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Abstract

Purpose – This paper aims at proposing knowledge translation as an element of business model design that
can support entrepreneurs in achieving alignment and collaboration between entrepreneurial teams and
external stakeholders.
Design/methodology/approach – The conceptual model presented in the paper is developed from the
literature review and draws mainly on two streams of work as follows: first, the contributions related to the lean
start-up methodology initially developed by Blank and Ries and second, the work of Osterwalder and Pigneur on
businessmodels and its subsequent developments. In addition, we drawonkey insights from the entrepreneurship
and organizational learning literature, such as discovery-driven planning and disciplined entrepreneurship.
Findings – The continuous validation framework (CVF) is introduced, posing the attention on underlining
knowledge-translation mechanisms to decode complex concepts related to new venture creation.
Originality/value – The authors propose a new framework (the CVF) as an effective translational tool
because it is a visual diagram that allows entrepreneurs to translate complex and technical ideas into a format
that ismore understandable for external audiences. Additionally, for each step of the CVF, specific translational
mechanisms are defined and discussed, as each stage of the CVF presents specific translational challenges that
result in outcomes that differ from stage to stage.

Keywords Business model, Business model design, Translational mechanisms, Knowledge-based view,

Knowledge translation, Start-ups

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Business models describe the design or architecture of the value creation, delivery and capture
mechanisms a firm employs (Teece, 2010) and have become a useful tool to understand how firms
can achieve superior returns and competitive advantage (e.g. Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010).
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Previous research on business models has focused mainly on value creation through specific
business model configurations (Chesbrough and Rosenbloom, 2002; Kim and Min, 2015). Yet,
less is known about the process of designing winning business models (i.e. getting to a specific
business model configuration) even though the design of a business model is a key decision for
both entrepreneurs developing a newmodel andgeneralmanagers in charge of rethinking their
existing models (Zott and Amit, 2010). This lack of attention at the design component of
business models is particularly surprising in the field of entrepreneurship because business
models may represent a form of entrepreneurial opportunity creation (Markides, 2008)
stimulated by the existence of market imperfections (Cohen and Winn, 2007).

As a consequence, a mismatch between the goals and the vision pursued by entrepreneurial
teams and the requirements of external actors can arise, frequently leading to startups’ high
failure rates. Conflicts are well known in this context, such as when entrepreneurs and early
investors have diverging views on how to allocate financial resources or when heterogeneity
within the founding team results in conflicting needs and priorities, disagreements on crucial
decisions and misalignment in terms of which kind of value to create (e.g. Turcan, 2008).

To address this puzzle, previous lines of enquiry have highlighted that in the presence of
different objectives, goals and backgrounds there is a need for translators or translation
mechanisms, that can help define a common platform of communication and knowledge
sharing and transfer among diverse individuals (Chiesa and Piccaluga, 1998; Simeone et al.,
2018). Building on these intuitions, we first propose that knowledge-translation mechanisms
are an integral component of business model design which requires the development of a
common “language”, concrete tools and a framework (Zott and Amit, 2010) understandable
by multiple audiences (e.g. academics, entrepreneurs, managers and investors). Then, we put
forward the idea that translational mechanisms support entrepreneurs to achieve learning
through a process of trial and error that relies less on intuition and more on experimentation,
prototyping and hypothesis testing.

Moreover, business model design emerges as a powerful instrument for early-stage
ventures because entrepreneurs can use business models as a tool for the abstraction of the
whole company (Wirtz et al., 2016). In fact, abstractions are also useful in translating complex
and tacit knowledge into a language that is easier to understand for knowledge recipients that
reside outside of the firm. However, while translation as a mechanism to support
organizational learning in more mature settings has been studied (Savory, 2006; Simeone
et al., 2017a), there is still limited research about how to support the process of learning of
entrepreneurial teams through translation.

