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Abstract  
When the COVID-19 pandemic rapidly spread across the globe, its detrimental effects created an 

immediate need for organizational response. This research investigates incumbent firms’ business 

model innovation efforts in a case study on two Norwegian hospitality firms within the restaurant and 

bar segment whose initial business models became periodically obsolete due to the governmental 

restrictions employed during the COVID-19 pandemic. We found that experimentation was 

leveraged in an effort to find configurations which could improve firm performance, and that trial-

and-error processes were of great importance in the development of such configurations when an 

immediate organizational response was required. Furthermore, radical experimentation provided 

effective responses to the COVID-19 pandemic to a high degree, while incremental experimentation 

rather enhanced performance when performed subsequent to a radical experiment. Additionally, this 

research recognizes the importance of prior learning and external sources of knowledge for rapid 

organizational renewal. 
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1.0 Introduction 
Historically, crises have had significant negative effects on socio-economic factors and have caused 

major changes to society as we know it. Economic downturns have a major impact on businesses, 

and many struggle to survive due to decrease in supply and/or demand, tightened credit conditions 

and general uncertainty about the future. In a report from 2009, The Organization for Economic Co-

Operation and Development (OECD) found that the R&D expenditures of businesses tend to move 

parallel to GDP and therefore decline markedly during such periods. On the other hand, previous 

crises have also proved accelerating for industrial renewal (OECD, 2009) and offered the opportunity 

for businesses to foster innovation and explore new opportunities (Levent & Pinto, 2018). Thus, 

economic downturns also have a history of giving rise to new business models and new technologies 

that disrupt established markets (OECD, 2009; Ritter & Pedersen, 2020a). The recession of the early 

1990s made way for cost-reducing initiatives like low-cost airlines, the financial crisis of 2008 ignited 

the rise of the sharing economy, and the climate change crisis has brought about green initiatives 

that allow for a more sustainable consumption of resources, to mention some.  

 Following the 2008 financial crisis, OECD demonstrated how “new business opportunities 

and the reallocation of resources from declining activities towards emerging opportunities are vital 

to recovery” (2009, p. 12). In fact, companies that maintained their innovation focus emerged 

stronger and delivered superior performance and growth post-crisis (Bar Am et al., 2020). In the 

past, new business opportunities and competitive advantage mainly derived from product and 

process innovation (Chesbrough, 2010). Today, an increasing number of businesses leverage 

business model innovation to gain competitive foothold in both new and established markets (Amit 

& Zott, 2012). Yet, firms rarely change their business models unless they have strong incentives to 

do so, due to outcome uncertainty and organizational inertia (Saebi et al., 2017). 

 In late 2019, the world went into yet another global crisis with the outbreak of the COVID-19 

virus. With its rapid spread and related uncertainty, COVID-19 has presented a new reality for 

businesses across all sectors and industries. As observed in past crises, companies have 

experienced a major drop in the demand of their products or services, with many being pushed into 

bankruptcy. Yet, the ongoing pandemic has some unique properties compared with other crises due 

to the way in which it has affected individuals, businesses, and society as such. According to Ritter 

and Pedersen (2020a), the COVID-19 crisis is “unique in terms of its global reach, economic impact, 

and political influence” (p. 214). The virus is extremely infectious and the speed at which it spreads 

has created the need to minimize human contact and interaction. While previous viruses have 

remained relatively geographically constrained, the COVID-19 virus has spread to every corner of 

the world. Even though the degree of impact varies, the COVID-19 virus has affected all of us to 

some extent. The globalized nature of our society has further intensified the detrimental effects of 
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the pandemic, which demonstrates how fully interconnected the world has become. Although this 

pandemic is primarily a health crisis, the effect it has had on the global economy can be considered 

a crisis itself (Bapuji et al., 2020). 

 When the COVID-19 virus suddenly spread across the entire globe, regulations had to be put 

in place to limit its magnitude. This presented a new reality for businesses and created an immediate 

need for organizational response. In addition to creating an uncertain environment at its onset, the 

regulatory restrictions have been constantly changing in line with the pandemic's development. As 

the number of cases keeps fluctuating, firms have to adapt to a fast-changing environment and 

comply with new restrictions as they are introduced. Thus, firms need to react quickly and adapt the 

business planning process as conditions change. When faced with such an uncertain environment, 

it is difficult for businesses to know what the appropriate response might be and how it will be 

received by their stakeholders and/or external environment as such. While the restrictions have 

varied based on country and region, general recommendations have included not travelling across 

country borders, avoiding public places, and keeping a social distance. This posed an immediate 

threat for businesses within industries whose core concepts rely on people coming together outside 

of their own homes.  

 The hospitality industry is considered one of those hit hardest by the regulatory restrictions. 

The hospitality industry refers to a variety of businesses linked to leisure and customer satisfaction. 

According to the Cambridge Business English Dictionary, it consists of “businesses such as hotels, 

bars, and restaurants that offer people food, drink, or a place to sleep”. As such, hospitality is made 

up of two distinct services; overnight accommodation for people staying away from home and the 

provision of food and beverages for people eating away from home (Ionel, 2012). A survey 

conducted by The Federation of Norwegian Enterprise reported that 1 out of 3 Norwegian hospitality 

firms expected a decrease in revenue of more than 50% in 2020 compared to their initial forecast 

(Virke, 2020). In the following year, a second survey revealed that 21% of hospitality companies 

were experiencing liquidity problems to a large degree. In fact, almost 50% of the hospitality sector 

companies reported that they might go bankrupt as a consequence of the pandemic (Virke, 2021).  

 In light of the recent developments, many hospitality firms’ initial business models have 

become obsolete and they have therefore had to come up with new and innovative ideas. According 

to Cheah et al. (2018), business model innovation can help hospitality firms generate a sustainable 

competitive advantage when operating in turbulent environments. In fact, existing literature suggests 

that the likelihood of firms engaging in business model innovation increases with the severity of 

external threats (Saebi et al., 2017; Cheah et al., 2018; Clauss et al., 2019; Breier et al., 2020). The 

uncertainty and threats posed by the COVID-19 pandemic have certainly incentivized change. In 

fact, despite the virus’ undeniably detrimental consequences, many companies have managed to 
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stay operative by innovating their business model. However, existing literature proves scarce when 

it comes to how a crisis might fuel business model innovation. Most research on business model 

innovation as an organizational response is focused on newly formed organizations (Osterwalder et 

al., 2005) and the process of turning entrepreneurial ideas into disruptive business models 

(Markides, 2006). Consequently, several papers on business model innovation in incumbent firms 

seem to stress the matter’s importance for businesses facing threats posed by competitors or new 

technologies (Johnson et al., 2008), and it is often described as a thoroughly planned process to 

secure future value (Amit & Zott, 2012). The threats posed by the COVID-19 virus are of a more 

urgent nature, however, and the conversation now revolves around the businesses’ mere existence. 

The challenges stemming from COVID-19 have forced businesses to explore new activities in a 

hasty manner, having to constantly revise the planning process and the business model itself to 

comply with sudden changes in governmental regulations. Ritter and Pedersen (2020a) emphasize 

how the lack of knowledge regarding the effect of external events on business models has become 

particularly visible during the ongoing pandemic. 

 Many scholars consider experimentation key to the successful implementation of new 

business models, especially when it is not clear what business model will work (Chesbrough, 2010; 

Sosna et al., 2010). In situations like the one many companies are facing nowadays, business model 

experimentation therefore becomes extremely important (Chesbrough, 2010). Existing literature 

suggests that it is often difficult to fully predict the appropriateness of business models in advance. 

Instead, they require learning and iteration over time, which accentuates the importance of 

experimentation in the development of new business models (McGrath, 2010). By experimenting 

with different business opportunities, companies can gather information and feedback, which they 

can then use to justify changes and adapt their initial business model (Sosna et al., 2010). Courtney 

et al. (1997) suggest that even the most uncertain business environments contain a lot of 

strategically relevant information which can be leveraged to identify new market potential. Yet, the 

existing literature on experimentation is to a large extent focused on developing viable business 

models under conditions of market uncertainty. The immense financial distress and pressing time 

constraints presented by the pandemic therefore raise questions about whether existing literature 

on business model experimentation is sufficiently explanatory in this particular context. Moreover, 

experimentation literature generally distinguishes between radical and incremental forms of 

experimentation, depending on the degree to which changes deviate from existing business models 

(Girod & Whittington, 2015; Levinthal, 1997; Nicholls-Nixon et al., 2000; Sosna et al., 2010). Andries 

et al. (2013) argue that new ventures can develop business models through either changing a single 

business model component at a time, or altering several simultaneously. While the appropriateness 

of these two forms of experimentation has been previously addressed in relation to market 
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uncertainty (Andries & Debackere, 2013), their relevance in times of crisis has previously been 

ignored to the best of our knowledge. 

 While the literature on business model innovation is helpful in explaining entrepreneurial 

activity within firms, there is a lack of understanding about environmental antecedents of the 

phenomenon. This is particularly true for crises of such global reach, severe economic impact and 

political influence as the COVID-19 pandemic (Ritter & Pedersen, 2020a). The current gap in the 

existing literature provides the theoretical motivation for this study, and as such, sets the boundaries 

for our research. In this paper, we follow Foss and Saebi’s (2016) second stream of literature, looking 

at business model innovation as an organizational change process. Thus, we offer a dynamic view 

of the concept. In line with this literature stream, we consider experimentation and learning as central 

concepts to the change process. Seeing how business model innovation theory presents 

experimentation as an advantageous approach in highly complex and uncertain environments, we 

find the concept particularly interesting in the COVID-19 context. Through our theoretical framework, 

we would therefore like to investigate how incumbent firms leverage experimentation when 

innovating their business models to overcome the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. More 

specifically, this research aims to identify what forms of experimentation have been used, and the 

degree to which incremental and radical experimentation efforts have provided effective responses 

to the COVID-19 crisis.  

 A multiple case study design will be adopted in the investigation of this ongoing circumstance, 

as encouraged when the theoretical knowledge about a phenomenon is scarce (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

In an effort to gain an exhaustive understanding of business model innovation during COVID-19, the 

focus of this research will be on the restaurant and bar segment in which several businesses have 

seen the need to reconfigure their initial business models. Numbers indicate that the restaurant and 

bar segment has experienced particularly severe consequences to their performance. In January, 

2021, the average decrease in revenue was reported at -63% for Norwegian restaurants and bars 

compared to the previous year. Put into context, the average decrease in revenue across all 

participating industries was reported at -27%. Two companies within the Norwegian restaurant and 

bar segment were selected for the purpose of this study, namely Bargruppen and Lava Oslo, who 

both launched new and novel solutions in response to the economic downturn. By applying a 

qualitative approach, it is our aim to gain an in-depth understanding of the case companies’ change 

processes, the nature of the changes that have been made, in addition to the effectiveness of the 

responses they produced. 
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1.1 Research Question 
The purpose of this research is to investigate how business model experimentation has been 

leveraged to overcome the challenges of the COVID-19 crisis. Drawing on existing theory, we would 

like to examine the extent to which experimentation has been leveraged in the case companies’ 

business model innovation processes during the COVID-19 pandemic, and if incremental or radical 

forms of experimentation were utilized in these efforts. Furthermore, this research will investigate 

the degree to which these forms provided effective responses to the challenges presented by the 

pandemic. As such, this research aims to answer the following research questions: 
 
How have Norwegian hospitality firms within the restaurant and bar segment used experimentation 

when innovating their business model and developing effective responses during the COVID-19 

crisis? A case study of Bargruppen and Lava Oslo. 
  

A. To what extent and in what ways have Bargruppen and Lava Oslo engaged in 

experimentation when innovating their business models in response to the COVID-19 crisis?  

B. Were incremental or radical forms of experimentation used in these efforts? 

C. To what degree have these forms of experimentation provided effective responses to the 

challenges of the COVID-19 crisis? 

 
The aim of this paper is to contribute to existing business model innovation and organizational 

learning theory by uncovering their nature in the context of COVID-19. We hope that our research 

might contribute to the understanding of how Norwegian hospitality firms within the restaurant and 

bar segment navigate through a crisis in which their current business model is no longer optimal or 

made obsolete. As we are still in the midst of the pandemic, we aspire to provide valuable insights 

which are applicable both for businesses currently operating in this challenging environment as well 

as those facing similar conditions in the future. 

 

1.2 Delimitation  
This research aims to gain an understanding of how firms have innovated their business model in 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Although this paper focuses specifically on the role of 

experimentation in the business model innovation process, one should note that various other 

concepts exist within the field of business model innovation. Furthermore, we acknowledge that 

capabilities and leadership are also viewed as important aspects of organizational change processes 

(Foss & Saebi, 2016). However, these concepts will not be further addressed in this study. As we 

are researching an ongoing phenomenon, we acknowledge that the outcome of the COVID-19 crisis 
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is uncertain in the time of writing. We wish not to speculate about the long-term consequences of 

the pandemic, rather, the goal of this research is to provide real-time findings that are relevant for 

practice.  

 The scope of this research is limited to the Norwegian market. It is important to acknowledge 

that countries have differed in their responses to the pandemic, with some being proactive in their 

fight against the virus and others being dismissive of its entire existence. A country’s response, and 

thereby its regulatory environment, will affect the feasibility of firms’ business models and thus their 

incentives to innovate and engage in experimentation. The Norwegian government has been 

particularly strict in their response to limit the spread of COVID-19, putting in place restrictions that 

have been extremely limiting for Norwegian businesses. This has led to severe losses in the 

Norwegian economy, which makes the Norwegian market a particularly interesting scope of research 

for this paper. Moreover, the choice of market has been based on the researchers’ existing 

knowledge in this specific geographical area and familiarity with its political and economic state as 

such.  

