and import 

has equalled GDP during recent years. From a purely theoretical point of view, exten-

sive participation in the international division of labour would merit high and sustained 

rates of productivity growth (Wagner, 2011), which, however, is not the case in Den-

mark. There may be various explanations for this, e.g. that the internationally engaged 

Danish firms seem to generate more new jobs abroad than at the domestic scene as part 

of relocating economic activities, and that the composition of countries with which the 

Danish economy interacts has been relatively stable for several decades (Gjerding, 

2012). However, these are phenomena which may also work in the opposite direction, 

i.e. stimulate productivity growth. 

Since the improvement of value adding activities are driven by learning processes and 

incremental and radical improvements of economic activities, the extent to which inno-

vation takes place among actors within the Danish economy may present itself as anoth-

er avenue of explanation. However, nothing seems to indicate that innovation is becom-

ing less important throughout the Danish economy. The share of R&D in GDP has in-

creased by 50 % during the last couple of decades and accounts for 3 % of GDP today, 

and the number of man-years invested in R&D activities is steadily growing (Danmarks 

Statistik, 2012, 2013, 2014). The proportion of economic actors which engage in vari-

ous types of innovation activities is, generally, stable, e.g. as shown in figure 1 which 

depicts the number of firms within the Danish private sector undertaking innovation 

(according to the Danish part of the CIS survey). So, in essence, if we are focusing on 

innovation as an explanation, we probably need to look at other types of innovative ac-

tivities. 

So far, the extent to which business model innovation, or rather the lack of business 

model innovation, can contribute to explain the “productivity mystery” has not been ex-

plored, and we may hypothesize that the continuous downsizing of productivity growth 

can partly be explained by ineffectiveness of existing business models to appropriate 

value. Surely, the way in which activities are organized, including the business model, 

determines total factor productivity and hence the growth of value added per working 

hour. Thus, business model innovation may enter the picture as part of the “measure of 

our ignorance” of the growth process, as Abramovitz (1956) termed the “Solow residu-

al”, i.e. total factor productivity (Solow, 1957). In order to do so, the scientific commu-

nity researching business models needs to become clearer on how to understand busi-

ness model innovation. 
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Figure 1. Different types of innovation activities in the Danish private sector, 

% of firms which has undertaken the innovation in question 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Statistics Denmark (Danmarks Statistik, 2012, 2013, 2014) 

 

 

 

3. A Triple Helix argument for business model innovation 

The second source of inspiration is an ongoing case study on industrial development 

within a triple helix setting. The case study (see appendix), which is conducted as action 

research (French & Bell, 1990) involving multiple case studies (Yin, 2014), concerns 

the Aalborg Port Authority which is an economic actor consciously pursuing three 

roles: (1) The role as a firm which conducts inwards and outward bound logistics on a 

commercial basis. The purpose of this role is quite simply to earn profits for stakehold-

ers and accumulating capital for future investments. (2) The role as framework condi-

tion for other firms operating within the spatial boundaries of the port. The purpose of 

this role is to contribute to profits, capital accumulation, and employment within the lo-

cal and regional community. (3) The role as a facilitator for cooperation and clustering 

between firms, knowledge institutions, and authorities. The purpose of this role is to 

contribute to long term economic and social development not only at a local and region-

al level, but at the national level as well. 

The first and second role is not new to the port. For centuries, the port has functioned as 

a profit-earning entity with obligations to invest in logistic infrastructure in order to 

serve the needs of the local community and the region of North Denmark. As part of 

these obligations, the second role has emerged where the port has extended the role of 

Organizational innovation 

Market innovation 

 
 

Product innovation 

 
Process innovation 
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land and property owner, which sell or rent locations and buildings to private firms, into 

more elaborate services like facility management and construction of specialized build-

ings for commercial activities. During recent years, the port has embarked on a number 

of projects in cooperation with knowledge institutions, notably the nearby Aalborg Uni-

versity, focusing on improving the logistic services of the port and the logistic opera-

tions of firms inhabiting the port facilities. In doing so, the port has entered the regional-

ization phase of contemporary industrialized ports, where the port transforms itself from 

a traditional port to a logistic hub based on inter-modality which creates spatial disper-

sion and logistic zones throughout the hinterland of the port (Nooteboom & Rodrigue, 