In an attempt to cover these gaps, the paper proposes a conceptualization of knowledge
translation as an integral element of business model design to achieve internal as well as
external alignment and collaboration with external stakeholders. Our novel framework aims
at guiding entrepreneurs through a process of continuous iteration and validation of ideas,
ultimately leading to entrepreneurial learning. Therefore, this paper attempts to address the
following question: Can knowledge-translation mechanisms in the design of business models be
considered as an effective means to achieve alignment between the needs and interests of
entrepreneurial teams and the demands of external stakeholders?To address this question, the
paper will first review the theoretical and empirical contributions related to business model
design and experimentation and highlight the relevance of knowledge translation in the
design of business models. Next, building on the recent Bortolini et al. (2018) review, the main
existing frameworks for business model design will be presented, namely the business model
canvas (BMC) (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010) and the lean start-up (LS) methodology
(Blank, 2003; Ries, 2011). Finally, we propose a new conceptual model, the continuous
validation framework (CVF) that is developed from the literature review and draws on two
streams of work as follows: first, the contributions related to the LS methodology initially
developed by Blank (2003) and Ries (2011); second, the work of Osterwalder and Pigneur
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(2010) on business models and its subsequent developments. In addition, we draw on key
insights from the entrepreneurship and organizational learning literature, such as discovery-
driven planning and disciplined entrepreneurship.

This paper contributes to the entrepreneurship and innovation literature in three ways.
First, we contribute to the growing literature on business model design (Zott and Amit, 2010;
Rask and G€unzel-Jensen, 2019) by placing emphasis on design as an important antecedent of
developing effective business models. Second, we put forward the idea that business model
design encompasses usefulmechanisms for entrepreneurswishing to translate complex concepts
related to their start-up (e.g. product, value offer), often embedded in the tacit knowledge
repository of the entrepreneurial team, into a language that ismore easily transferable to external
audiences. By so doing, we extend the emerging literature on knowledge translation in
entrepreneurial settings (Secundo et al., 2019) by exploring the role of business model design as a
means to acquire and transfer knowledgewithin entrepreneurial projects. Finally, we introduce a
new framework – theCVF–which integrates and complements existing frameworks onbusiness
model design by emphasizing extensive idea validation and iteration, ultimately increasing the
probability of reaching alignment and collaboration between different stakeholders.

2. A knowledge-based perspective of business model design in entrepreneurial
settings
Over time, the “business model” concept has attracted significant attention because it
suggests a path through which businesses are conceived, created and executed (e.g.
Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). Parallel to the development of business model studies in
mature settings (Chesbrough and Rosenbloom, 2002; Corbo, 2017), there has been a growing
interest in business models in entrepreneurial settings (Presenza and Petruzzelli, 2019). This
distinction is important as, in the context of start-ups, business models cannot be fully
anticipated in advance but rather must be learned over time (McGrath, 2010). As such,
business models emphasize the central role of experimentation for entrepreneurs to rapidly
test the market, validate or reject key assumptions and learn through experience which in
turn leads to refinement and improvement of a venture’s business model. The initial stages
often require experimenting with alternative business model configurations (Chesbrough,
2010) before identifying the business model matching demand requirements. This stage has
been defined as the exploration phase, and it is characterized by trial-and-error learning
(Sosna et al., 2010), resulting in the accumulation of relevant experience and knowledge.

To explain the process of how experience is transformed into knowledge, a widely used
theoretical approach in entrepreneurial research is Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory
which portrayed the process of constructing knowledge as an idealized learning cycle. Kolb’s
experiential learning cycle indicates how concrete experience is transformed into abstract
conceptualization through reflective observation, which in turn results in the next occurrence
of concrete experience through active experimentation (Kolb, 1984). While interesting, recent
contributions have pointed out that how the full experiential cycle occuring in entrepreneurial
firms needs further research (Wang and Chugh, 2014).