 Although we acknowledge that all industries have been affected by the ongoing pandemic to 

some extent, this paper will investigate the hospitality industry. More specifically, we delimit this 

research to Norwegian hospitality firms within the restaurant and bar segment. Hospitality firms have 

in general suffered an extreme decline in both supply and demand which has made business model 

innovation especially important for this industry. For restaurants and bars specifically, the number of 

guests allowed at the companies’ premises has been strongly reduced and they have in periods 

been forced to close down completely. For companies whose main source of income is customers 

buying and consuming their services at their premises, this has led to severe financial 

consequences. Looking into this segment will allow us to gain a comprehensive understanding of 

how the ongoing pandemic has created a need for restaurants and bars to innovate their business 

model in order to stay operative while complying to the new restrictions. 

 Lastly, this research delimits its unit of analysis to the firm. Terminology such as new and 

novel will be used throughout the paper to describe changes that are made to a company’s business 

model as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. This research delimits the notion of “new” to comprise 

innovations that are new to the firm, not necessarily to the industry as a whole. Simultaneously, the 

concept of novelty is used to describe innovations that deviate from a company’s existing activities. 

It should be noted that the terms "initiative", "solution" and "change" are used interchangeably when 

discussing the business model innovations of the two case companies. 
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1.3 Outline  
In the next chapter, we are going to review the existing literature on the central concepts of this paper 

to get a better understanding of the current knowledge within the field. As part of this review, we are 

also going to critically address the research gaps that were identified in the process which motivated 

the research questions for this paper. The literature will in turn provide the basis of our theoretical 

framework which will be discussed and presented in chapter 3.0. In chapter 4.0, an overview of the 

chosen industry will be provided in order to set the context in which our research takes place. 

Furthermore, chapter 5.0 aims to explain the methodological approach that was applied in order to 

gather and analyze the empirical data of this study. A specification of the measurements and 

definitions used in the analysis will be provided in chapter 6.0, operationalization. The findings of our 

research will be presented in chapter 7.0, while chapter 8.0 offers a thorough analysis of these 

findings in relation to our research questions and theoretical framework as such. In chapter 9.0, we 

are going to report on the explanatory power of our theoretical framework and elaborate on the 

theoretical development resulting from this research. On a concluding note, chapter 10.0 will 

summarize our main findings and theoretical contribution while highlighting their implications for 

practice. The limitations of our research and propositions for future research will also be provided.  
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2.0 Literature Review  
 

The purpose of this chapter is to critically review the existing literature on the core concepts of this 

study. In order to investigate how firms have innovated their business model during COVID-19, it is 

important to gain an understanding of what the business model really is. Section 2.1 The Business 

Model will therefore document the existing definitions and conceptualizations of the business model, 

as well as its implications for innovation and firm performance as such. Subsequently, section 2.2 

Business Model Innovation looks to address how the concept has become a new source of value 

and a catalyst for firm performance, as well as the processes and drivers of business model 

innovation. Section 2.3 Experimentation aims to illustrate how the concept is applied within firms, its 

link to organizational change processes, as well as the role of experimentation under uncertainty. 

Furthermore, a problematization of the literature will be addressed in order to uncover the underlying 

assumptions of the existing knowledge in the field. This will, in turn, allow us to identify current gaps 

in the literature on which to base our study. 

 

 

2.1 The Business Model  

2.1.1 Definition and Concept  

The business model is a heavily discussed research topic, of which there exists several definitions. 

Some scholars focus on the value creation and capture mechanisms of the firm, such as Amit and 

Zott (2001) who state that the business model "depicts the content, structure, and governance of 

transactions designed so as to create value through the exploration of business opportunities" (p. 

493) and Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) who argue that "a business model describes the rationale 

of how an organization creates, delivers, and captures value” (p. 14). Saebi et al. (2017) offer a 

broader definition of the term and write that a business model involves “the firm’s value proposition 

and market segments, the structure of the value chain required for realizing the value proposition, 

the mechanisms of value capture that the firm deploys, and how these elements are linked together 

in an architecture” (p. 567). Other papers have seen the importance of incorporating the firm’s 

external environment into the business model definition, including Downing (2005) who believes that 

“the business model is “a set of expectations about how the business will be successful in its 

environment” (p. 186). Multiple definitions also include the firm’s activities and the ways in which 

they are interconnected (e.g. Amit & Zott, 2012). According to Zott and Amit (2015), “an activity 

involves the engagement of human, physical, information-based, and/or capital resources to serve 
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a specific purpose (e.g., the distribution of the focal firm’s products) toward the fulfillment of the 

overall objective, or core logic, of the business model” (p. 3).  

 Although widely discussed, there seems to be a lack of coherence in the extant literature on 

the business model concept and its definition (Arend, 2013; Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2007; 

Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002; George & Bock, 2011; Perkmann & Spicer, 2010; Tongur & 

Engwall, 2014; Zott et al., 2011), which allows for considerable interpretative flexibility (Massa & 

Tucci, 2014). While considered a concept with enormous practical value, the business model is 

amongst the most “sloppily” used terms in business (Magretta, 2002). Osterwalder et al. (2005) 

criticize how scholars often discuss the topic “superficially and frequently without any understanding 

of its roots, its role, and its potential'' (p. 3). It is, however, possible to identify some common themes 

that have emerged among the various definitions and conceptualizations of the business model. 

Massa and Tucci (2014) found that, in general, scholars seem to recognize the business model as 

“a systemic and holistic understanding of how an organization orchestrates its system of activities 

for value creation” (p. 6), suggesting that business models are critical constructs for understanding 

value creation (George & Bock, 2011). We find that a common denominator also involves how the 

firms themselves capture value from their activities (e.g. Arend, 2013; Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; 

Teece, 2010) as well as how these activities are interconnected (Amit & Zott, 2012; Osterwalder et 

al., 2005; Saebi et al., 2017).  

 The business model is not a new concept (Teece, 2010), however, as the term first came 

into widespread use with the emergence of the Internet in the mid-1990s (Magretta, 2002; Zott et 

al., 2011). In the last decade, business models have been considered important tools for the design 

of value creation, delivery and capture mechanisms within firms (Teece, 2010) and serve as focal 

concepts for strategy (McGrath, 2010). Some scholars have raised questions as to whether business 

models can be meaningfully distinguished from other, already established concepts. That is, how 

the business model concept fits with the existing literature on business strategy and organization 

(Perkmann & Spicer, 2010). However, several authors point to how and why the concept of business 

models should be separated from the notion of strategy (e.g. Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010). 

According to Zott and Amit (2015), the business model must be considered a fundamental aspect in 

the overall strategy of the focal firm, but is indeed conceptually distinct from both organizational 

strategy and structure. Business models are considered to reflect the realized strategy of firms  

(Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010) and to support the design of business structures and systems 

that constitute firm operations (Osterwalder et al., 2005). Thus, all firms have a business model 

(Chesbrough, 2007), but not every firm has a strategy or plan of action (Casadesus-Masanell & 

Ricart, 2010). 
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2.1.2 The Business Model Function and Implication for Performance  

The essence of a business model is to define the ways in which firms intend to create and deliver 

value to their customers, and how they in turn intend to capture some of that value (Chesbrough, 

2007; Magretta, 2002; Teece, 2010). Thus, it reflects firms’ hypotheses about “what customers want, 

how they want it, and how the enterprise can organize to best meet those needs, get paid for doing 

so, and make a profit” (Teece, 2010, p. 172). Business models therefore require firms to make 

specific choices about how they shall operate (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2007) and help firms 

“capture, visualize, understand, communicate and share the business logic” (Osterwalder et al., 

2005, p. 19). The business logic is often communicated through a specific set of functions which 

describe the main areas of a business. Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) have developed perhaps 

the most known representation of the various functions with their Business Model Canvas (Figure 

1). While some scholars criticize the Business Model Canvas for disregarding the way in which these 

elements are interconnected (Euchner & Ganguly, 2014), it is generally accepted as a useful tool in 

business model design. Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) argue that a business model can best be 

described through nine building blocks covering four main aspects of a business: customers, 

offering, infrastructure, and financial viability. Other researchers have also included the element of 

competitive strategy as an important business model function, acknowledging the positioning of a 

firm in its external environment (Chesbrough, 2007, 2010; Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002). 

 According to Teece (2010), innovators will fail to either create or capture value from their 

innovations without a well-developed business model. Yet, Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010) 

found that “there is (as of yet) no agreement as to the distinctive features of superior business 

models” (p. 196). The authors argue that this might result from the lack of agreement in existing 

literature on what business models actually encompass and how the concept differentiates from the 

notion of strategy. However, several papers offer an explanation of what characterizes a good 

business model. Teece (2010) found that, no matter what sector, certain criteria exist by which one 

can determine whether one has designed a good business model or not. Enterprise success, he 

argues, relies on designing business models that yield compelling value propositions to customers, 

that compose viable cost structures, and enable significant value capture. In a similar vein, Euchner 

and Ganguly (2014) found that good business models must attract customers through competitive 

differentiation and provide some form of economic leverage such that it can deliver profit at scale. 

Other scholars have focused on the ways in which the business model elements work together. 

Johnson et al. (2008) argue that “successful businesses devise a more or less stable system in 

which [the business model] elements bond to one another in consistent and complementary ways” 

(p. 53). This is supported by Euchner and Ganguly (2014) as well as Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart 

(2007) who state that good business models are characterized by coherence and reinforcement 



 18 

between elements. Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2007) also consider alignment to goal, positive 

feedback loops and robustness to be important features of successful business models. Thus, the 

literature considers both internal and external factors to be of importance in business model design 

(Demil & Lecocq, 2010). 

 

Figure 1: The Business Model Canvas 

 
Image retrieved from Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010, p.44) 

 

2.1.3 The Business Model as a Unit of Innovation  
The purpose of a business model is to narrow entrepreneurial ideation to definable opportunities 

(George & Bock, 2011) and, in turn, to establish viable value creation and capture mechanisms to 

enact those opportunities (Foss & Saebi, 2018; Teece, 2010). Thus, a firm’s business model can be 

seen as a potential unit of innovation (Zott et al., 2011) which can either allow a company to exploit 

new opportunities in an existing market (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002) or create an entirely 

new market (Amit & Zott, 2012). The business model has become an increasingly important unit of 

analysis in innovation studies in the past 15 years, where a “consensus is emerging that the role of 

the business model in fostering innovation is twofold” (Massa & Tucci, 2014, p. 2). First, business 

models are considered important facilitators of innovation by allowing firms to bring new discoveries 

to market (Teece, 2010). Second, business models themselves may themselves be a source of 
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innovation (Massa & Tucci, 2014; Teece, 2010; Zott et al., 2011). An increasing number of firms are 

favoring business model innovation as a source of innovation over product or process innovation 

(Chesbrough, 2007, 2010; Velu, 2015), and Teece (2010) argues that this is a skill in which firms 

must excel in order to profit from innovation. In fact, Amit and Zott (2012) suggest that business 

model innovation often represents an underutilized source of future value, and research proposes 

that established firms who innovate their business models experience positive performance effects 

(Cucculelli & Bettinelli, 2015). Thus, developing the capability to innovate a business model is of 

importance to a firm as continuous business model innovation is considered an essential source of 

competitive advantage (Amit & Zott, 2012; Eppler et al., 2011). 

 

2.2 Business Model Innovation  

2.2.1 Definition and Concept  

Compared to the business model itself, business model innovation has long been an 

underresearched phenomenon that is less understood (Günzel & Holm, 2013). This is likely due to 

the fact that the business model innovation literature is a recent outgrowth of the business model 

literature that is still relatively unexplored (Foss & Saebi, 2016; 2018). Nevertheless, business model 

innovation is a highly important and relevant phenomenon, and literature on the subject is 

continuously growing in scope and depth. Similar to the concept of business models, there is a lack 

of clarity about the nature of business model innovation and its definition (Foss & Saebi, 2016). 

Some scholars have sought to explain business model innovation in newly formed organizations, 

and thus focus on innovating the business model as a whole, such as Zott and Amit (2015) who 

define it as “the design and implementation of an activity system that is new to the focal firm or new 

to the product–market space in which the focal firm competes” (p. 2). Foss and Saebi (2016) includes 

the changes made to the individual elements of a business model  to this definition by defining 

business model innovation as “designed, novel, nontrivial changes to the key elements of a firm’s 

business model and/or the architecture linking these elements” (p. 216). In later work, however, their 

definition of the concept has evolved more towards the way in which the activities performed by a 

firm are interrelated. In 2018, Foss and Saebi noted that business model innovation should be 

defined in terms of novel changes to the complementary relations between activities, i.e. changes 

made in the constellation of activities dedicated to value creation, delivery and capture (Teece, 2010, 

as cited in Foss & Saebi, 2018).  

 Adding to this perspective, Günzel and Holm (2013) found that “business model innovation 

encompasses developing novel value chain architectures in different ways, from new product 

developments to new delivery and marketing patterns, as well as innovative resource acquisition 

and application” (p. 4). While equally focused on the notion of newness, Santos et al. (2009) delimit 
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business model innovation to only encompass reconfigurations of existing activities that are new to 

the product or service market in which the firm competes. There are also discrepancies within the 

literature regarding the role of the firm in creating new activities or making changes to already 

existing establishments. Casadesus-Masanell and Zhu (2013) describe business model innovation 

as “the search for new logics of the firm and new ways to create and capture value for its 

stakeholders” (p. 464), suggesting that the firm takes an active role in the innovation process. This 

somewhat contrasts with Markides’ (2006) definition of the term, where business model innovation 

is explained as “the discovery of a fundamentally different business model in an existing business” 

(p. 20). Although fundamentally aligned, the role of the firm can be considered less proactive in 

Markides’ (2006) definition.  

 Due to the lack of clarity about the nature of business model innovation and its definitions’ 

lack of specificity, Foss and Saebi (2016) looked into 15 years of business model innovation research 

to propose a conceptualization and dimensionalization of the phenomenon. They found that previous 

literature on business model innovation can be divided into four different streams: (1) conceptualizing 

business model innovation, (2) business model innovation as an organizational change process, (3) 

business model innovation as an outcome, and (4) consequences of business model innovation. 