2005; Petitt & Beresford, 2009). Simultaneuously, and in some cases as part of the co-

operative activities, the port has played an important role in establishing networks 

among private and public actors. While some of these networks are engaged in develop-

ing commercial activities, others have focused on long term industrial and social devel-

opment of the regional society. In consequence, the third role as facilitator for industrial 

and social development has gradually emerged, primarily driven by a managerial ambi-

tion, and a political urge within local government, for creating industry-university part-

nerships, sometimes also involving local and regional government, i.e. creating indus-

try-university-government partnerships. 

Actively supported by local government, which is the main stakeholder of the Port of 

Aalborg, the evolution of port-related industrial roles reflects a deliberate managerial in-

tent within the port of embarking on continuous improvement and change, for three rea-

sons (Aalborg Havn, 2014; Krabbe & Holstein, 2015). First, whether or not the port 

succeeds in its role as a firm depends on the level and development of activities within 

the port facility. Improving the effectiveness of processes and procedures within the 

port as a firm is not enough to secure long term prosperity, unless the port is able to ac-

commodate new requirements among its customers. In consequence, the port is contin-

uously focusing on the need to co-evolve with the environments in which it operates (cf. 

figure 2). 

Second, the success as a firm depends on the ability of the port to provide framework 

conditions. Regarding this requirement, the managerial intent of the port is to proactive-

ly seeking new opportunities which can enhance the role of the port as a framework for 

the activities of other actors. In effect, by seeking new opportunities which develops 

framework conditions, the port is not only creating new lines of revenue for its role as a 

firm, but also creating selection pressures on the activities of the “port firm”. Conse-

quently, the relationships between the roles as a firm and as a framework become mutu-

ally reinforcing, involving not only the intricate balance between exploration and ex-

ploitation, but external selection pressures as well. 
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Figure 2. The evolutionary approach of the Port of Aalborg to its industrial roles 

 

 

Third, the port is continuously focusing on attracting new actors and new economic ac-

tivities in order to simultaneously develop economy of scale and scope. A vital focus for 

this line of managerial intent is to facilitate cooperation between actors which can at-

tract new actors, new activities, and create new activities and actors. Thus, the port is 

actively seeking to create networks and interconnectedness among actors and activities, 

involving industry, government, and knowledge institutions. While this is in line with 

the contemporary tendency for ports to become organized as clusters based on various 

networks (Song & Panayides, 2008; McLaughlin & Fearon, 2013), the tendency is fur-

ther strengthened in the present case due to a managerial intent to actively create clus-

ters of national importance (Aalborg Havn, 2014). This ambition, which has entered as 

part of the key performance indicators employed in the port governance structure, rein-

forces the co-creation of selection pressures. 

In the activities undertaken in order to stimulate the interplay between the three indus-

trial roles of the port, there is a clear managerial ambition of contributing to the devel-

opment of triple helix activities, including third mission activities of the local university 

(Krabbe & Holstein, 2015). Third mission activities refer to an extension of the task 

portfolio of universities where universities become responsible for economic and social 

development in addition to the two classic missions of education and research 

(Leydesdorff & Etzkowitz, 1996; Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000). This constitutes a 

“second academic revolution”, the first revolution being the inclusion of research “in 

addition to the traditional task of teaching” (Etzkowitz, 2003, p. 110). This development 

has been stimulated by government policy giving more priority to commercially orient-

ed research, thus providing both a political and a financial impetus to activities bridging 

basic research and commercial endeavors. In effect, the academic world has witnessed 
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the advent of academic capitalism (Slaugther & Leslie, 1997) in terms of a growth of 

university activities and support structures aimed at generating new streams of revenues 

and changing the allocation of resources between basic and applied research. Concomi-

tantly, large parts of the academic community have transcended from the Humboldt-

inspired autonomous society characterized by governance structures based on the en-

dorsement of democratic decision making among peers. Instead, increasingly universi-

ties find themselves in an institutional setting where external stake holders in terms of 

national and regional policy making, labour market and industrial interests exert influ-

ence, which is facilitated by intra-university centralized decision making informed by 

the notion of universities as service providers and knowledge generators (Olsen, 2005; 

Maassen & Olsen, 2007). 