With this relevant gap in mind, the next paragraph focuses on how experimentation in the
process of designing a business model can serve as a mechanism by which entrepreneurial
learning occurs. Because learning is often the result of knowledge transfer and in
entrepreneurial settings this might entail that knowledge is transferred across diverse actors
and contexts (e.g. previous knowledge accumulated by one cofounder transferred into the
new venture), knowledge needs to be translated for it to be interesting and relevant (Graham
et al., 2006). Translating knowledge involves processing new knowledge and interpreting it to
the needs and interests of the new venture for it to be transformed into forms that are suitable
for the context inwhich the newventure is embedded (Simeone et al., 2017a). Accordingly, this
paper focuses on knowledge translation processes in entrepreneurial ventures and describes
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the translational mechanisms at play when designing business models that can help
entrepreneurial teams exchange knowledge with external audiences.

3. Knowledge-translation mechanisms as an integral component of business
model design
Recent studies have started to increasingly consider design (i.e. making sense of things) (e.g.
Krippendorff, 2006) as a translational mechanism to align the needs and interests of various
stakeholders (Simeone et al., 2017b; Secundo et al., 2019). Broadly defined, design
encompasses a set of practices and methods, including user research and user testing,
rapid and frequent prototyping and visualization techniques, which also mark a distinctive
way of thinking, approaching and solving problems (Buchanan, 2004). This symbolic,
meaning-making practice of design (Krippendorff, 1989) fits with the idea of design as a
“translation of ideas” (e.g. Do et al., 2000). Translation has been described as a process where,
for example, a sketch or a visual diagram translates some complex, technical ideas developed
by some researchers in nanotechnologies into a format that is easier to understand for
nonprofessional, nonacademic audiences (Simeone et al., 2017b). Similarly, entrepreneurs
often rely on sketches, diagrams and other visual interfaces to translate complex concepts
and entrepreneurial ideas into formats that are faster to understand for external audiences
such as prospective customers and potential investors.

Design has often been utilized in studies related to business models. The relevance of
translationalmechanismswithin the design of businessmodels has been highlighted in one of
the early studies on business models (Osterwalder, 2004: 7, words italicized for emphasis):
“The reasoning behind business model research is not the understanding of a phenomenon,
rather it is a problem-solution finding approach . . . It means designing and building a model
that makes it possible to represent the business model of a firm”. In one of its original
conceptualizations, a business model has been defined as a “blueprint” for how to run a
business (Osterwalder et al., 2005). This correctly expresses the notion that business models
are an abstraction of the principles supporting the development of the core repeated standard
processes necessary for a firm to perform its business (Cavalcante et al., 2011). Abstractions
are also useful in translating complex and tacit knowledge into a language that is easier to
understand for knowledge recipients that reside outside of the firm. In the context of early-
stage ventures, for instance, it can take the form of an entrepreneur pitching his/her venture
idea to potential investors by illustrating the key business model components through visual
interfaces and diagrams. As such, abstract representations of business models through
canvases, templates and frameworks elucidate how a firm is linked to external stakeholders,
acting as a bridge to transfer knowledge from one end to the other.

This boundary-spanning view of business models treats design as a central task for
entrepreneurs. Ignoring the need to align the business model with the requirements of the
external environment can lead to company failure (Hargadon and Douglas, 2001). However,
while the value creation aspect of business model design has been analyzed in greater detail
with several researchers studying the business model design-performance relationship (Zott
and Amit, 2008; Pati et al., 2018), none of these studies addresses the relationship between
business model design, translation and entrepreneurship explicitly. In this article, we aim to
investigate if and how translational mechanisms facilitate entrepreneurs’ experimentation
and learning when designing their venture’s business model and ultimately help them to
achieve alignment between their interests and those of external stakeholders.

4. Emerging frameworks on business model design
A growing stream in entrepreneurship research argues that new ventures design and
redesign their business model through a process of experimentation and learning (e.g.
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Picken, 2017). Accordingly, several frameworks have emerged to help entrepreneurs visualize
and test their ideas with formats that are often utilized by both academics and practitioners.
While deeply rooted in practice, in recent years, scholars have fruitfully anchored these
frameworks to the academic managerial literature. Some of these contributions include
disciplined entrepreneurship (Sull, 2004), discovery-driven planning (McGrath, 2010) and
organizational learning (Levitt andMarch, 1988). In this paragraph, we provide a brief overview
of the frameworks that have become a core reference for entrepreneurs and researchers in the
field of entrepreneurship.