Literature within the first stream of research is focused on providing a meaningful definition and 

conceptualization of business model innovation, as well as identifying the dimensions along which 

firms can innovate their business models. Second, research on business model innovation as an 

organizational change process is concerned with the capabilities, leadership and learning 

mechanisms that are necessary for successful business model innovation. It focuses on the change 

process itself and the organizational capabilities needed to support it, in which experimentation and 

learning is cited as central concepts. The third stream specifically considers the outcome of the 

organizational change process, i.e. new and innovative business models. Studies within this stream 

often present singular cases of successful business model innovations conducted by firms. Finally, 

the fourth stream of research addresses the organizational performance implications of business 

model innovation by looking at the correlation between different types of business models and firm 

performance. These four streams of literature may, in turn, be categorized into two main lines of 

arguments (Foss & Saebi, 2016, as cited in Chea et al., 2018): where one group of research offers 

a dynamic view on business model innovation, while the second group adopts a static view of the 

concept. 

 

2.2.2 Business Model Innovation: A New Source of Value  

Business model innovation is becoming “a vehicle for corporate transformation and renewal” (Zott 

et al., 2011, p. 1033) and “one of the main forces driving strategic renewal efforts of businesses 
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around the world” (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2007, p. 1). Its relevance has increased in recent 

years, as firms no longer consider product and process innovation the only sources of competitive 

advantage (Günzel & Holm, 2013). In fact, business model innovation has started to gain momentum 

as a new source of value that may complement already existing forms of innovation within firms 

(Amit & Zott, 2012; Foss & Saebi, 2016; Zott et al., 2011). Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2007) 

suggest that the recent interest in business model innovation might be explained by advances in 

information and communication technologies. Building on this argument, Casadesus-Masanell and 

Zhu (2013) found that technological progress, together with continuous shifts in consumer demand, 

present an increasing number of opportunities for business model configurations. However, research 

remains limited on the antecedents, moderators and implications of business model innovation (Foss 

& Saebi, 2016).  

 While business model innovation is considered a delicate matter posed with risk (Euchner & 

Ganguly, 2014; Massa & Tucci, 2014), existing literature offers several explanations of why it may 

prove fruitful to firms that engage in it. There is a common understanding amongst scholars that 

business model innovation is key to firm performance (Cucculelli & Bettinelli, 2015; Foss & Saebi, 

2016;  Zott et al., 2011). Foss and Saebi (2016) recognizes that firms might engage in business 

model innovation for a number of reasons, including cost reduction, process optimization, new 

product development, market entry, and improved financial performance. However, Kim and Min 

(2015) found that not all firms perform better when adding new business models to their existing 

ones, which raises the question about the conditions under which business model innovation 

improves performance. Although focused on disruptive business model innovation, Markides (2006) 

found that there are three circumstances in which firms find it advantageous to innovate their 

business model: (1) when entering new markets where established actors have secured first-mover 

advantages, (2) when current strategies or business models are inappropriate and the firm is facing 

a crisis, and (3) when scaling a new invention and releasing it to the mass-market. Other papers 

focus on business model innovation as a source of competitive advantage. Zott and Amit (2015) 

found that business model innovation matters because it “represents an often underutilized source 

of value and, as such, could translate into sustainable performance advantage” (p. 1). However, 

Foss and Saebi’s (2016) extensive research on business model innovation revealed that few articles 

provide a detailed explanation of the relationship between business model innovation and 

performance-related aspects of an organization, such as competitive advantage and profitability. In 

addition, Euchner and Ganguly (2014) argue that the competitive landscape is constantly changing 

and therefore requires organizations to adapt and strengthen their business models over time.  

 Although the existing literature sheds light on several advantages with engaging in business 

model innovation, some scholars share a common set of concerns when it comes to its challenges. 
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According to Teece (2010), the capacity of a firm to capture value is highly dependent on its ability 

to create new business models. Yet, firms often lack the ability to turn new ideas and technologies 

into viable business models (Chesbrough, 2010). In his analysis on the opportunities and barriers of 

business model innovation, Chesbrough (2010) found that organizations typically face two main 

types of barriers when innovating their business model, in which “one results from inability to adjust 

existing resources to complex change, and the other from the constraining effect of the current 

business model upon potential new ideas” (Chesbrough, 2010 as cited in Günzel & Holm, 2013, p. 

9). Given these barriers, Saebi et al. (2017) argue that firms are unlikely to change their business 

model unless they have strong incentives to do so. They also add the notion of path dependencies 

to the discussion, in which past strategic choices of a firm may influence its ability to adapt their 

business model. However, Günzel and Holm (2011) found that the question of path dependencies 

related to business models remains unsolved. Nonetheless, Massa and Tucci (2014) argue that the 

discussion on organizational barriers and path dependencies assumes the existence of a business 

model and is thus more relevant to business model innovation in incumbent firms rather than new 

entrants.  

 

2.2.3 The Process of Business Model Innovation  

Despite its relevance and increasing attention in academia, relatively little is known about the 

process of business model innovation (Zott & Amit, 2015). According to Amit and Zott (2012), 

business model innovation may occur in a number of ways: (1) By adding novel activities, (2) By 

linking activities in novel ways, and (3) By changing one or more parties that perform any of the 

activities. In later work, however, Zott and Amit (2015) have made an effort to further clarify the 

concept  by determining what types of changes to a firm’s activities do not constitute business model 

innovation. First, the authors argue that changing one single activity without changing the activity 

system does not qualify as business model innovation. Second, they find that changing a link 

between activities to enhance performance without affecting the overall structure of the business 

model should not be considered as innovation. Finally, they suggest that service innovations are 

typically not associated with business model innovation. The literature also distinguishes between 

business model innovation for incumbent and newly formed organizations, and suggests the process 

might differ depending on the level of establishment. Thus, business model innovation may also refer 

to either (1) the creation of novel business models for newly formed organizations, or (2) the 

reconfiguration of existing business models for incumbent firms (Massa & Tucci, 2014). Kim and Min 

(2015) found that while a substantial amount of research exists on entrepreneurial firms and the 

creation of new and disruptive business models, far less attention has been paid to incumbent firms 

with already established business models.  
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 Existing literature recognizes that business model innovation may differ in terms of two 

dimensions: novelty and scope (Foss & Saebi, 2016). According to Massa and Tucci (2014), design 

and reconfiguration activities need to be characterized by some degree of novelty or uniqueness in 

order to become a source of business model innovation. While unified on the importance of novelty, 

some scholars look at business model innovations that are new to a firm (e.g. Johnson et al., 2008; 

Osterwalder et al., 2005; Zott & Amit, 2015) whereas others highlight those that are new to an 

industry (e.g. Santos et al., 2009). While focused on incumbent firms, Kim and Min (2015) add to 

this discussion and propose that the source of business model innovation can be either original or 

imitative. An original business model innovation, they argue, relates to creating a new business 

model based on the firm’s own technological breakthrough or endogenous reconfiguration of ways 

of doing business. On the other hand, imitative business model innovation refers to the addition of a 

new business model already invented by other firms. 

 The second dimension relates to the scope of business model innovation, i.e. how much of 

a business model is affected by the business model innovation (Foss & Saebi, 2016). In contrast to 

the dimension of novelty, the scope of business model innovation assumes the existence of an 

already established business model to a larger extent. Foss and Saebi (2016) found that some 

scholars view business model innovation as changes made to the individual components of a 

business model, while others focus on changes that affect the architecture as a whole. The 

architecture refers to the underlying relations between components (Foss & Saebi, 2016), based on 

which Teece (2010) argues that the elements of a business model need to be changed with 

reference to one another. Other scholars focus more on the degree to which new business models 

differ from existing ones. Markides (2006) argues that a new business model should be 

fundamentally different from the existing one, while Cavalcante (2014) states that business model 

innovation entails changes that affect a firm’s core processes. Thus, the process of shifting from an 

existing model to a new one varies in the degree of radicalism (Massa & Tucci, 2014). According to 

Teece (2010), “the more radical the innovation (...) the greater the changes likely to be required to 

traditional business models” (p. 186). Saebi et al. (2017) only recognize radical changes as business 

model innovation, where firms actively innovate to disrupt market conditions. Incremental changes, 

on the other hand, are seen as business model adaptations. However, several studies classify both 

radical and incremental changes as innovation, depending on the degree to which the change 

represents a departure from existing practices (Schilling, 2017). 
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2.2.4 The Drivers of Business Model Innovation  

While the internal drivers of business model innovation is relatively well-discussed in existing 

research, the literature on environmental antecedents for business model innovation is rather scarce 

(Spieth et al., 2014). Yet, questions of firm-level adaptation are typically posed with respect to 

organizational changes in response to changing environments (Levinthal, 1997). Saebi et al. (2017) 

suggests that firms are more likely to adapt their business model under conditions of perceived threat 

than under conditions of perceived opportunity. The authors define threats as “negative situations in 

which loss is likely and over which one has little control” (p. 570). McGrath (2010) argues that when 

an existing business model has been made irrelevant by environmental circumstances, imitated by 

competitors or is no longer relevant to customers, new business models have the opportunity to 

flourish. In line with this logic, George and Bock (2011) found that the development of novel business 

models is particularly important for the formation, growth, and success of new organizational forms 

in turbulent industries. There is still a lot to learn, however, when it comes to how firms might exploit 

opportunities that emerge in changing and volatile environments (Spieth et al., 2014).  

  Some scholars have explored the concepts of business models and business model 

innovation during times of crisis. According to Amit and Zott (2012), rethinking an entire business 

model may not be the first thing on a manager’s mind when responding to a crisis or operating in 

tough economic times. Looking specifically at the impact of COVID-19 on business-to-business 

firms, however, Ritter and Pedersen (2020a) found that a crisis may have negative consequences 

on established business models if not managed effectively. Ideally, a company will “figure out how 

to innovate its business model before it is compelled to act by financial stress” (Chesbrough, 2010, 

p. 17). However, tectonic industry changes are often unpredictable and might cause dramatic shifts 

in government policy and regulation (Massa & Tucci, 2014). When faced with a crisis, organizations 

therefore need to assess the impact on their business model, both immediately and over the long-

term (Ritter & Pedersen, 2020b). Euchner and Ganguly (2014) argue that successful business model 

innovation does not only require developing an appropriate model, but also developing a model that 

can sustain a changing environment. 

 

2.3 Experimentation  

2.3.1 Business Experimentation  

Experimentation is a non-linear, non-orderly, non-predictable process (Günzel & Holm, 2013; 

Matthews, 2017) that is becoming increasingly important in organizational theory. Business 

experiments are designed to provide insight which allows businesses to test crucial assumptions 

and answer questions critical to the business’ success (Euchner & Ganguly, 2014; Matthews, 2017). 

They are generally conducted on a limited scale and on the short term (Euchner & Ganguly, 2014; 
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Nicholls-Nixon et al., 2000), and Cavalcante (2014) argues that the experimentation process is “not 

likely to last long, since companies are progressively being involved in fast-changing environments” 

(p. 18). On the other hand, some researchers have found experimentation to be carried out over a 

longer time period. Sosna et al. (2010) documented “a five-year phase of experiment and 

exploration” (p. 383) in their study, and Chesbrough (2007) argues that “It takes more than [two to 

three years] to develop business-model experiments, obtain clear results, interpret and understand 

the results, and then carry out a broad deployment of those results'' (p. 16). Business experiments 

positively affect a company’s ability to compete and its potential for success (Andries et al., 2013; 

Thomke, 2020), and it is suggested that experimentation fosters firms’ long-term survival (Andries 

et al., 2013). 

 Scientists engaging in problem-solving via experimentation generally do not expect to find a 

solution by conducting one single experiment, but rather plan a series of experiments to solve a 

given problem. Similarly, business experiments are usually a matter of repeated trial-and-error where 

the information gained from one experiment may serve as an important input to the design of the 

next (Matthews, 2017; Sosna et al., 2010; Thomke, 1998; Thomke et al., 1998). During the 

experimentation process, solutions are tested and the outcome of these tests help revise and refine 

the future experiments until the optimal configuration is identified. The iterative nature of the trial-

and-error process allows the organization to test initiatives that produce results that coincide with 

their goals (Sosna et al., 2010). Contrary to natural science experiments, however, business 

experiments are conducted in less controlled, real business environments, utilizing measures such 

as real customers, prototypes, short trials and simulated user experiences (Euchner & Ganguly, 

2014). Furthermore, they typically lack experimental design aspects, such as randomization or 

control groups (Weissbrod & Bocken, 2017).  

 While focused on new product development, Thomke (1998) describes experimentation as 

an iterative learning cycle consisting of four steps: (1) design, (2) build, (3) run and (4) analyze. 

During the design step, learnings from previous cycles, if available, are used to design a solution. 

Next, models and/or prototypes are built to run the experiments. Third, the experiments are run in 

real or simulated environments, before learnings are analyzed from the previous step to decide 

whether more iterations are needed and the cycle is repeated. The learnings generated from an 

experiment are often viewed as either being the end result, or as a source of input for other 

experiments (Thomke, 2020), and often stem from actions, interactions and failures (Matthews, 

2017). Minniti and Bygrave (2001) argue that an entrepreneur's ability to succeed depends on the 

capacity to process information acquired from past experiences, both successes and failures. 

Moreover, the importance of learnings generated through experimentation is further emphasized by 

Moingeon and Lehmann-Ortega (2010), as they state that learnings are fundamental when solving 
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problems for which the solutions are uncertain. Thomke (1998) sees learning as crucial when 

measuring the experimentation efficiency, and defines the concept as “the economic value of 

information learned during an experimental cycle, divided by the cost of conducting the cycle” (p. 

744). 

 Some academics focus specifically on experimentation that incorporates the strategic 

aspects of a company. Nicholls-Nixon et al. (2000) define strategic experimentation as “a series of 

trial-and-error changes pursued along various dimensions of strategy, over a relatively short period 

of time, in an effort to identify and establish a viable basis for competing” (p. 496). They argue that, 

no matter the level of detail put into the creation of the business plan, the actual design and 

development of the business will involve considerable adjustments to, and possibly deviation from, 

that plan. Furthermore, they state that, for a new venture, any change along the dimensions of 

strategy is a reflection of a process of trial-and-error learning, and should thus be identified as 

strategic experimentation. In fact, because entrepreneurs generally have little or no experience with 

how the environment will react to their approaches, every major decision is for them, in a sense, an 

experiment (Nicholls-Nixon et al., 2000). 