This new institutional position, which has been known as “the entrepreneurial universi-

ty” (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Clark, 1998, 2004; Etzkowitz, 2003, 2004), has led to 

some controversy within research on higher education management. While the origina-

tors of the concept, Slaughter & Leslie (1997), are concerned for the autonomy of uni-

versities and call for an increase in public funding in order to reestablish university au-

tonomy, Clark (1998, 2004), who in detail elaborates the concept of the entrepreneurial 

university, advocates a pathway based on bottom-up activities which channel the way in 

which external factors influence the directions of research and thus autonomy of the sci-

entific community. In opposition to Slaughter & Leslie (1997), Clark (2004) argues that 

universities must embrace the increasing influence by external stake holders and use it 

as a pathway for university autonomy which can become a source of social and econom-

ic development. Elaborating on this position, it has been argued (Gjerding et al., 2006) 

that the new institutional position can become a source of university autonomy since ac-

tivities at entrepreneurial universities often evolve in a bottom up fashion and thus in-

volve an element of intrapreneurship which is important for the ability of large organi-

zations to be entrepreneurial (Hitt, Ireland, Camp & Sexton, 2002). Furthermore, as 

universities handle complex environments by creating organizational differentiation, 

hybridization occurs in terms of context-specific organizational set-ups which exist in 

parallel (Etzkowitz, 2004; Clark, 2004). Consequently, hybridization is likely to imply 

that academia has some strongholds in maintaining autonomy because the capacity to 

differentiate endows universities with the capacity to act and change in complex cir-

cumstances (Etzkowitz, 2004; Gjerding et al., 2006). 

While the phrasing of “triple helix” implies that innovation is stimulated by activity-

based university-industry-government collaboration, the triple helix must not be con-

fused with an innovation system in the sense of national or regional innovation systems 

(Lundvall, 1992; Nelson, 1993; Edquist, 2005). Rather, it must be understood as provid-

ing “a model of the structure and dynamics underlying the innovation system function-

ing at various levels” (Leydesdorff & Zawdie, 2010, p. 789), adding “to the meta-

biological models of evolutionary economics, the sociological notion of meaning being 

exchanged among the institutional agents” (Leydesdorff & Zawdie, 2010, p. 798). This 
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implies that the parts of the triple helix are seen as “co-evolving sub-sets of social sys-

tems, which are distributed and unstable” (Etzkowitz & Ranga, 2010, p. 5), where 

meaning is created by negotiations and translations at the interfaces between the con-

stituent parts. Inspired by Mohrman, Gibson & Mohrman (2001), it may be argued that 

this requires the ability of the actors to mutually taking perspective, e.g. by forming 

joint interpretative forums. In order for a triple helix to become effective in its pursuit of 

the third mission, Etzkowitz & Ranga (2010) stress the importance of establishing lead-

ership in a way which respects the processes and motives of the collaborating institu-

tional actors, implying “a mix of top-down and bottom up processes to create leadership 

through collaboration rather than diktat” (Etzkowitz & Ranga, 2010, p. 17). In their 

view, this requires the establishment of some neutral ground where the collaborating ac-

tors “can come together to generate and gain support for new ideas promoting economic 

and social development” (Etzkowitz & Ranga, 2010, p. 18). In effect, they suggest the 

formation of an institutional role as Innovation Organizer “who enunciates a vision for 

knowledge-based development and who has sufficient respect to exercise convening 

power to bring the leadership of the institutional spheres together to aggregate and 

commit resources to implement a project emanating from what becomes a shared vision 

if and when the process takes on momentum” (Etzkowitz & Ranga, 2010, p. 19). 