Building on the work of Blank (2003), who originally articulated the notion of LS, Ries
(2011) further popularized the LS concept. LS is an approach for launching businesses and
products that relies on validated learning, scientific experimentation and iterative product
releases to shorten product development cycles, measure progress and gain valuable
customer feedback. The ultimate goal of the LS approach is to help entrepreneurs design
products or services to meet the demands of their customer base without requiring large
amounts of initial funding or expensive product launches (Ries, 2011). The LS methodology
draws heavily on leanmanufacturing, a process that emphasizes speed of innovation through
rapid iterations and reduction of waste through small batch production and learning from
short cycles (Shah andWard, 2003). Similarly, the LS methodology seeks to optimize the use
of scarce resources by using smaller and faster iterations for testing the entrepreneur’s
assumptions continuously to achieve a product that customers will buy (i.e. product–market
fit). To test these assumptions, a minimum viable product (MVP) is created. An MVP is the
version of the product that has the smallest set of features, is built with the shortest amount of
time and resources but is enough to provide the entrepreneur with the information to validate
or reject the initial assumptions (Ries, 2009). If the hypotheses are confirmed, then product–
market fit is achieved, while if hypotheses are rejected, it is suggested to rerunMVP tests until
product–market fit is achieved (Eisenmann et al., 2012). This process of experimentation
based on the analysis of solid empirical data obtained from real customers and defined as the
build–measure–learn (BML) cycle results in validated learning (Ries, 2011).

One of the fundamental principles of the lean methodology, as initially conceived, is that
early-stage entrepreneurs should avoid writing lengthy business plans and instead sketch
their hypotheses and summarize them in a framework defined as the BMC, i.e. a diagram of
how a company creates value for itself and its customers (Ries, 2011). In perhaps one of the
most influential doctoral outputs produced in the last two decades in the field ofmanagement,
Osterwalder (2004) proposed a systematization of the business model concept in the BMC,
later refined by Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010). These authors describe the business model
through nine basic building blocks that show the logic of how a company intends to create,
deliver and capture value. These nine blocks cover the four main areas of a business as
follows: (1) customers comprising the building blocks “customer segments”, “channels” and
“customer relationships”, (2) offer comprising the building block “value proposition”, (3)
infrastructure which includes “key resources”, “key activities” and “key partnerships” and (4)
financial viability comprising the building blocks “cost structure” and “revenue streams”.

5. A new conceptual model: the continuous validation framework
The CVF is conceived to help entrepreneurial teams validate products, and hence business
models, in rapid iterations, placing the customer at the core of the product development
process. This allows teams to identify problems worth solving and test solutions rapidly.
Compared to the frameworks summarized in the previous paragraph, the CVF presents
several elements of differentiation and novelty.

First, while there is consensus about the usefulness of sketching assumptions and
hypotheses into a single-page format such as the BMC (Blank, 2013), it has been noted that
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some of its elements appear as “too general” (Maurya, 2012: 40) and partially mismatched
with the priorities emerging during the early stages of a start-up. For example, the BMC lacks
some of the critical elements of the business model design for start-ups, such as the
articulation of problem and solution. Moreover, it is based on the premise that the
entrepreneur somehow already knows the venture’s value proposition. On the contrary, in the
CVF, the value proposition is developed only after reaching the problem–solution fit. Finally,
by requiring entrepreneurs to list their “key activities” before testing their solution, the BMC
is silent on the validation and development aspects of a product, which can be found on the
left side of the CVF. To that respect, the CVF can complement the BMC by allowing
entrepreneurs to (1) develop a value proposition after reaching a problem–solution fit and (2)
build and test their product in the CVF while sketching hypotheses on their profit formula in
the BMC.