 

2.3.2 Experimentation and Business Model Innovation  

In existing literature, experimentation is seen as a fundamental innovation activity (Thomke, 1998), 

and Thomke (2020) argues that “no innovation can exist without first being an idea that is 

subsequently shaped through experimentation” (p. 20). Despite it being a more recent perspective 

in business model innovation research, several academics emphasize experimentation as an 

essential part of the organizational renewal process (McGrath, 2010; Moingeon & Lehmann-Ortega, 

2010; Sosna et al., 2010), and argue that the successful discovery and implementation of new 

business models often come as a result of the iterative nature of the experimentation process 

(Ganguly & Euchner, 2018; Chesbrough, 2010; Sosna et al., 2010; Wrigley & Straker, 2016). In fact, 

Euchner and Ganguly (2014) find that business experiments are at the heart of the business model 

innovation process. Bocken and Snihur (2020) highlight the role of experimentation in devising novel 

business models, and Chesbrough (2007) states that experimentation is the only way forward when 

searching for new business model configurations. Furthermore, Mullins and Komisar (2009) argue 

that experimentation is a tool firms should leverage to come up with new business models, or a plan 

B, as the very first business model configuration rarely succeeds. 

 Experimentation and learning are viewed as central concepts to organizational change 

processes (Foss & Saebi, 2016). In fact, business models are often hard to fully anticipate in 

advance, and the variables relevant to success are generally unknown at the outset (Chesbrough, 

2007). McGrath (2010) argues that business models should rather be ‘learned’ over time, which 
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emphasizes the importance of experimentation and learning in the business model innovation 

process. This argument is supported by Wrigley and Straker (2016), who state that a business model 

is never ‘complete’ and that the process of business model creation should be iterative and ongoing. 

They further argue that the iterative learning and problem-solving processes of business model 

experimentation allows for testing different solutions and adapting them based on the experiments’ 

results. As such, if an experiment results in a negative outcome, the initial business model will be 

redefined and a new experiment is launched (Minniti & Bygrave, 2001). In a similar vein, Gruber et 

al. (2008) argue that entrepreneurs adapt their business models over time as they gain and 

incorporate new information that becomes available during the entrepreneurial trajectory. In other 

words, by experimenting with different business opportunities, companies can gather customer and 

market feedback, which they can then use to adapt their initial business model (Andries & 

Debackere, 2013; Minniti & Bygrave, 2001). Similarly, Sosna et al. (2010) describe the development 

of a firm’s business model in stages of exploration and exploitation, characterized by a process of 

trial-and-error which generates learnings and new knowledge in each new trial. This trial-and-error 

process increases the chances of identifying a viable business model (Andries et al., 2013; Teece, 

2010), and can expand the solution space of potential business models a company might pursue in 

the future (Björklund et al., 2020). 

 Existing literature suggests that incumbents as well as new ventures should experiment with 

their business models to remain competitive (Chesbrough, 2010; Ganguly & Euchner, 2018). Koberg 

et al. (2003) found that a manager’s ability to experiment and move rapidly from one project to 

another is an important element when explaining business model innovation in incumbent firms. 

Additionally, according to Cavalcante (2014), experimentation in established companies happens in 

a pre-stage prior to business model change, which can be understood as an intermediary phase 

when firms need to develop their capability to change through specific, focused organizational 

processes. Furthermore, even though experimentation is generally seen as beneficial in the 

business model innovation context, the barriers to business model experimentation are also 

highlighted, especially for established companies. Chesbrough (2010) argues that typical barriers 

for incumbents are conflicts with the traditional structure of firm resources, managers’ resistance to 

newly proposed business models and tensions or cannibalism of already existing business models 

that are currently more profitable than the new ones. Moingeon and Lehmann-Ortega (2010) have 

also addressed the challenges of having two coexisting business models during and after the 

experimentation phase, arguing that financial implications and temporary decreases in profitability 

for the original business model are the main challenges faced by established companies when 

experimenting with new business models. 
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2.3.3 Experimentation Under Uncertainty  

In uncertain, fast-moving environmental contexts, where it is not clear what changes might happen 

next, continuous business model innovation is an important capability for firms who seek success in 

the long term (Chesbrough, 2010; Sosna et al., 2010). In such situations, when the optimal business 

model is difficult to rationally determine, Sosna et al. (2010) argue that experimentation is an 

important tool to stimulate continuous business model innovation. Experimenting with business 

models is highly instrumental when adapting to environmental changes and identifying performance 

enhancing opportunities (Andries et al., 2013; Gruber et al., 2008; Thomke, 1998). In fact, Teece 

(2010) sees considerable trial-and-error as a prerequisite for the successful development and 

implementation of new business models in constantly changing environments.  

 Experimentation may create insights that could be extremely valuable when the necessity for 

substantial change becomes immediate. Matthews (2017) suggests that, in dynamic, fast-changing 

environments, experimentation is an important activity as past knowledge may not suffice to justify 

actions under current conditions. By the same token, Chesbrough (2010) and Cavalcante (2014) 

argue that only experimentation can help firms identify and generate the data needed to legitimize 

what the optimal business model might be, as it is difficult to predict events through analysis in highly 

uncertain environments. In their study on the relation between performance and experimentation 

under environmental threats, Nicholls-Nixon et al. (2000) found that new ventures in more hostile 

environments had a particularly difficult time determining the type of changes that would make a 

difference. They operationalize hostility as the degree of threat to the firm posed by the downswings 

and upswings of its principal industry. Through experimenting and testing different solutions, firms 

can acquire knowledge which can help speed up and improve decision-making by avoiding hasty 

conclusions based on assumptions only (Björklund et al., 2020). Wrigley and Straker (2016) argue 

that firms need to engage in business model experimentation to create new business models and 

thereby become adaptive and responsive in uncertain and rapidly evolving global economic 

landscapes. Furthermore, according to Koberg et al. (2003), experimentation improves a firm’s ability 

to react to rapidly changing environments and move from one project to another, while still focusing 

on the present. Similarly, Nicholls-Nixon et al. (2000) argue that frequent experimentation may 

indicate a high degree of responsiveness to the market. 

 

2.3.4 Incremental vs. Radical Experimentation  

The continuum between incremental versus radical innovation is one of the primary dimensions used 

to determine types of innovations. A radical innovation is often viewed as an innovation that differs 

a lot from prior solutions, while an incremental innovation represents a minor change or adjustment 

to existing practices (Schilling, 2017). Previous literature on experimentation identifies organizational 
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level changes in a similar construct, although with a slightly different terminology. In their research, 

Sosna et al. (2010) found that the case company innovated its business models through a trial-and-

error process consisting of changes on a micro or macro level, while Nicholls-Nixon et al. (2000) 

state that strategic experimentation happens along peripheral and core dimensions. Moreover, Girod 

and Whittington (2015) use the terms incremental and discontinuous change when investigating the 

relationship between the two in relation to business model experimentation. Minniti and Bygrave 

(2001) offer a similar conceptualization as the aforementioned papers, stating that there are two 

possible strategies when starting new ventures: branching out in markets that are closely related to 

the ones in which the company already operates, or launching the new venture in markets that are 

significantly different from their current target market. In his study on the interrelationship between 

organizational level change processes and population selection forces, Levinthal (1997) argues that 

organizations can either develop through stepwise, incremental changes or through radical changes. 

Incremental changes are made through altering one single component at a time, which allows the 

firm to verify whether changing this single attribute has improved performance (Levinthal, 1997). 

These stepwise changes evolve the organization’s initial business model toward a configuration that 

is closely related to the initial one (Minniti & Bygrave, 2001). Radical changes entail a change of 

multiple components simultaneously in each experiment, where alternatives far removed from the 

company’s initial configurations are explored (Levinthal, 1997). 

 Even though a vast majority of the papers in the experimentation literature address the 

success of experimentation on a general basis (e.g. Cavalcante, 2014; Ganguly & Euchner, 2018; 

McGrath, 2010), the appropriateness of the different approaches and their performance implications 

have also been researched. Andries and Debackere (2013) found that experience effects, 

complexity and ambiguity affect the relative appropriateness of different learning approaches applied 

to innovate firms’ business models, namely incremental and radical experimentation and 

commitment. Moreover, they compare the learning approaches’ effect on business model 

performance when experience effects, complexity and ambiguity are present or not. They define 

business model performance as “the average of all components’ individual contributions” (p. 341), 

and focus on the performance landscapes of the different business models. Nicholls-Nixon et al. 

(2000) investigated the performance implications of changes to peripheral and core dimensions of 

strategy, where core dimensions were measured in terms of product scope and partnership status, 

while peripheral features entailed competitive emphases and time allocation by entrepreneurs. Their 

study shows a clear relationship between experimentation and performance under conditions of 

stress created by environmental threats, as they found that the level of environmental hostility affects 

the ability to enhance firm performance through experimentation. 
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 Experimentation has also been connected to the outcome of the business model renewal 

process in relation to radical or incremental changes. Koberg et al. (2003) looked into 

experimentation with regards to innovation outcome, and found that experimentation was a greater 

positive predictor of radical rather than incremental innovation. Moreover, Björklund et al. (2020) 

found that successful radical experiments often led to long-term shifts in strategy. It is generally 

assumed that radically different business model configurations develop as a result of radical 

experimentation, while solutions closely related to the current business models emerge from 

incremental, stepwise changes (e.g. Thomke, 2020). It is also argued that incremental changes 

usually do not lead to a variety of solutions (Levinthal, 1997). However, some academics argue that 

also incremental experimentation can lead to radically different configurations (Björklund et al., 2020; 

Bocken & Snihur, 2020; Girod et al., 2015; Plowman et al., 2007). Andries et al. (2013) have further 

extended this part of the organizational learning theory as they found that business model 

experiments that were only incrementally different from the initial business model spread out in 

various directions and over time developed into multiple diverging search paths. In other words, they 

argue that related search paths are equally instrumental in allowing companies to explore a broad 

variety of business models, not just closely related ones. 

 

2.4 Problematization of Literature  
Within the field of business model innovation, several studies have sought to address organizational 

drivers of business model innovation (Cucculelli & Bettinelli, 2015; Foss & Saebi, 2016; Markides, 

2006; Zott & Amit, 2015; Zott et al., 2011). Yet, there is still much to learn about environmental 

antecedents for the phenomenon (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002; Foss & Saebi, 2016; Saebi et 

al., 2017; Spieth et al., 2014). Although existing literature is important for understanding why firms 

innovate their business models, current research is to a large extent focused on competitive 

advantage and disruptive technologies (Johnson et al., 2008; Zott & Amit, 2015) and can thus be 

considered opportunity driven. As such, there is a need for broader research to be conducted on 

circumstances in which business model innovation is a mere necessity rather than a purely strategic 

opportunity for future value and/or competitive advantage. In addition, the current understanding of 

business model innovation is mostly based on entrepreneurial firms and the creation of new business 

models (Kim & Min, 2015). Further investigation is therefore needed to better understand how 

incumbent firms with already existing business models make use of this logic.  

 Some scholars have explored the link between business model innovation and crisis, and 

suggest that opportunities for new business models emerge when an existing business model has 

been made irrelevant by environmental circumstances (McGrath, 2010; Ritter & Pedersen, 2020a). 

However, the literature does not properly address the ways in which firms might exploit these 
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opportunities (Spieth et al., 2014). Thus, little is known about how a crisis might fuel business model 

innovation. The relevance and relative importance of external antecedents to different kinds of 

business model innovations ultimately form an empirical question (Foss & Saebi, 2016). Hence, 

there is a need for academics to take on the responsibility of providing a stronger empirical and 

theoretical foundation of how firms might innovate their business model based on external events. 

In other words, there is a need to answer Spieth et al.’s (2014) question: “Do volatile environments 

drive business model innovation of firms?” (p. 243). 

 In existing theory, the role of experimentation and learning has been repeatedly emphasized 

as a source of business model innovation (Foss & Saebi, 2016), yet most of the research on 

experimentation seems to be embedded in product and process innovation (Thomke, 1998). 

Investigating its applicability in the business model innovation context therefore becomes necessary. 

The business model experimentation field is growing, but there are still areas in which the literature 

is yet to sufficiently cover. First, similarly to the literature on business model innovation, a significant 

portion of the experimentation literature seems to focus on new ventures (Andries et al., 2013; 

Gruber et al., 2008; Nicholls-Nixon et al., 2000). While some academics argue that incumbents 

operating in established markets may benefit from leveraging experimentation to explore novel 

business models (Chesbrough, 2010; Ganguly & Euchner, 2018; Sosna et al., 2010), the difficulties 

of balancing multiple coexisting business models during the strategic experimentation phase are 

also highlighted (Chesbrough, 2010; Moingeon & Lehmann-Ortega, 2010). Furthermore, due to 

financial constraints, Sosna et al. (2010) propose that experimentation might proceed differently in 

established firms compared to start-ups. As companies nowadays are facing severe financial 

constraints, both established companies as well as start-ups, existing literature on established 

companies may not be sufficient to analyze the unique situation the world currently finds itself in. As 

such, even though some academics have looked into how experimentation might unfold in 

established organizations, it is still an area that could benefit from further research. 

