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Abstract
Driven by the current environmental challenges, the profitability of established
business models is decreasingly sustainable, a circumstance that intensifies the
need for business model innovation. This dissertation focuses on multi-business
firms and identifies management practices, which support business unit managers in
successfully realizing business model innovation. In such firms, the knowledge about
business models and potentially value-creating business model innovation mainly
resides within the business units as opposed to the corporate headquarters and
central services. The proposed management practices build a deliberate, strategiclevel management approach to the challenge of business model innovation, an
approach currently lacking in most firms.
In order to arrive at this management approach, a theory-building, multiple-case
study design is applied. Such a design is appropriate, since academic research on
business model innovation is still in its early stages and has not yet elucidated the
role of business unit managers. Before engaging in fieldwork, a “BMI-identification
tool” is developed, which facilitates the selection of suitable cases. The final set of
five cases covers successful and failed business model innovations in five different
business units. It is selected from an initial set of nineteen proposed cases at four
very large, publicly listed, European corporations. This “polar type” sample enables
the combination of replication logic with failure analysis.
The within- and cross-case study of the five cases gives rise to a conceptual process
of business model innovation, as well as twelve management practices, each
attributable to one single phase within this process. These practices were all carried
out by business unit managers in the success cases, whereas most of them were
lacking in the failure cases. The case data reveals that gaining trust, being open to
new processes, iterative real-world testing and active leadership are imperative to
mitigate the risk in such initiatives and to overcome the rigidities in established
organizations. Next to providing tangible recommendations for managers seeking
business model innovation, the dissertation entails further important contributions to
this emerging literature stream.
Key words: business model innovation, business unit manager, multi-business firm