Process-wise, the CVF finds common ground with the LS methodology that is based on
continuous improvement cycles. For example, quick deliveries, fast feedback integration and
business agility are common points between the two approaches. Yet, the CVF differs from
the BML diagram developed by Ries (2011) in one fundamental aspect. The BML feedback
loop starts with the “build” stage, which entails building a minimum viable product, then
moves to measure how customers react to and interact with the product, which allows
entrepreneurs to learn. The CVF, instead, puts the MVP as a final step of its loop preceded by
the need for entrepreneurs to test whether they have identified a problem worth solving, i.e. a
problem–solution fit. By so doing, the CVF complements the BML and derisks product
development through extensive validation that ensures start-up founders do not stick
necessarily to their original idea but instead embrace the one that is more likely to lead them
to a problem–solution fit before building an MVP. Figure 1 summarizes how the CVF
complements and integrates the BMC and the BML diagram.

The CVF is a six-step process model divided into four stages each of which addresses a
specific question as follows: what is the problem worth solving (discover), what is the value
proposition (define), what is the product roadmap (deliver) and whether entrepreneurs have
achieved product–market fit (measure) (see Figure 2).

The starting point of the framework is the discovery stage, where themain goal is to find a
problem that impacts a broad audience. Some of the questions that entrepreneurs need to
answer at this stage include the identification of the problem’s dimension (how big is the
problem?), the frequency by which the problem impacts a person’s life (is it the most
important problem?), the ways in which people address the problem and the opportunity that
emerges by tackling this problem [1]. While previous studies have suggested that
entrepreneurs can recognize opportunities by not actively seeking for them (Ardichvili
et al., 2003), our framework emphasizes the need for an active search for opportunities,
particularly through the interaction with users impacted by the problem entrepreneurs are
addressing. Access to appropriate information plays a crucial role in opportunity recognition
(Shane, 2003) and helps entrepreneurs shape the solution. Besides the information available
to entrepreneurs through their industry or market knowledge and the analysis of
environmental contingencies, customer interviews represent a powerful tool to gather
valuable information and understand whether entrepreneurs have reached a problem–
solution fit (Maurya, 2012). Both problem and solution steps are conducted in an iterative
fashion, and iterations can take place several times before identifying a problem worth
solving (Blank, 2003).

Customer interviews performed in the first stage represent a translational mechanism as
they are intended to help entrepreneurs translate abstract entrepreneurial ideas into
problems and features that have a concrete impact on potential customers. The “problem”
interviews help entrepreneurs learn about the relevance of the identified problem for potential
customers and early adopters as well as how significant is the problem to customers using
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similar solutions. At this stage, interviews could be extended to get valuable feedback from
other external actors, such as existing solution providers. Based on the information gathered
through these interactions, entrepreneurs are able to redefine the problem and proceed to
perform “solution” interviews, which allow eliminating unnecessary or flawed assumptions.
An additional translational mechanism that can be used in this step consists of simplified
versions of technological artifacts (Gherardi and Nicolini, 2000) that support entrepreneurs
illustrating how they aim to solve a specific problem through visual elements.

In stage two, the focus is on developing the value proposition. Some of the challenges that
entrepreneurs face at this stage include choosing one or more customer segments to address
among the ones identified and developing initial metrics to track user interaction with the
solution as well as defining the company’s business model. With respect to business model
development, entrepreneurs should identify customers’ willingness to pay (WTP) and go-to-
market (GTM) strategies. An additional challenge that entrepreneurs face at this stage is to
convince an early-stage investor (e.g. a business angel) to provide a small amount of funding.

Figure 1.
Integration between
the CVF, the BML
diagram and BMC
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Figure 2.
The CVF
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To facilitate interaction with external actors such as early-stage investors and potential
partners, the creation of a competitors’ matrix (indicating core features of competitors’
product offering, reputation scores and pricing) benchmarking the start-up’s value
proposition against competitors represents a useful translational mechanism. This stage is
also particularly relevant for entrepreneurs as it requires them to translate the information
and knowledge obtained through customer interviews into an “embryonic” version of the
product that will be used to test the hypotheses formulated in the discovery stage. Therefore,
while in the “discovery” stage the goal is to have a broad set of assumptions, possibly without
ruling out any of them, in the “define” stage, the goal is to create a list of priorities based on
what entrepreneurs have learned previously. Such priorities include defining the value
proposition, the main customer segment(s) to address and the revenue and cost models
(Teece, 2010).