 Secondly, even though several academics seem to agree that experimentation generally 

happens on the short term (Cavalcante, 2014; Euchner & Ganguly, 2014; Nicholls-Nixon et al., 

2000), it is not clear exactly what ‘short term’ entails in this context. In fact, it seems like there is a 

general discrepancy in existing literature regarding the time dimension of the experimental process, 

as other researchers argue that experimentation is more of a time consuming process (Chesbrough, 

2007; Sosna et al., 2010). Additionally, although several papers discuss the benefits of 

experimentation under uncertainty and in fast-changing environments (Andries et al., 2013; Gruber 

et al., 2008; Sosna et al., 2010; Teece, 2010), today’s situation is strikingly different from any crisis 

experienced in the past, due to its global reach and economic implications (Ritter & Pedersen, 

2020a). This could imply that existing literature on business model experimentation does not suffice 
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to explain current events, especially due to the pressing time constraints and rapidly changing 

environments businesses are currently facing. 

 The literature views experimentation as a twofold concept, where several perspectives on 

organizational changes are offered. While the extant literature explains these changes in various 

terms, there is a general agreement that they represent either incremental or radical changes to an 

existing practice. Levinthal’s (1997) paper on adaptation in rugged landscapes is considered to 

provide one of the earlier conceptualizations on these forms of organizational change, which has 

been adopted by many scholars in subsequent years. While offering a well-developed theory on the 

process of organizational change, Levinthal (1997) investigates this process in relation to population 

selection forces. Thus, the paper offers an evolutionary perspective and the theory may therefore 

not be directly applied to other contexts. Similar to Minniti and Bygrave (2001), Levinthal (1997) also 

models the birth of new organizations. The findings of his paper may therefore not be sufficient in 

addressing the organizational change process of incumbent firms.  

 Andries et al. (2013) have adopted Levinthal’s (1997) conceptualization of incremental and 

radical forms of organizational change in their paper, in which the concepts have been applied to 

investigate how ventures develop their business models through experimentation when faced with 

uncertainty. As such, the authors have linked Levinthal’s (1997) discussion on incremental and 

radical searches for new organizational forms to companies’ experimentation efforts. While closely 

related to the essence of our study, there are several aspects of Andries et al.’s (2013) study that 

make it insufficient in addressing our concerns. First, uncertainties in their study are related to the 

feasibility of both technology and market when turning an opportunity into a viable business model, 

and the challenges faced by firms in defining a sustainable value proposition. Thus, Andries et al.’s 

(2013) theory is arguably based on market uncertainty rather than uncertainty related to external 

shocks as posed by a crisis. Second, their research is also concerned with the business model 

development of new ventures. Andries et al.’s (2013) research may therefore not offer an accurate 

representation of how different forms of experimentation might be used by already established firms. 

 While most literature on experimentation is concerned with the drivers and processes itself, 

some authors have also sought to address the effectiveness of experimentation. Thomke (1998) 

measures experimentation efficiency through the economic value of the information acquired during 

an experiment, divided by the cost of executing it. As the information learned from a given experiment 

is taken into account, this definition includes both attributes of the experimental technique as well as 

attributes of the individual conducting the experiment, and does therefore not allow for an isolated 

analysis of the response efficiency provided by the two experimental forms. Others mention ‘effective 

experiments’ in their research without further analyzing the concept or providing a definition of it 

(Ganguly & Euchner, 2018). Some academics also seem to apply a rather broad view of the term 
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success, where effective business model change (Cavalcante, 2014), non-discontinuation of the 

experiment itself (Björklund et al. 2020), or long-term survival of the company as a whole (Andries 

et al. 2013) are examples of measures of successful experiments. In terms of smaller vs. larger 

changes to the business model, most papers seem to place emphasis on whether such experiments 

lead to business models that are closely related to or far removed from the initial business model 

construct (Andries et al., 2013; Björklund et al., 2020; Bocken & Snihur, 2020; Plowman et al., 2007), 

rather than analyzing the individual effectiveness of the two approaches. 

 On the other hand, some papers look at the performance implications of experimentation, 

which can be seen as related to the efficiency of the experiments. However, performance is often 

linked to the implications of experimenting vs. not experimenting, such as focused commitment vs. 

discontinuous experimentation (Andries et al., 2013). Yet, a few studies exist that look at the 

performance implications of different learning and experimentation approaches. Andries and 

Debackere (2013) investigated how the performance of incremental and radical experimentation 

differed depending on the presence of complexity, ambiguity and experience effects. Although the 

authors seek to identify whether the different forms of experimentation can be used to overcome 

uncertainty, the study is focused on uncertainty related to market and technology. Their study 

therefore proposes that firms engage in experimentation to learn about the relevance of their 

business model in their competitive environment. Performance, in the case of Andries and 

Debackere (2013), is thus viewed accordingly and relates to the competitive power of a firm’s 

business model. This raises the question of the applicability of the different forms of experimentation 

and their relative performance in other contexts. As stated by Nicholls-Nixon et al. (2000): “additional 

work is needed to explore the multivariate nature of the relationship between experimentation, 

environment, and performance” (p. 518). Andries et al. (2013) also found that further engagement in 

in-depth case studies is needed to provide “additional insights with respect to the delineation of 

additional, relevant approaches and the combination of different approaches over time” (p. 307). 

 

2.5 Research Gap  
Based on this synthesis, it is evident that more research is needed to fill the existing gap in literature 

when it comes to how incumbent firms innovate their business model in response to external triggers, 

and extent to which experimentation plays a role in this organizational change process. Seeing that 

experimentation is often described in the literature as a twofold concept, there is also a need to 

address what forms of experimentation are being used by firms operating in a state of emergency, 

and their relative effectiveness in overcoming these challenges. The purpose of this research paper 

is therefore to investigate the role of experimentation in the business model innovation process and 

the extent to which Norwegian hospitality firms within the restaurant and bar segment leverage 
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experimentation when facing a crisis. Additionally, we aim to investigate whether incremental or 

radical forms of experimentation have been used, and to what degree these forms of experimentation 

provide effective organizational responses to the challenges of COVID-19. In order to address the 

existing gap, the following research questions will be asked:  

 

How have Norwegian hospitality firms within the restaurant and bar segment used experimentation 

when innovating their business model and developing effective responses during the COVID-19 

crisis? A case study of Bargruppen and Lava Oslo. 

  

A. To what extent and in what ways have Bargruppen and Lava Oslo engaged in 

experimentation when innovating their business models in response to the COVID-19 crisis?  

B. Were incremental or radical forms of experimentation used in these efforts? 

C. To what degree have these forms of experimentation provided effective responses to the 

challenges of the COVID-19 crisis? 
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3.0 Theoretical Framework  
 

In this chapter, we aim to detail the theoretical perspective taken to address the research gap 

identified in 2.0 Literature Review, through introducing and elaborating on the theoretical constructs 

that will be applied in our research. The theoretical framework of this research relies on three main 

literature streams: the business model and its components, business model innovation as an 

organizational change process, and organizational learning and experimentation. 

 

3.1 Business Model Experimentation  
Markides (2006) argue that firms find it advantageous to innovate their business models when they 

are facing a crisis and current strategies or business models are inappropriate. Following this logic, 

Sosna et al. (2010) argue that business model innovation can be a good solution for established 

companies to overcome threats to their ability to create value for stakeholders or to capture value 

for themselves. According to Saebi et al. (2017), firms are more likely to adapt their business models 

under conditions of perceived threats than under conditions of perceived opportunity, and McGrath 

(2010) states that “the business model concept offers strategists a fresh way to consider their options 

in uncertain, fast-moving and unpredictable environments'' (p. 247). Due to external triggers and 

rapidly changing markets, business models that yield organizational benefits today might become 

obsolete tomorrow. Chesbrough (2010) suggests that this further accentuates the need to invest in 

business model innovation.  

 Based on the literature review on business model innovation, we find that there are no 

existing definitions of the concept that fit the purpose of our paper. This might be explained by the 

previously identified research gap, which revealed that the current knowledge of business model 

innovation to a large extent is based on newly formed organizations and the performance of a firm 

relative to its industry. We have therefore chosen to base our definition on Foss and Saebi’s (2016) 

definition of the term, and view business model innovation as novel changes to one or several 

elements of a firm’s business model. Certain delimitations of our definition should be noted. First, 

the chosen definition assumes the existence of an already established business model. Hence, we 

view business model innovation as the reconfiguration of existing business models (Massa & Tucci, 

2014) and thereby aim to expand the theory on business model innovation in incumbent firms. 

Second, we delimit the notion of novelty to encompass business model innovations that are new to 

the firm, not necessarily to the entire industry. A third and important notion is that we do not include 

the business model architecture in our definition. That is, the ways in which the business model 

elements are interrelated. Explaining possible intercorrelations between business model 
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components would require a more comprehensive research, and is thus beyond the scope of this 

paper. The focus of this research is therefore the business model content (Amit & Zott, 2012) and 

changes made to the individual components (Foss & Saebi, 2016). 

 Ganguly and Euchner (2018) argue that established companies can mitigate the risk of 

creating new business models through experimentation. As a matter of fact, several authors 

emphasize the importance of experimentation in the business model renewal process (Euchner & 

Ganguly, 2014; Koberg et al. 2003; McGrath, 2010; Moingeon & Lehmann-Ortega, 2010; Sosna et 

al., 2010; Thomke, 1998), especially in situations of uncertainty (Andries et al., 2013; Cavalcante, 

2014; Chesbrough, 2010; Gruber et al., 2008; Teece, 2010).  As such, we will explore how 

Norwegian hospitality firms within the restaurant and bar segment have leveraged experimentation 

when innovating their business models during the COVID-19 pandemic. As our definition of business 

model innovation emphasizes changes made to the elements of the business model, 

experimentation becomes a relevant concept to address because it allows firms to test the viability 

of different reconfigurations. The relevance and connection to business model innovation is further 

highlighted by existing experimentation literature, as the concept is often referred to as a process of 

trial-and-error changes (Chesbrough, 2010; Moingeon & Lehman-Ortega, 2010; Nicholls-Nixon et 

al., 2000; Thomke, 1998).  

 In a similar construct to what this research aims to investigate, Sosna et al. (2010) looked 

into the business model innovation process of an established organization whose business model 

faced the threat of obsolescence from unforeseen external changes, and found that experimentation 

was critical in the search for new business models. As such, Sosna et al.’s (2010) view on 

experimentation will be adopted in this research. In their research, experimentation is described as 

a trial-and-error change process which can be leveraged as part of a company’s business model 

innovation process. Sosna et al. (2010) state that “established firms typically initiate the process of 

experimentation as a reaction to difficulties” (p. 391). They further argue that established 

organizations start off with a business model and, in response to external triggers, plan, develop and 

test alternative business model variations until they identify the one that best corresponds with their 

current objectives. This highlights the importance of ambidexterity, as organizations must defend 

their present activities while simultaneously exploring new ones (Moingeon & Lehmann-Ortega, 

2010). Furthermore, Sosna et al. (2010) describe the trial-and-error process as taking place in two 

distinct phases, namely exploration and exploitation. The exploration phase is characterized by 

reconfigurations and iterations to the new business model, or trial-and-error processes, where new 

knowledge and learnings are generated. The exploitation phase, on the other hand, takes place 

once a viable business model has emerged and companies commence the upscaling of the new 

business model configuration. During this phase, the accumulated knowledge from the trial-and-



 37 

error process must be integrated into the company as a whole, and continuous trial-and-error through 

additional exploration is vital to continue stable growth (Sosna et al., 2010).  

 Sosna et al. (2010) highlight that a firm’s response to early failures can be critical to the 

subsequent development of the experimentation process. However, they also argue that not all 

failures are equally useful, and state that ‘intelligent failures’ are the most effective at facilitating 

learning. Intelligent failures provide new information to learn from without entirely invalidating the 

worth of the initiative as a whole (Sosna et al., 2010). Such learnings are typically generated through 

detecting and correcting errors discovered throughout the experimentation process, which can be 

leveraged to understand how customers might react to potential changes in the business model 

(Andries & Debackere, 2013; Minniti & Bygrave, 2001). Moreover, Sosna et al. (2010) state that 

changes made to the business model through a trial-and-error change process are among the most 

sustainable forms of innovation. 

 

3.2 Forms of Experimentation  
The business model experimentation process is often viewed as twofold, involving minor or more 

extensive changes to the business model (Nicholls-Nixon et al., 2000; Sosna et al., 2010). In a similar 

construct to Andries et al. (2013), we are going to draw on Levinthal’s (1997) view on organizational 

change processes and investigate the application of incremental and radical forms of 

experimentation in the context of COVID-19. While the challenges identified in the problematization 

of literature limit the use of these theories in their original form, the previous work on organizational 

level change (Levinthal, 1997) and its implications for experimentation (Andries et al., 2013) provide 

the most appropriate theoretical foundation for the purpose of this study. Considering that Levinthal 

(1997) is exploring possible correlations between organizational change processes and population 

selection forces, and thus, suggests that they constitute two distinct variables, we find it meaningful 

to follow the example of other researchers and separate the two concepts for the purpose of this 

study. As such, we build on Levinthal’s (1997) concept of ‘local’ and ‘distant’ search efforts in the 

conceptualization of the different forms of experimentation.  

 Levinthal (1997) suggests that ‘local search’ involves the examination of new organizational 

forms in the immediate neighborhood of the existing organization. A neighborhood is defined as 

“those forms that vary from the current organization by only one attribute” (p. 937). Levinthal (1997) 

argues that firms are likely to identify closely related forms whose performance is superior to their 

current one, but that such adaptation proves less effective for tightly coupled organizations in 

response to a shift in its environment. Organizations may also adopt new alternative forms that are 

far removed from their current mode of operation. Levinthal (1997) finds that firms engaging in 

‘distant search’ often do so to substantially improve their technology or performance. Thus, he 



 38 

proposes that “the likelihood of a radical organizational change is quite sensitive to the organization’s 

current performance” (p. 938) and that there may be a correlation between poor organizational 

performance and so-called ‘long-jumps’. Furthermore, Levinthal (1997) highlights that an interesting 

relationship exists between the two forms of organizational change, in which successful radical 

changes may in turn provide renewed opportunities for local adaptation.  