The Port of Aalborg has to an important extent taken on the institutional role as Innova-

tion Organizer in various ways, e.g. by initiating designed networks among actors with-

in the port facility and across the hinterland of the port, financing or co-financing re-

search including ph.d. students, and partly financing the establishment of a research 

center which collaborates with private and public firms and bodies in various logistic 

projects. Most recently, the port has exclusively financed the establishment of a Center 

for Logistics and Collaboration which in cooperation with local government and the lo-

cal university is focused on development of the roles as framework and facilitator. Fur-

thermore, the center is gradually acting as an independent consultancy which provides 

services not only to the port’s industrial role as a firm, but to other firms and actors 

within the port facility and across the hinterland as well. The aim is to create a neutral 

arena for commercial, network and cluster activities which can stimulate local and re-

gional joint efforts of developing triple helix activities. 

The main challenge of the Port of Aalborg is to secure a balance between ordinary 

commercial activities related to the roles as firm and framework, and development ac-

tivities related to the role as facilitator and to the interplay between the three roles 

(Krabbe & Holstein, 2015). Currently, this balance is under pressure because the port 

management has embarked on a heavy load of projects and initiatives aimed at making 

the three roles both broader and more effective. This means than new sources of varia-

tion are created within the array of existing business models that the port employs. As 

new opportunities are increasingly being explored, the necessity to balance exploration 

and exploitation is growing, and the ensuing organizational strain is, furthermore, en-

hanced because the projects and initiatives contribute to creating an increasingly dy-
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namic and complex environment. As the environment comes to encompass more and 

distant actors, the port will increasingly encounter wicked problems in the sense de-

scribed earlier. 

How to deal with these problems will be described in general theoretical terms, as we 

now move to our discussion of generalizing business model innovation. 

 

 

4. Generalizing business model innovation 

The selection pressures, which the Port of Aalborg is contributing to create, the strains 

on the balance between exploration and exploitation, and the increasing occurrence of 

wicked problems stress the importance of becoming an ambidextrous organization 

(O’Reilly & Tushman, 2004; Raisch et al., 2009), or in this case an ambidextrous port 

(Hollen, Van Den Bosch & Volberda, 2013) which can maintain a dual focus on the tra-

ditional landlord role, and entrepreneurial and clustering activities. In order to do so, the 

port management needs to consciously reflect on the challenges and pressures faced by 

existing business models, and especially the extent to which new initiatives require 

more radical business model innovations. 

 

 

Figure 3. Zones of business model innovation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 suggests a framework for contemplating on business model innovation in the 

current situation of the Port of Aalborg. The focal firm of the model, which represents 

the role as a firm, has direct interaction with a number of firms and actors within the 

port facility, i.e. representing the role as framework. These two roles are within the “de-

velopment zone” where the port develops economies of scale and scope based on the 

classic port roles. The role as facilitator is represented by indirect interaction, meaning 

that although interaction obviously occurs, it is distantly related to the core business of 

port activities. Hence, we are dealing with an “extension zone” which comprises a set of 
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new opportunities that can be created or explored. When activities related to the role as 

facilitator result in economies of scale and scope within the port facility, the relation-

ships among actors become part of the framework relationships, thus moving from the 

extension zone to the development zone. In effect, the development zone becomes grad-

ually larger as the port succeeds in the extension zone. 

The development zone can be regarded as an arena where firms and actors are familiar, 

and opportunities and problems are within range of being detected. The extension zone 

can be regarded as an arena where relationships, opportunities, and problems occur in 

less familiar contexts which in many cases have to be explored or even created. In this 

case, business model innovation is more uncertain and radical than in the case of the de-

velopment zone. Of course, major changes of business models can occur in the devel-

opment zone as well, but they will be exposed to less uncertainty than business models 

within the extension zone. Similarly, even though the dilemma of exploration and ex-

ploitation occurs in both zones, the two situations are qualitatively different since uncer-

tainty is higher in the extension zone. Finally, since we assume that activities move 

from the extension zone to the development zone, we may argue that at a general system 

level the extension zone represents exploration, while the development zone represents 

exploitation. In effect, the exploration-exploitation dilemma in the extension zone is bi-

ased towards exploration while the exploration-exploitation dilemma in the develop-

ment zone is biased towards exploitation. 

The implications for business model innovation of these different kinds of logics in the 

two zones are depicted in figure 4. 