The transition from the “define” to the “deliver” stage entails that the initial set of ideas
and hypotheses are used to create artifacts that allow moving from abstraction to visual
representations. These artifacts can be as simple aswireframes that test user experience (UX),
a data point if the product is software or take the form of a 3D-printed device if the product is
hardware and can be used as knowledge-translation mechanisms in the proof of concept step
because they force entrepreneurs to translate their abstract ideas into a language
understandable by external audiences. The third stage is, therefore, devoted to learning
how to design the best solution for addressing the market need(s) identified previously. This
stage requires entrepreneurs to validate the use of the product features specified for the MVP
step and to identify and further test how customers use the product. By so doing,
entrepreneurs can select the most important features of their product, understand how users
interact with the product andwhat is causing them to churn. In the proof of concept step, new
functionalities can be added and previous features revised, as the proof of concept is tested
and iterated through feedback from early users. Depending on the amount and quality of
feedback received, the proof of concept can evolve into a functional prototype, which is a first
attempt at making a working model that might find concrete usage on the market (Singaram
and Jain, 2018).

The advantage of going through stages one to three is the opportunity to iterate and refine
assumptions and hypotheses multiple times and get closer to the most viable solution faster
and at a lower cost, instead of coding “blindly” before obtaining insights on prospective
customers. The passage from proof of concept to programming (coding) in the CVF implies
taking a solid step toward building amore complete product, which helps the entrepreneurial
team to further translate its vision into testable hypotheses about its solution. Therefore, in
the “deliver” stage, validation is related to multiple aspects, including technology, usability
and marketability of the product in real-life scenarios.

The fourth and last stage, “measure”, is where the entrepreneurial teamvalidates and tests
once more the previously formulated hypotheses by iterating an MVP. Because the goal of
such an exercise is to confirm or falsify entrepreneurs’ assumptions, theMVP is considered as
an experiment (Contigiani and Levinthal, 2019). Moreover, an MVP can be deployed as a
translational mechanism to measure the reaction of early adopters and collect valuable
information to engage them further in the development process, increasing the chances of
achieving alignment between the entrepreneurs’ objectives and customer demand. As such,
an MVP should be considered as an ongoing process and not as a milestone. This is because
entrepreneurs typically employ more than one MVP, and with each MVP, they learn about
customer requirements, which helps to improve the product instead of investing too many
resources upfront in building a product surrounded by high uncertainty on whether or not it
will meet consumer demand.

In sum, the CVF as a whole can be considered as a translational mechanism because it is a
visual diagram that allows entrepreneurs to translate some complex, technical ideas into a
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format that ismore understandable for external audiences. However, as each stage of the CVF
presents specific translational challenges, entrepreneurs can use specific translational
mechanisms to interact with external actors, resulting in outcomes that differ from stage to
stage (see Table 1).

6. Discussion and conclusion
6.1 Synthesis of major findings
This paper sets out to investigate knowledge-translation mechanisms as an integral
component of business models in the context of entrepreneurial projects. In particular, the
paper introduced a novel model, the CVF, that helps entrepreneurial teams collaboratively
interact with external stakeholders through constant validation of the team’s hypotheses
from users, customers, investors and vendors.