 Andries et al. (2013) find that Levinthal’s (1997) discussion on local and distant searches for 

new organizational forms can be linked to the notion of experimentation with a useful purpose. In 

their investigation on how firms develop their business models through experimentation under 

uncertainty, Andries et al. (2013) adopt these two approaches and analyze “whether ventures 

develop their business models through local or distant business model searches” (p. 293). As this is 

closely related to the rationale of our research, we are going to rely on the same construct when 

analyzing what forms of experimentation were used by Norwegian hospitality firms within the 

restaurant and bar segment during COVID-19. Based on the works of Levinthal (1997) and Andries 

et al. (2013), incremental experimentation will therefore be viewed in this paper as stepwise, 

incremental changes to an existing business model configuration where only one single component 

of the configuration is changed at a time. In contrast, radical experimentation will be seen as radical 

changes to an existing business model configuration, in which multiple components are 

simultaneously changed in each step. However, as Andries et al.’s (2013) research is focused on 

new ventures faced with market uncertainty, their findings and subsequent theoretical development 

will not be used as part of our theoretical framework.  

 We find that changing an existing business model configuration with a certain degree of 

radicalism highly relates to the second dimension of Foss and Saebi’s (2016) research, which is the 

scope of business model innovation. The scope refers to how much of a business model is affected 

by the innovation process. Existing literature demonstrates how innovations may vary in the degree 

to which they depart from existing practices (Schilling, 2017). Accordingly, Teece (2010) found that 

“the more radical the innovation [...] the greater the changes likely to be required to traditional 

business models'' (p. 186). Since the concept of incremental versus radical experimentation is 

determined by changes to individual business model components, it is vital to take a theoretical 

standpoint when it comes to the business model and its elements. Seeing that we will focus on the 

business model content and its individual components, we find that a business model, at its heart, 

describes “the rationale of how an organization creates, delivers, and captures value” (Osterwalder 

& Pigneur, 2010, p. 14). The literature offers various representations of business models, however, 

we are going to rely on Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas in our research. 

In contrast to many other descriptions of the business model elements, the Business Model Canvas 

does not include elements of competitive strategy. As we are looking at business model innovation 
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on a firm-level, and thus exclude the competitive environment from our analysis, we believe that the 

Business Model Canvas offers the most appropriate representation. Based on Osterwalder and 

Pigneur (2010), we therefore argue that a business model consists of the following nine components: 

 

• Customer Segments, describing the 

different groups of people a company 

aims to reach and serve. 

• Value Proposition, describing the 

bundle of products and services that 

create value for a specific customer 

segment. 

• Channels, describing how a company 

communicates with and reaches its 

customer segments to deliver a value 

proposition. 

• Customer Relationships, describing 

the types of relationships a company 

establishes with specific customer 

segments. 

• Revenue Streams, representing the 

revenue a company generates from 

each customer segment. 

• Key Resources, describing the most 

important assets required to make a 

business model work. 

• Key Activities, describing the most 

important activities a company must 

undertake to make its business model 

work. 

• Key Partnerships, describing the 

network of suppliers and partners that 

make the business model work. 

• Cost Structure, describing all costs 

incurred to operate a business model. 

 

3.3 Response Effectiveness 
While the concept of experimentation is often viewed as twofold, the question of effectiveness is less 

understood when it comes to incremental versus radical approaches. Even though the performance 

implications of these two concepts have previously been addressed, no other paper has investigated 

the isolated response effectiveness of incremental and radical experimentation in the business 

model innovation context to the best of our knowledge. Consequently, there are currently no existing 

theories that support the purpose of this research. The lack of coherency in existing literature on 

experimentation effectiveness is likely due to the fact that effectiveness is a relative measure 

depending on the research objective and unit of analysis. As the vast majority of business model 

experimentation research is focused on identifying business models that may thrive in their 

competitive environment (Andries & Debackere, 2013), the performance implications of 

experimentation have been measured accordingly. The outcome of the pandemic is still uncertain at 

the time of writing, thus, there is a need to view effectiveness in terms of the immediate positive 

effects a response yields to an organization. Studies that discuss long-term effects and sustainable 

performance outcomes may therefore not be applied to this specific research. Due to the unique 
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properties of the COVID-19 crisis, we therefore see the need to address the response effectiveness 

of incremental and racial forms of experimentation in this particular context. We believe such findings 

could prove valuable for companies faced with unexpected changes in their business environments, 

in which the existing business model has become less profitable or obsolete almost instantaneously. 

 Experimentation is generally seen as a means for firms to improve performance and succeed 

in their business environments in existing literature. However, as identified in the previous section, 

success is viewed as a rather broad concept and the effectiveness of experiments is a relative 

measure. As we are investigating business model experimentation in relation to a crisis with 

immense financial implications, we find that the existing perspectives on effectiveness cannot be 

directly translated to this context. Thus, in order to investigate whether incremental or radical forms 

of experimentation provide effective responses to the COVID-19 crisis, we find it beneficial to 

measure effectiveness in economic terms. Foss and Saebi (2016) found that improved financial 

performance is a common incentive for firms to engage in business model innovation. In fact, 

Levinthal (1997) suggests that successful reorientation of firms leads to higher performance and 

may therefore be survival enhancing. Thomke (1998) defines experimentation efficiency as “the 

economic value of information learned during an experimental cycle, divided by the cost of 

conducting the cycle” (p. 744), thereby emphasizing the firm’s attention to profitability when 

conducting an experiment. However, seeing that effectiveness in this definition is contingent on the 

value of the information learned from the experiment, which is highly dependent on the individual(s) 

conducting it, we will use this definition more as an inspiration for our research rather than a 

theoretical construct on which to base our study. As such, we will define the effectiveness of the 

responses provided by the two forms of experimentation in terms of the immediate economic value 

resulting from the change process. The effectiveness will thus be viewed in terms of the value 

captured by the firm (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 

 

3.4 Conceptual Framework  
Based on the theoretical constructs that exist, this study is going to rely on a combination of theories 

in order to reach the research objective. The conceptual framework (Figure 2) presents the overall 

logic of how we intend to combine these theories and aims to visualize the boundaries of our study. 

Business model innovation represents an overarching concept in our research and is therefore not 

included in the framework. Following the logic of our research questions, the aim of this study is first 

to investigate the extent to which and the ways in which the firms engaged in experimentation when 

innovating their business models. Addressing experimentation as a twofold concept, the research 

will subsequently investigate whether incremental or radical forms of experimentation were used by 

identifying changes to the individual components of the Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder & 
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Pigneur, 2010). Lastly, this research will add another dimension to the existing theory by 

investigating the response effectiveness of the two forms of experimentation in relation to the 

COVID-19 crisis. 

 

Figure 2: Conceptual Framework  
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4.0 Industry Background  
 

This chapter aims to provide a description of the restrictions faced by Norwegian hospitality 

companies between March, 2020, and March, 2021, and the implications these restrictions have had 

for their growth and financial development over the past year. Furthermore, it will provide insight into 

some of the innovative measures that have been taken by Norwegian hospitality firms to mitigate 

the financial implications of the pandemic, in addition to information on the situation of the restaurant 

and bar segment specifically. 

 

4.1 COVID-19 in Norway  
According to data collected from the Norwegian Government Security and Service Organisation 

(2021), the first lockdown came into effect March 12 of 2020. People were required to remain a 

physical distance from one another and practice good hygiene. All restaurants, bars and pubs were 

ordered to remain closed with the exception of those who served food and that could accommodate 

a distance of at least 1 meter between their guests. These restrictions seemed to be working quite 

well, and the infection rate slowly decreased towards the summer, which meant that bars and 

restaurants could operate at almost full capacity in the months of June and July, 2020. This, however, 

resulted in a surge in COVID-19 cases in August, which led to new regulations being implemented. 

September 22, 2020, bars and restaurants were required to register all visiting guests at their 

premises, in an effort to make infection tracing more effective. All restaurants and bars who seated 

guests for more than 15 minutes were advised to make use of such registration systems. On October 

29, 2020, face masks became compulsory at bars and restaurants for staff and guests in all 

situations where they were not seated at a table. Furthermore, they were not allowed to let new 

guests into the premises after 10 pm. Despite these new restrictions, the numbers continued to 

increase, and on November 7, 2020, the Norwegian government issued a national ban on serving 

alcohol after midnight. As the situation in Oslo was particularly serious, a complete ban on serving 

alcohol was issued on November 9, 2020. Bars and restaurants were still allowed to stay open, as 

long as they adhered to the regulations.  

 The Norwegian government created a five-point risk level scale together with the Norwegian 

Institute for Public Health (Table 1), to be used by municipalities as an overview of the recommended 

restrictions that should be implemented locally depending on the infection rates. When the pandemic 

evolved, and new strains of the virus started emerging, another set of restrictions thus came into 

effect in regions with widespread infection, such as Oslo and Bergen. On January 23, 2020, 
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compliant with level 5 restrictions (FHI, 2020), all bars and restaurants were ordered to shut down, 

with an exception of those serving takeaway food. As of March, 2021, these restrictions still remain. 

 

Table 1:  Recommended local restrictions for restaurants and bars based on infection rates 

Level 1:  
Control 

  
Level 2:  
Control with clusters 
  

  
Level 3: 
Increasing 
infection rates 

  
Level 4: 
Widespread 
infection 

  
Level 5: 
Uncontrolled 
infection rates 

Encourage outdoor 
serving  
  
  
General infection 
prevention and 
control measures 
(distance, hygiene, 
information) 
  

Reduce the noise level 
so that guests can have 
conversations while 
keeping a 1-meter 
distance 
  

Stop serving 
alcohol from 
12am 
  
No guests 
allowed into the 
premises after 
10pm 
  
Mandatory guest 
registration 
systems 
  
Reduction in the 
number of 
guests, 
especially 
indoors 

Alcohol ban  Full lockdown, 
only takeaway 
permitted 

Source: FHI (2020) - Authors’ own creation based on Kommunelegehåndboka covid-19 

 

4.2 Consequences for the Hospitality Industry and the Resulting Measures  

In short, the hospitality industry consists of businesses providing overnight accommodation for 

people staying away from home and businesses providing food and beverages for people eating 

away from home. Both segments rely on people coming together outside of their homes to generate 

revenue, and as such, the restrictions imposed by the Norwegian government to decrease the 

spread of the virus have been particularly damaging and have led to severe financial consequences. 

In an effort to understand the consequences of the pandemic on Norwegian businesses, Virke (the 

Federation of Norwegian Enterprise) has conducted several studies since the beginning of the 

pandemic. Virke organizes and represents more than 24 000 businesses across a variety of 

industries, and was founded with the goal of increasing the influence of Norway’s most value creating 

industries. As a main enterprise federation, they represent the connecting link between business, 

the industry and the government (Virke, n.d.).  

 One of the studies conducted by Virke took place in September of 2020, where a survey was 

sent out to their 8000 members within the wholesale and retail trade and service sector. The aim of 
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this study was to investigate the measures taken by businesses to maintain their activity levels in 

the ‘new normal’ and find which measures seemed to be the most effective, in which they received 

1378 responses. They found that, among the businesses who expected a decrease in revenue in 

2020 due to the pandemic, 9 out of 10 had taken measures to mitigate its negative effects. As a 

comparison, only 6 of 10 of the businesses who expected growth had taken any measures. 

Furthermore, they also found that the restrictions imposed by the Norwegian government seemed 

to affect different industries at a varying degree, and that the bigger companies generally reported a 

better overall performance compared to the smaller firms across all industries. In the survey, 3 out 

of 4 businesses reported that they felt more prepared to handle a lockdown in September than they 

did in March of 2020, with the main reasons being their increased experience, new routines, new 

learnings, and the removal of potential weak spots (Virke, 2020).  

 The hospitality sector was among the participating industries in the survey, where almost 

25% of the companies within this sector reported that they experienced more than an 80% decrease 

in revenues for the month of August, 2020 compared to their pre-pandemic expectations. The 

weighted average for the sector was a decrease of 52%, by far the highest among the participating 

industries in the study. Hospitality companies on average reported operating at a 50% capacity 

compared to their pre-pandemic activity levels. Despite 58% of the businesses operating above 50% 

capacity, only 12% were able to gain a profit. Furthermore, 42% of the companies reported that they 

could not gain a profit at all, while 44% stated that they were only able to do so at a small degree. 

For 75% of the hospitality companies, a major decrease was uncovered in order intake in the 4th 

quarter of 2020 compared to the previous year  (Virke, 2020).  

 The survey also investigated the measures taken by the participating companies. Virke found 

that companies who expected a negative growth in 2020 were more likely to take measures, and 

less likely to not take any, compared to businesses who expected growth. 28,5% of the hospitality 

companies who expected a decrease in revenue in 2020 compared to 2019 reported that they had 

made changes to their business models in an effort to decrease the negative effects of COVID-19 

on their business (Virke, 2020). This speaks volumes about the severity of the pandemic’s 

consequences to companies within the hospitality sector. The hospitality companies who made 

changes to their business models reported 10,5% higher revenues than their industry average  

(Virke, 2020). 

 To understand the implications of the January 2021 lockdown on Norwegian businesses, 

Virke sent out another survey to their members within the wholesale and retail trade and service 

sector in February of 2021, where they aimed to investigate the effect of the January lockdown on 

its members’ growth and future outlooks. This survey generated 1068 respondents, and revealed 

that 70% of hospitality companies in Oslo reported that their ability to run their businesses were 
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largely limited by the strict local restrictions. After the January lockdown, the average activity level 

for companies in the hospitality sector decreased by 21 percentage points from an already low level 

compared to the previous year. This meant that they were now operating at an average of around 

25% of their normal activity level. According to Levent and Pinto (2018), global economic crises 

typically lead to declines in production and increased unemployment rates. In line with this, the order 

intake was reportedly down by 87% for the hospitality sector in the first quarter of 2021 compared to 

2020. For the restaurant and bar sector specifically, Virke found that the revenues had decreased 

by 59% for restaurants and 92% for bars in week 7 of 2021 compared to the previous year (Appendix 

A). On average, restaurants and bars reported that they were operating at around 40% capacity in 

February of 2021 compared to pre-COVID-19 numbers. In the municipalities where level 5 

restrictions were employed, 67% of the restaurants and bars responded that they might not have the 

means to cover costs for the three months following the study (Virke, 2021). 
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5.0 Methodology  
 

In this chapter, the choice of research method, case company selection, data collection and analysis 

will be presented and described to underline the overall validity and reliability of our research. The 

underlying procedures of our methodological approach will be elaborated on in an effort to inform 

the reader how we came about our processes and to provide context to our choices. 