 

 

Figure 4. Business model innovation logics within two zones 

Change Development zone Extension zone 

Minor Fine-tuning existing activities Exploiting opportunities, i.e. preparing 

them for being moved into the devel-

opment zone 

Medium Changing activities inspired by the 

advent or creation of new oppor-

tunities 

Exploring and exploiting opportunities 

which are discovered or created 

Major Exploiting opportunities moving 

in from the extension zone 

Exploring opportunities which are dis-

covered or created 
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The major implication of this line of thinking is that business model innovation involves 

bridging the existing business model and the value network to which the business model 

belongs. As emphasized by Amit & Zott (2008), business models are distinct from value 

nets (Brandenburg & Nalebuff, 1996) in the sense that the “players in the value net, 

such as competitors and certain complementors, may or may not be part of the business 

model because some of them may not transact with the focal firm” (Amit & Zott, 2008, 

note 3, pp. 3-4). However, what the generalization in question implies is that business 

model innovation causes the position of the business model within the value net to 

change by, respectively, reconfiguring the set of existing relationships within the value 

net, changing the set of relationships by moving relationships from the extension to the 

development zone, or creating new relationships which changes the value net configura-

tion to which the business model belongs. 

Innovation of the business model has, of course, to take into account the kind of com-

petitive pressures which the innovating actor faces. Essentially, the relationship between 

competitive pressures and innovation of the business model is of a dialectical nature. On 

the one hand, competitive pressures reflect the dominant logic of the market which de-

fines a decision space within which the innovating actor acts. On the other hand, inno-

vation of the business model implies that the actor introduces variation into the domi-

nant logic by creating new competitive advantages. In some cases the degree of varia-

tion may even become so large that the market is induced with a completely new kind 

of logic, as for instance is known from cases where blue ocean conditions occur (Kim & 

Mauborgne, 2005) or where changes are of a disruptive nature (Christensen, 2000; Ad-

ner, 2012). How the effects of the dialectical relationship between competitive pressures 

and business model innovation come about depends, in the end, on the kind of competi-

tive relationship which the business model innovator has with its rivals. In general, it 

may be hypothesized that if the dominant logic of the market is one of direct competi-

tion among actors, business model innovation will increase the competitive pressures 

across the set of actors. If, however, the dominant logic is of a more collaborative na-

ture, business model innovation may contribute to the mitigation of competitive pres-

sures. 

Inspired by McLaughlin & Fearon (2013) who draw on Easton & Araujo (1992) and 

Bengtsson & Kock (1999, 2000), the dominant logic of the market may be characterised 

in terms of competition, coexistence, cooperation and coopetition, cf. figure 5. While di-

rect competition comprises a situation where the relationship between actors is one of 

strong rivalry, the case of coexistence signifies a situation of weak rivalry where actors 

occupy more or less secluded parts of the market, e.g. as in the case of niche markets. In 

the case of collaboration, rivalry may be high, but are in some instances offset by col-

laboration on specific projects and complementary activities. Finally, in the case of 

coopetition, rivalry is mitigated by actors who pursue economies of scale and scope by 

creating activity networks organized within hierarchical relationships, e.g. in the form of 

new organizational entities or by mergers and acquisitions. 
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Figure 5. Types of dominant market logics 

   

 

 

 

 

 

While business model innovation may occur within all four kinds of dominant logic, the 

main focus of the Port of Aalborg, which as previously explained has assumed the role 

as Innovation Organizer (Etzkowitz & Ranga, 2010), must be on the logics of collabora-

tion and coopetition, since the role of the Innovation Organizer is to facilitate joint ac-

tivities among the actors who participate in triple helix development based on a shared 

vision of missions and goals to be achieved. In effect, extending or recreating the value 

network to which the business model belongs by exploring opportunities in the exten-

sion zone and make them ready for exploitation within the development zone means or-

ganizing new relationships among actors who can benefit from the economies of scale 

and scope that stem from the new opportunities. In order to bring the explored opportu-

nities to at state of exploitation, the new relationships have to part of changing the busi-

ness model, thus implying that the business model involves new avenues for coopera-

tion. Consequently, business model innovation in this case implies the introduction of 

cooperative efforts. Whether the business model innovation becomes characterized by 

collaborative or coopetive activities will depend on the kind of new activities which 

form the basis of business model innovation. Business model innovation, which falls 

within the range of non-cooperative or coexisting logics, will occur only in the cases of 

minor or medium change of business models within the development zone (cf. figure 4). 