While the business model concept is universally applicable to any company regardless
of its age, designing business models for nascent vs mature firms presents different
challenges as business models are adjusted in parallel to a firm’s life cycle evolution (Corbo
et al., 2018; Landoni et al., 2019). Business model design is a fundamental task for
entrepreneurs developing a new business model (Zott and Amit, 2010), even most
importantly in new settings such as smart city projects (Bresciani et al., 2018; Ardito et al.,
2019). As business models represent an abstraction of the whole company (Wirtz et al.,
2016), they allow translating complex and tacit knowledge into a language that is easier to
understand for knowledge recipients that reside outside of the firm. Therefore, business
model design emerges as a powerful knowledge-translation mechanism for early-stage
ventures.

While research provides a clear understanding of how translation mechanisms support
organizational learning in mature settings (Savory, 2006; Simeone et al., 2017a), we lack a
nuanced understanding of knowledge-translationmechanisms to support the development of
entrepreneurial projects and, in particular, the role of knowledge translation in the design of
business models. In an attempt to cover this gap, this paper provided insights on how
translational mechanisms support the process of designing a business model and,
consequently, achieving alignment between the requirements of the external audiences
and the goals of the entrepreneurial team. The paper outlined several translational
mechanisms through which a business model design supports knowledge exchange between
entrepreneurial teams and external audiences. These include the following: (1) discovering a
problem to solve by interacting with potential customers, (2) receiving valuable feedback
from users through their interaction with early versions of the product and (3) reaching
alignment between entrepreneurial team members and external stakeholders. These
translational mechanisms may be a useful way to test hypotheses and assumptions about
the product and align the different needs and interests of the stakeholders involved.

6.2 Implications for theory
Our paper shows some interesting implications for theory. First, we add to the growing
literature on business models (e.g. Chesbrough, 2010; Teece, 2010) by highlighting the
importance of design as a key antecedent of developing effective businessmodels. Second, we
suggest that knowledge-translation mechanisms are an integral element of business model
design to decode complex concepts related to new venture creation (e.g. product, value offer),
which are often embedded in the tacit knowledge repository of the entrepreneurial team and
make it more understandable to external stakeholders. By so doing, we extend the emerging
literature on knowledge translation in entrepreneurial settings (e.g. Secundo et al., 2019)
through a focus on the role of business model design as a tool to share knowledge within and
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Stage Step Audience Translation mechanisms Outcome

Discover Problem Potential customers;
early adopters; early-
stage investors and
existing solution
providers

Problematization through
customer interviews (Blank,
2003; Maurya, 2012)

Learning about how
relevant the problem is for
potential customers, how
important the problem is to
the existing customers of
similar solutions, what
other related important
problems do the customers
have and how the problem
is addressed today.
Redefinition of the problem
based on feedback from
interviewees

Discover Solution Potential customers;
early adopters;
potential partners
and vendors

Customer interviews to
identify existing solutions
and their shortcomings
(Maurya, 2012) and
technological artifacts
(Gherardi and Nicolini, 2000)
such as sketches and
templates

Customer interviews allow
to eliminate unnecessary or
flawed assumptions about
customers’ desired features
of the product, as well as to
further explore in more
detail the solution
structure, architecture,
flow, etc. Technological
artifacts allow
entrepreneurs to illustrate
through the aid of visual
elements how they intend
to solve one or more
problems

Define Product Potential customers;
early adopters;
potential partners
and vendors

Research potential
competitors via archival
resources (i.e., desk research).
Examine competitors’
reputation, products, pricing
(Osterwalder and Pigneur,
2010; Rohan and Hornblower,
2008) and create comparison
tables. Interview existing
solution providers. Search for
disruptive solutions

Business model and go-to-
market definition.
Evaluation of potential
partners and vendors

Deliver Proof of
concept

Potential customers;
early adopters and
potential early-stage
investors

Technological artifacts
(Gherardi and Nicolini, 2000)
such as wireframes, 3D
models and mockups
(technology feasibility)

The customer can see and
visualize the solution,
interact with it, provide
feedback and identify
issues

(continued )

Table 1.
Audience, translation

mechanisms and
outcomes by stage of

the CVF
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across entrepreneurial projects. Third, we integrate previous studies on business model
design (e.g. Zott and Amit, 2010; Rask and G€unzel-Jensen, 2019) by introducing a novel
framework that underlines extensively the role of idea validation and iteration to improve
alignment and collaboration between different stakeholders. Extensive idea validation and
iteration through the steps proposed in the CVF help address recent critiques of the LS
methodology related, among others, to inadequate guidance about how to generate
hypotheses for experimentation (Felin et al., 2019). In this regard, our paper offers a detailed
step-by-step list of translation mechanisms that allow entrepreneurs to engage with
customers, vendors and other stakeholders, helping them to better “understand the process of
experimentation with novel and impactful business models” (Bocken and Snihur, 2019, p. 7).