 

 

5.1 Research Method 

5.1.1 Multiple Case Study Design  

To answer the research questions of this paper, we are going to rely on a multiple case study design. 

According to Yin (2014), case studies are the preferred method when “a “how” or “why” question is 

being asked about a contemporary set of events, over which the investigator has little or no control” 

(p. 13). While the sub-questions of this paper are both descriptive and exploratory in nature, the 

main research question ultimately forms a “how” question and looks to explain how firms have used 

experimentation when innovating their business model during COVID-19. As the pandemic is 

ongoing at the time of writing, this paper is also addressing a present circumstance, in which a case 

study research design is highly relevant (Yin, 2014). Thus, we find that all of the criteria are present 

in this instance. Additionally, Eisenhardt (1989) emphasizes how this research method is particularly 

applicable when theoretical knowledge about a phenomenon is scarce, as case studies do not rely 

on previous literature or prior empirical evidence. Due to the unique characteristics of the COVID-19 

pandemic, the question was raised whether our existing knowledge is sufficient in explaining how 

firms respond to the current circumstances. While the literature on business model innovation is 

plentiful, the problematization of the literature revealed that there is a current gap in existing literature 

when it comes to how the process might be driven by a crisis.  

 Within the chosen segment, we found that bars and restaurants have been affected 

differently by the governmental regulations that were put in place to hinder spread. We therefore 

acknowledged the need to apply a multiple case study design and conduct our research on case 

companies that represent both types of companies within the restaurant and bar segment. The basis 

upon which these representatives were chosen will be presented in the following section. We believe 

that a multiple case study is necessary in order to provide valuable insights on how Norwegian 

hospitality firms within the restaurant and bar segment have responded to the COVID-19 crisis in 

terms of business model innovation, and thus, to reach our research objective. According to Johnson 

and Christensen (2004), there are several advantages with studying more than one case. First, 
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several cases allow for a comparative study where similarities and differences may be identified. 

Second, the explanatory power of a theory can more effectively be accounted for when observing 

the results of multiple cases. Finally, the findings of a study can more easily be generalized when 

obtained from multiple cases. Although more research would be required in order to generalize the 

findings beyond the scope of this paper, adopting a multiple case study leaves greater confidence 

that similar results could present themselves in a new case (Johnson & Christensen, 2004).  

 A commonly discussed disadvantage of the multiple case study design is the lack of depth 

resulting from studying more than one case. Johnson and Christensen (2004) refer to this as the 

‘depth-versus-breadth trade-off’ and argue that case study researchers are often forced to sacrifice 

either depth and detail or breadth and comparative information. We acknowledge that conducting a 

single case study would have allowed us to obtain more detailed and in-depth information. However, 

due to undeniable differences among firms within the chosen segment, choosing a single case study 

design would not have allowed us to draw conclusions beyond the scope of the single firm. Given 

that our sample consists of only two case studies, we believe that our research will provide a 

substantial level of depth while still allowing us to compare the data obtained and draw cross-case 

conclusions (Yin, 2014). Hence, we find it beneficial to employ multiple levels of analysis when trying 

to understand the dynamics of Norwegian hospitality firms within the restaurant and bar segment in 

the COVID-19 setting. Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) argue that “multiple cases enable broader 

exploration of research questions and theoretical elaboration” (p. 27).   

 While multiple case studies are renowned to provide a strong basis for theory building (Yin, 

1994 as cited in Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007), the purpose of this study is not to test existing 

theoretical principles but rather to develop them further by applying existing theory to a new context. 

As such, this research relies on past literature and empirical observation to build incrementally more 

powerful theories, as suggested by Eisenhardt (1989). We find that the contextual means of this 

paper are central to the choice of research method, and allow us to better explain the functioning of 

the two cases (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). As the particular context of COVID-19 is incorporated 

into our research, we believe that case studies will provide the most accurate method for this paper 

as they do not isolate the phenomena from its context (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). However, due 

to the centrality of COVID-19 in our research, we acknowledge that the findings obtained in this 

paper will be situationally dependent and sensitive to low generalizability across contexts. As the 

situation is uncertain in the time of writing, future developments of the COVID-19 pandemic may also 

strengthen or weaken the validity of our findings. 
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5.1.2 Case Company Selection  

The case company selection of this research was based on several criteria, with the commitment to 

ensure that our sample would be representative of the phenomena under study. As the purpose of 

this paper is to further develop the theory on business model innovation and organizational learning 

and experimentation by investigating its applicability in the COVID-19 context, we used a theoretical 

sampling method (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) for selecting our case companies. As such, the 

cases were chosen based on their contribution to the theoretical development (Yin, 1994 as cited in 

Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). In order to empirically answer our research question, an important 

prerequisite when selecting our cases was that the chosen companies had, in fact, innovated their 

business model. Secondly, as our research is situated around the COVID-19 crisis, we 

acknowledged the need to set the specific time frame of our research to the period of March 2020 

and March 2021. Lastly, as specified in our theoretical delimitation, the business model innovation 

need only be novel to the firm and not necessarily to the industry in which it operates. While the 

selection criteria were theoretically motivated, it should be noted that the notion of experimentation 

was deliberately excluded from the selection process to allow for empirical flexibility in regards to 

answering our research questions. As our research aims to explain how firms might have used 

experimentation when innovating their business model, it was considered important that our 

selection criteria did not exclude any observations regarding this concept.  

 

In sum, we found that the following criteria needed to be fulfilled:  

 

• The chosen case companies must have innovated their business model during the defined 

period of March 2020 and March 2021.  

• The business model innovation must, in turn, be novel to the firm. 

 

5.1.3 Case Company Sample 

In order to account for several perspectives and increase the robustness of our research, we found 

it important to select at least one restaurant and one bar for our sample. While several case 

companies fulfilled our selection criteria and were asked to participate in our research, most 

companies politely declined our invitation. Initially, we intended to conduct our study on independent 

bars and restaurants within the Norwegian hospitality industry. However, once we started doing 

research on this segment, we realized that a lot of the bars and restaurants were owned by the same 

companies. Therefore, we rather chose to target the parent organizations of multiple restaurants and 

bars for our case sample. We shifted our focus to restaurant and bar groups as we believed they 

could provide valuable insights to our research, and as such, were suitable for illuminating and 
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extending relationships and logic among constructs (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Yet, we were 

aware that this decision would affect the generalizability of our findings. By selecting groups of 

companies as our sample, our research has to account for the fact that our findings may not be 

applicable to independent and single firms within this segment.  

 Nonetheless, we identified two case companies that fulfilled our selection criteria, and that 

we believed would be appropriate representatives of the segment of investigation: Bargruppen 

[translates to “The Bar Group”] and Lava Oslo. Similar to most companies in their industry, 

Bargruppen and Lava Oslo experienced major setbacks to their regular operations as a 

consequence of COVID-19. As a result, both case companies have innovated their business model 

in response to the crisis by launching initiatives that differed from their traditional operations. During 

the pandemic, companies within this segment have received substantial media coverage regarding 

their new and innovative solution. As both authors are well-familiar with the Norwegian market, we 

were therefore aware of these initiatives when starting our journey. As such, we leveraged our prior 

knowledge of the two companies when making our case company selection.   

 

 Bargruppen was founded in 2012 by four close friends with the opening of ‘No Stress’ bar. 

Since 2012, Bargruppen has expanded their operations and now run a total of eight bars in the city 

center of Bergen, Norway. Namely, No Stress, Salong, Dun’s, Vinyl, Sjenerøs, Magda, Dark & 

Stormy, and Vaskeriet. In 2017, Bargruppen further expanded to Copenhagen, Denmark, where they 

opened one additional bar called ‘No Stress København’. Together with Ricksgruppen and 

Zachariasbryggen, Bargruppen is among the largest bar groups in the Bergen area. The latest public 

records show that Bargruppen had a total revenue of NOK25 mill. in 2019. As of March, 2021, the 

bar group consists of 70 employees. While most employees have been put on leave during the 

pandemic, they are still formally employed with the company. Administration consists of three 

partners, a COO and a head of marketing.  

 

 Lava Oslo is a restaurant group operating nine top-tier restaurants offering a variety of 

cuisines from different corners of the world (Hrimnir ramen, Hitchhiker, Smalhans, Brutus, The 

Golden Chimp, Katla, Handwerk Botaniske, Vega snack bar and Sentralen restaurant and café), in 

addition to three larger businesses within the canteen segment. Located in the capital of Norway, 

Lava Oslo works as the operational backbone across the different locations and concepts. The Lava 

Oslo management team consists of a CEO, a financial manager, and three professional chefs in the 

roles of a chief operating officer (technical solutions and systems), a head of new concepts and a 

menu development and recruitment specialist. The restaurant group has a reach of around 145 000 

followers across their social media accounts, a channel on which they communicate with their 
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customers daily. Prior to the pandemic, Lava Oslo had around 170 employees across all their 

locations. As of March, 2021, there were only four people left in the parent company: the COO, the 

kitchen manager, the financial manager and the general manager. In 2019, Lava Oslo had a total 

revenue of NOK127 mill. 

 

As the case companies own and operate multiple bars and restaurants within the largest cities of 

Norway, Bargruppen and Lava Oslo cover a large proportion of the Norwegian market. While the 

two case companies resemble one another in terms of the number of restaurants and bars they 

operate, Lava Oslo can be considered a larger company in terms of size and resources as they 

operate in additional segments. While the canteen segment of their business will not be included as 

part of this research, the difference in size may still influence our analysis of the two firms.  

 

5.2 Data Collection  

5.2.1 The Qualitative Approach 

To gain insights into if and how Norwegian hospitality companies within the restaurant and bar 

segments utilized experimentation in an effort to innovate their business models as a response to 

the challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic, a qualitative approach was applied for the 

data collection. Rather than focusing on testing theory, which is mainly the goal in quantitative 

research, qualitative research facilitates the exploration of new theories. Additionally, it enables the 

rich description of certain occurrences in a specific context (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). The 

qualitative method allows for understanding multiple layers and dimensions of reality, as human 

behavior is viewed as dynamic and changing over time (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). Choosing 

this method lets us gain in-depth information on our specific area of interest.  

 We acknowledge the differences that exist within the hospitality sector and that companies 

are not homogenous, and have therefore chosen to go in depth into one specific segment rather 

than try to cover them all. Covering a myriad of perspectives representing a variety of companies 

within the hospitality sector would be beneficial as it would improve the generalizability of our findings 

for the sector as a whole. Being able to generalize a study’s findings “to and across populations of 

persons, settings, times, outcomes and treatment variations” is referred to as external validity 

(Johnson & Christensen, 2004), and the lack of such external validity is often a weakness of 

qualitative research (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). However, gaining an in-depth understanding of 

the area of interest, in this case business model innovation and experimentation processes in the 

restaurant and bar sector, can be just as valuable. The goal with qualitative research is often not to 

generalize and generate broadly applicable findings, but rather to examine the particular events or 

groups of people that are being studied in detail (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). As such, adopting 
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a qualitative approach in this research helped us gain a more holistic and descriptive understanding 

of the change processes of our chosen case companies. 

 

5.2.2 Interview Method  

To collect general information on innovation in the hospitality sector in general, and more specifically 

on the restaurant and bar segment, two informal expert interviews were conducted. These interviews 

were conducted before deciding the specific direction of the research, which is a common practice 

as expert interviews are generally conducted in the early stages of the research process to clarify 

and gather factual information about a given research problem (Kolb, 2008). They can also be 

conducted to gather data at a later stage, but this has to be in combination with other research 

methods. Such interviews are typically conducted with someone who has specific consumer, product 

or industry knowledge, and are normally shorter than qualitative interviews as the purpose is to get 

purely factual information (Kolb, 2008). The expert interviews were held with Bram Timmermans, 

professor at the Department of Strategy and Management at Norwegian School of Economics 

(NHH), and Runar Wiksnes, Chief Analyst at Virke, The Federation of Norwegian Enterprise. Our 

attention was brought to Timmermans through his LinkedIn post on a survey NHH had conducted in 

collaboration with Virke about innovation during COVID-19. We reached out to Timmermans and 

scheduled a meeting with him to further discuss this subject. Through the meeting with Timmermans 

we were given access to their survey data, and were encouraged to reach out to Runar Wiksnes of 

Virke for a more detailed description of their findings. Wiksnes further contributed with additional 

survey data and reports, in addition to a thorough description of the former. These interviews allowed 

us to gain a better understanding of how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected businesses within 

the Norwegian hospitality sector, and uncovered some of the major challenges companies within the 

restaurant and bar segment were facing as a consequence of the crisis. These sources of 

information were extremely valuable for the development and direction of our research. 

 When searching for the relevant people to interview, Odd Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen and 

Anders Braathen, the chief operating officers of Bargruppen and Lava Oslo, were found to be the 

most knowledgeable within the two companies for addressing the focal phenomenon of this 

research. However, interviewing more than one person enables different perspectives which 

enriches the findings and helps avoid bias (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Johnson & Christensen, 

2004). As such, we set up another interview with Even Ramsvik, who is one of the people responsible 

for the development of new concepts in Lava Oslo. Unfortunately, we were not able to get hold of a 

second interviewee from Bargruppen. Interviewing several people from both groups would have 

been beneficial for cross-checking the information provided by the main interviewee (Azungah, 

2018), but we trust that the interviewees provided us with accurate and honest answers. 
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Furthermore, the interview data was cross-checked with secondary data collected from the bars’ and 

restaurants’ social media channels, thereby strengthening the descriptive validity (Johnson & 

Christensen, 2004). 