The managerial intent of serving as an Innovation Organizer, which is the guiding prin-

ciple for the reference case which we have used for generalizing business model innova-

tion, implies that business model innovation will be subject to high degrees of uncer-

tainty. This is especially the case, because cooperative efforts lend itself to the occur-

rence of wicked problems, as touched upon earlier. Wicked problems implies that sev-

eral kinds of organizational rationalities and dominant logics enter the organization of 

new activities, where continuous disagreement on how to define and understand the 

problems at hand persist, and where decision making leads to new situations, where 

problem understanding and solving need to be agreed upon (Rittel & Webber, 1973; 

Conklin, 2006). In effect, wicked problems never stop (Rittel & Webber, 1973), but 

give rise to new opportunities which need to be explored and prepared for exploitation. 

Thus, the selection pressures, which the combination of the three roles as firm, frame-
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work and facilitator creates, tend to be reinforced, as the three roles are combined 

through cooperative efforts. 

 

 

5. Conclusion 

The present paper has argued that business model innovation involves uncertainty to the 

degree that innovation is based on cooperative efforts. While cooperative efforts are of-

ten regarded as a way to mitigate uncertainty by organizing the market, it also create a 

meeting point for different organizational rationalities and dominant logics which have 

to be reconciled in order to achieve business model innovation. In effect, the attempt to 

deal with selective competitive pressures tends to induce variations into the system to 

which the business model belongs, thus reinforcing the process of selection which caus-

es business models to change. However, while this is a source of uncertainty it is also a 

source of potential competitive advantage. The main theoretical implication is that there 

exists a dialectical relationship between sources of selection and sources of survival, 

which tend to reinforce one another. 

This is a novel perspective as far as business model innovation is concerned. While re-

search on business model innovation has predominantly focused on newly established 

firms and e-business opportunities and other technology-driven trends (Zott, Amit & 

Massa, 2011; Morris, Schindehutte & Allen, 2005), there is a growing interest in busi-

ness model innovation within established firms (Linder & Cantrell, 2000; Sosna, Tre-

vinyo-Rodríguez & Velamuri, 2010). However, this line of research has not focused on 

the dialectical relationship between sources of selection and sources of survival. 

The argument has been put forward by focusing on the relevance of business model in-

novation, and presenting a macroeconomic and a Triple Helix based argument which 

led to focusing on cooperative efforts in innovating business models, phrased in terms 

of collaborative business models. The analysis of cooperative efforts was based on an 

in-depth case study involving action research and multiple case studies on the basis of 

which a generalization of business model innovation was put forward. The generaliza-

tion presented a novel model of business model innovation as an activity taking place 

across a development and an extension zone, where business model innovation occurs 

as minor, medium and major changes within both zones. Furthermore, the model ex-

plains the process of creating new activity networks by exploring within the extension 

zone and exploiting within the development zone. While exploration and exploitation 

take place within both zones, the predominant logic is one of exploitation within the de-

velopment zone and exploration within the extension zone, if the two zones are consid-

ered as a coherent system. Finally, the generalization was explicated in terms of differ-

ent dominant market logics in which collaborative efforts can be positioned. 
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The argument of the present paper indicates new lines of research which can be pursued 

in further elaboration on collaborative business models and business model innovation. 

First, considering business model innovation in terms of interorganizational cooperative 

efforts implies that the reconciliation of different types of rationalities becomes im-

portant. This line of inquiry may be further pursued by considering processes of sense-

making (Weick, 1995) and the importance of cognitive schemes in establishing indus-

trial logic (Kaplan & Tripsas, 2008; Benner & Tripsas, 2012). Second, considering the 

relationship between collaborative business models and modes of market logic may be 

elaborated in terms of the dilemmas which occur at the interfaces between competition 

and cooperation, especially regarding the instances when cooperation may enter a tran-

sition phase towards either competition or hierarchical organization (Raza-Ullah, 