6.3 Implications for practice
The advantage of the framework presented in this paper is that, unlike previous discussions
of business model design which often remain abstract, the link between conceptual-level
description and real-world applications ismademore evident, allowing entrepreneurial teams
to iterate hypotheses and assumptions several times to include the learning component
throughout the process and not at the end of it. Entrepreneurial teams looking to utilize the
CVF proposed in this study have the opportunity to translate the complexity and the length,
typical of business plans, into something more intuitive to understand and decodify.
Following is noted by Ann Miura-Ko, one of the most influential investors in Silicon Valley,
highlighting the relevance of business models as a translation mechanism: “. . . it’s the
business model that matters, not the business plan [. . .]. And the reason why that’s really
important is that business models will enable you to understand exactly what your
assumptions are”. Therefore, we believe this paper offers a valuable contribution to the
discourse on the challenges and opportunities related to knowledge translation in
collaborative environments by offering a novel tool supporting knowledge translation in
entrepreneurial settings.

This research also shows that the business model design can play an important role in the
development of entrepreneurial projects and that translational mechanisms such as sketches,
visualizations and prototypes can help entrepreneurial teams collaborate with external
audiences. The framework we proposed can be a useful instrument for entrepreneurs to
reflect on the problem(s) they wish to address through their products and can better inform

Stage Step Audience Translation mechanisms Outcome

Deliver Code Potential customers;
early adopters

Iterative versions (user
desirability) (Blank, 2003;
Ries, 2011)

Introduce the most
important features in real
usage scenarios. Test how
customers value the
solution. Identify flawed
assumptions and reaffirm
prioritization of most
important features for
MVP

Measure MVP Potential customers;
early adopters and
paying customers

Incremental version of the
product (Eisenmann et al.,
2012; Ries, 2011)

Measure key performance
indicators through data
and metrics. Identify areas
for improvement. Identify
problematic areas.
Measure satisfaction and
loyalty (Net Promoter
Score)Table 1.
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the way entrepreneurs formulate their falsifiable hypotheses and design their preliminary
business model.

We suggest that by applying the fundamental principles of the CVF, entrepreneurial
teams may be able to measure feedback received from users qualitatively and quantitatively
and iterate the discovery process as needed. With every iteration, the entrepreneurial team
learns and improves its value offer. By so doing, the CVF may be of help in reducing the risk
of innovation, saving time and money on the road to product–market fit and creating the
foundation for the team’s vision to match the requirements of the external environment.

6.4 Limitations and future research
Aswith other studies relying on a conceptual framework (e.g. Chapman et al., 2002), we do not
have sufficient empirical scientific data on the efficacy of the new framework proposed even
if, from a practical standpoint, several encouraging results have been pointed out. Building on
this limitation, future studies could rely on testing the effectiveness of CVF through a single
or multiple case study methodology producing comparative analyses. Moreover, in line with
other frameworks related to business models such as the BMC or the lean canvas, the CVF
introduced in this paper presents a sequence of steps or building blocks that might be
followed in a progressive order. While the order conceived in such frameworks generally
applies to the majority of empirical settings, there might be exceptions in some specific
industries or sectors that could be fruitfully highlighted by future studies.

Note

1. We follow the definition of opportunity provided by Baron (2006: 107), who describes opportunity
“as a perceived means of generating economic value (i.e. profit) that previously has not been
exploited and is not currently being exploited by others”.
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