Bengtsson & Kock, 2014). Third, the generalization of business model innovation pre-

sented above may be further elaborated in terms of new organizational forms, the occur-

rence of ecosystems and activity systems, and the role of value chains, as also Zott & 

Amit (2013) have indicated as necessary for creating a theoretically robust construct for 

strategic analysis within business model research. Fourth, the case, which is a major in-

spiration of this paper, represents an instance of Triple Helix innovation which indicates 

that new insights into the working of industry-university-government may be derived by 

studying business model innovation. Finally the analysis of the case of the Port of Aal-

borg suggests that business model research may benefit from a more thorough applica-

tion of evolutionary theorizing, especially when combined with the idea of wicked prob-

lems. 

Regarding lessons for industrial practice, the present paper carries one important mes-

sage in particular. Business model innovation is not solely a solution to existing com-

petitive challenges, because it carries the seeds of variation which can be induced into 

the market system. In effect, business model innovation, while being a necessity in 

complex and changing environments, involves the challenging proposition of business 

model innovation to become even more warranted. In order to cope with this dialectical 

situation, organizations need to develop ambidextrous qualities. 
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Appendix: Fact box on the Port of Aalborg 

Port of Aalborg is an inland port located in Northern Jutland, and is currently the fifth 

largest port in Denmark. Until 2000, the Port of Aalborg operated as a self-governed 

municipality port and was managed by the city counsel of Aalborg municipality. How-

ever, with the presentation of the new Danish Port Law, which became effective by Jan-

uary 1st 2000, the Port of Aalborg was reorganized as a municipality-owned private 

limited company with multiple independent subsidiaries. The concern currently em-

ploys 70 employees (Aalborg Havn, 2014), a number which has been growing steadily 

since the reorganization. 

Port of Aalborg is defined as a service company in the port- and transportation sector. 

As a result, the value creation of the concern can be divided into two fields which are 

strongly interlinked. First, the port handles activities concerning the transportation, han-

dling, and storage of cargo. Second, the port handles area development, building rental, 

and general infrastructure around the port perimeter.   

Being an inland port, it has been possible to build the infrastructure around the port pe-

rimeter with the aim of facilitating industrial development in the local and regional area. 

In 2012 the Port owned 4,200,000 m2 of business areas including: 140,000 m2 build-

ings, 42,000 m2 warehouse capacity, and 85,000 m3 cold storage capacity (Aalborg 

Havn, 2014). Almost half of these business areas are yet to be developed, thus ensuring 

a significant area for growth. 

Despite the growing area development, Port of Aalborg, along with most of the Danish 

ports, has experienced a decrease in cargo levels since 2008. However, Port of Aalborg 

has been able to increase the net revenue and in most years also the net income, cf. fig-

ure A1, through a shift in the allocation of revenue where ship- and cargo fees are de-

creasing in importance, while rental of areas and buildings along with other service 

business activities are becoming increasingly important. However, the decrease in cargo 

levels has not affected the level of container cargo which is steadily increasing in the 

Port of Aalborg. This is to an important extent related to the role of the Port of Aalborg 

as the sole European base port of Greenland. 

Simultaneously with managing the activities of being a multi-modal transport center, 

the Port of Aalborg has established a range of different networks, including: Artic Busi-

ness Network, consisting of 70 companies with a special interest in the Artic and North 

Atlantic Region; HubNorth, for companies belonging to and affiliated with the wind 

turbine industry; and Erhvervsnetværk 9220, focusing on developing synergies between 

companies and institutions in the local area.   

As the network activities indicate, interacting with and creating optimum conditions for 

the 96 companies located in and around the port perimeter is pivotal for the develop-

ment of the Port of Aalborg. However, the performance of the Port of Aalborg also has 

a significant effect on the surrounding society in general. Recent analysis (COWI, 2014) 

reveals significant direct, indirect and induced regional effects of the activities at the 
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Port of Aalborg, creating more than 9,000 jobs associated with a production value of 

DKR 13 billion, an income effect of DKR 5,7 billion, and tax revenues of DKR 1,7 bil-

lion. 

 

 

Figure A1. Revenue and net income of the Port of Aalborg, 2002-2013 