 The interview guide approach is one of the main approaches to qualitative interviewing, in 

which specific topics are explored and/or open-ended questions are asked (Johnson & Christensen, 

2004). This approach was adopted as an interview protocol was created for the interviews containing 

a short description of the aim of the research and seven questions from the different topics of interest 

sorted in chronological order (Appendix B). Follow-up questions were also created to ensure the 

collection of sufficient data, to be asked if necessary. The research questions and any theoretical 

terms were deliberately excluded from the interview protocol to avoid swaying the answers, allowing 

us to capture genuine answers from the interviewees. The interview protocol was sent to the 

interviewees per email a week prior to the respective interviews. This would enable them to think the 

questions through before the interview, which would likely result in more accurate and reflected 

answers. Moreover, sending a close-to-identical interview protocol to both interviewees for the initial 

interviews ensured that the same general topics and questions were covered for both case 

companies (Johnson & Christensen, 2004), which would also facilitate the comparison of the two 

cases.  

 In total, four interviews were conducted on Microsoft Teams with face-to-face communication, 

in addition to one phone interview. Each interview lasted between thirty minutes to one hour, and 

were all recorded with the interviewees consent, to facilitate an accurate transcription of the data. 

Notes were also taken during the interviews, recording any immediate ideas, impressions, and early 

interpretations of the data. The interviews were all conducted in Norwegian, as it was believed that 

this would allow the interviewee to answer the questions in a free and comfortable manner. The 

order of the different questions from the interview protocol were not strictly followed, and the wording 

of the questions was changed to make the interview more conversational. These are both 

characteristic of the interview guide approach (Johnson & Christensen, 2004).  

 As per the case company selection criteria, it was already clear that both case companies 

had introduced at least one initiative between March of 2020 and March of 2021 recognized as 

business model innovation. To discover whether other solutions on such scale had been introduced 

in the period of interest, the interview questions were formulated in such a manner to encourage the 

case companies to present other business model changes they had made in the period. During the 

initial interviews, two initiatives recognized as part of the companies’ business model innovation 

efforts in the period of analysis were discovered for each of the case companies. To learn more 

about the nature of these changes, the interviews were followed up with a control form containing 

nine questions for each consecutive change (Appendix C), connected to the different business model 
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components in the Business Model Canvas. When developing these forms, there was a trade-off 

between bias and accuracy, as the questions both had to relate back to the theory and 

simultaneously be open-ended and easy to understand for the interview objects. As such, in order 

to avoid researcher bias, the questions needed to be asked in an understandable manner. However, 

this also allowed for interpretation by the interviewees and it is therefore difficult to measure the 

accuracy of this form. After receiving the control forms, some inconsistencies were found in the 

information on the form and the initial interview, likely due to the open-ended formulation of the 

questions. To clarify the discrepancies and collect additional information, follow-up interviews were 

scheduled with both interviewees. Following these interviews, the control form was updated 

accordingly with consent from the interviewees. Moreover, a third interview with Lava Oslo was 

scheduled with Even Ramsvik to gain an additional perspective on the information provided in the 

initial interview with Anders Braathen. This interview allowed us to cross-check the information 

provided by Braathen (Azungah, 2018), and collect additional and more detailed information about 

the initiatives implemented by Lava Oslo between March 2020 and March 2021.  

 Both the depth and follow-up interviews enabled engagement with the interviewees. We 

spent a considerable amount of time constructing the interview questions in a way that enabled the 

interviewees to answer them in a free manner. We made sure that the questions were easy to 

comprehend for the interviewees, while still providing us with the information needed to answer our 

research questions. As we applied a semi-structured approach for both interviews, it allowed the 

participants to “give a vivid description of their feelings, experience and views about the importance 

of a topic” (Azungah, 2018, p. 387). Thus, the semi-structured approach facilitated a natural and 

free-flowing conversation about the series of events and processes the companies had gone through 

during the period of interest.  

 According to Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007), “interviews are a highly efficient way to gather 

rich, empirical data, especially when the phenomenon of interest is highly episodic and infrequent” 

(p. 28). However, one of the challenges of utilizing a qualitative research method based on interviews 

is avoiding bias. Researcher bias arises when researchers generate results consistent with what 

they are trying to find, which has a negative impact on the validity of the findings in a study. Such 

bias tends to arise when researchers are selective in their observation and recording of information 

or allow their personal views and perspectives to affect how the research is conducted and how data 

are interpreted (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). As the factual accuracy of the findings as reported 

by the researchers can be effectively obtained through including multiple investigators (Johnson & 

Christensen, 2004), being two observers interpreting the interview data might have decreased the 

researcher bias. In fact, the use of multiple observers makes the research more defensible and 

credible as it facilitates cross-checking of observations to make sure the researchers agree about 
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the series of events or occurrences that took place (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). Furthermore, we 

made sure to critically self-reflect throughout the whole period and kept a potential bias in mind 

before, during and after the interviews. Applying such ‘reflexivity’ throughout is the key strategy to 

understand and account for researcher bias (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). 

 

5.3 Data Analysis  
A deductive approach was applied in this research, meaning that the analysis was based on pre-

existing theory (Gale et al., 2013), namely business model innovation and organizational learning 

theory. As such, the research questions of this study were based on existing literature on the matter, 

and interviews were conducted to further expand the pre-existing theories. To prepare the interview 

data for the data analysis process, the Microsoft Teams recordings of the interviews had to be 

transformed from video and audio format into typed text (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). The 

interviews were first transcribed in Norwegian, before being translated to English. There is a trade-

off in this process, as certain conversational nuances might get lost in translation. However, as 

people’s thoughts are bound by their language and they often view the world through the lens of 

their native language (Johnson & Christensen, 2004), we found that allowing the interviewees to 

freely express themselves in their mother tongue would provide the most accurate information. 

Interpretive validity refers to the researcher’s degree of accuracy in portraying the study participants’ 

viewpoints, meanings and perspectives in the research report. One of the most important strategies 

for ensuring interpretive validity is participant feedback (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). As such, the 

translated interview transcripts were sent to the interviewees for confirmation and to clear up any 

potential miscommunications. The translated transcripts developed from the five interviews enabled 

us to familiarize ourselves with the data before the next step of the data analysis, namely the 

segmenting (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). 

 Segmenting entails dividing the interview data into meaningful analytical entities (Johnson & 

Christensen, 2004). As per the deductive approach, the themes and codes used to organize the 

findings of the interviews were also pre-selected based on these theories (Gale et al., 2013), where 

the aim was to investigate the role of experimentation in the case companies’ business model 

innovation efforts during the COVID-19 pandemic. As such, three categories were formed: 

experimentation, forms of experimentation and response effectiveness. When segmenting the 

interview data, the transcripts were color coded by these categories. This allowed for a systematic 

management and mapping of the interview data (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). The coding was 

relatively straightforward as the interview questions were created with the sub questions of the 

research in mind. However, as the questions from the interview protocol were not strictly followed 
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and the interviews were quite conversational, the color coding helped organize the interview data in 

a way that facilitated the data analysis.  

 When analyzing the data, a unique case orientation where both the within-case and cross-

case analysis methods were applied. According to Eisenhardt (1989), the purpose of the within-case 

analysis is “to become intimately familiar with each case as a stand alone entity” (p. 540). Conducting 

such analysis allows unique patterns to emerge, and gives researchers a rich familiarity and 

comprehension of each case. This, in turn, facilitates the cross-case comparison (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

Cross-case analysis is the act of comparing two or more cases in an effort to find similarities or 

differences, either within a group or in selected pairs (Eisenhardt, 1989). Making comparisons in 

pairs forces the investigator to seek the subtle differences and similarities between the cases. 

Eisenhardt (1989) argues that “the result of these forced comparisons can be new categories and 

concepts which the investigators did not anticipate” (p. 540-541). The purpose of the cross-case 

analysis is to force the researcher to move beyond initial impressions, thereby enhancing the 

probability of providing reliable and accurate theory. Cross-case analysis also improves the 

likelihood of capturing novel findings that may exist in the collected data (Eisenhardt, 1989). As such, 

utilizing these analytical methods allowed us to both get an in-depth understanding of each case, in 

addition to facilitating the comparisons between the two case companies. Moreover, throughout the 

data analysis process, the context sensitivity was also kept in mind (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). 

Instead of trying to generalize across time and space, we emphasize the comparative case analysis 

and the discovered patterns for potential adaptation in, and  transferability to, new settings. 
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6.0 Operationalization of Theory 
 

In this chapter, conceptual definitions will be formed for the different terms identified in 3.0 

Theoretical Framework to be further applied in the analysis of the empirical data. The purpose of the 

following sections is therefore to explain how the different theoretical constructs utilized in this 

research will be measured. 

 

6.1 Experimentation  
Cambridge Business English Dictionary (n.d.) defines an experiment as “a test done in order to learn 

something or to discover if something works or is true”. In this paper, we will define an experiment 

as a change made to the business model in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, resulting from a 

trial-and-error process characterized by iterations. This builds on Sosna et al.'s (2010) definition of 

the concept, who view experimentation as an iterative trial-and-error change process utilized in an 

effort to discover new business models that better align with the company’s objectives. Following 

our definition, a company can have made a change to the business model that is innovative but not 

defined as experimentation, if they have not gone through a trial-and-error process to develop and 

implement the given change. Thus, in this paper, experimentation will be measured by the presence 

of trial-and-error and iteration in the business model change process.  

 

6.2 Forms of Experimentation  
As this research draws on Levinthal’s (1997) view on the organizational change process, as well as 

Andries et al.'s (2013) connection of this conceptualization to the notion of experimentation, the 

phenomenon will be viewed as a twofold concept, where an experiment can either be identified as 

being incremental or radical. Following the rationale of Levinthal (1997), a change will be defined as 

incremental experimentation if it alters only one component of the company’s business model at a 

time, while a change that simultaneously alters multiple components will be deemed radical. In order 

to properly evaluate how many components of the case companies’ business models have been 

altered during the experimentation process, we are going to rely on Osterwalder and Pigneur’s 

(2010) renowned Business Model Canvas. We therefore argue that a business model consists of 

nine distinct components, covering four main aspects of a business: customer, offering, 

infrastructure, and financial viability. If an experiment only alters one of the nine business model 

components at a time, it will be defined as an incremental experiment. On the other hand, an 

experiment resulting in simultaneous alterations to more than one component within the business 

model canvas will be defined as radical. 
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7.3 Response Effectiveness  
To answer the third sub-question, this paper seeks to investigate to what degree the incremental 

and radical forms of experimentation have provided effective responses to the challenges presented 

by the COVID-19 pandemic. The response effectiveness of the two forms of experimentation is 

defined in terms of the immediate economic value resulting from the change process. As both the 

restaurants and bars have experienced periods in which they had to stay completely closed, in 

addition to periods in which they have been able to operate with close-to-full capacity, the 

measurement of the effectiveness of the different responses has to account for both periods. 

However, a common denominator for both periods is the severe financial consequences the 

pandemic has brought with it. We therefore find it beneficial to measure response effectiveness as 

the degree to which a given response has allowed the selected case companies to mitigate the 

financial consequences of the pandemic. i.e. responses which generate profits to the firm. As such, 

a response will be characterized as effective if it is profitable and thus provides the respective case 

company with an immediate positive financial effect. 
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7.0 Findings  
 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate the extent to which and the ways in which Norwegian 

hospitality firms within the restaurant and bar segment have engaged in experimentation when 

innovating their business model during COVID-19. Additionally, this study aims to uncover whether 

incremental or radical forms of experimentations were used, and the degree to which these forms 

have provided effective responses to the crisis. Based on the methodological approach, this chapter 

will shed light on the findings obtained from our qualitative study. The following sections are 

structured on case-level, where the narrative of each case will be presented in an objective and 

descriptive manner. As the different initiatives taken by the case companies provide the empirical 

foundation for answering our research questions, the findings from each case will be presented 

based on the initiatives that were launched within the defined period of March 2020 to March 2021. 

Furthermore, this chapter aims to describe the ways in which the different initiatives were 

implemented in addition to the implications they had for the case companies.  

 

7.1 Bargruppen  
In the beginning of 2020, news started to spread about the outbreak of COVID-19, which was 

gradually reaching new parts of the world. Despite new cases being detected in Norway every day, 

Bargruppen had not yet experienced any particular effects on their business. Only in February 2020 

did they notice a small decrease in the number of guests, yet, “[...] it wasn’t anything extreme” 

(Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen, 2021). On March 10, local restrictions were put into place in Bergen, which 

required Bargruppen to make minor changes to their current operations by welcoming fewer guests 

and putting great emphasis on infection prevention and control. Two days later, Norway went into a 

full lockdown and the bar group realized things were about to happen. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen 

(2021) emphasizes that, “we didn’t really understand how serious things were until Erna Solberg [the 

Norwegian prime minister] shut the whole country down”. Bargruppen had to put all their employees, 

including the administration, on leave. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen was the only employee left in the 

company during that time, working a 20 percent position to manage unemployment applications and 

media coverage. From March 12 until June 2 it was, as stated by Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021), 

completely quiet. He further explains: “We saved as much money as we possibly could during the 

period when we were completely shut down, so we weren’t working a lot, and that makes you start 

thinking about what the future will look like” (Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen, 2021). What later became 

evident was that out of these thoughts came new ideas. In response to the lockdown following the 
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global COVID-19 crisis, Bargruppen initiated and implemented two new solutions: a digital order and 

payment solution and a cocktail kit.  
 

7.1.1 The Digital Order and Payment Solution  

The digital order and payment solution was launched in response to an alcohol ban being lifted on 

June 1, 2020. After having remained closed for three months, Bargruppen could finally reopen their 

bars and welcome back their customers. However, there were several governmental restrictions 

following the reopening that the bar group now had to comply with. According to Fjeldsgaard 

Rasmussen (2021), management spent a lot of time and resources to make sure that they were 

complying with all the restrictions and had to create new routines for almost everything. While most 

restrictions were periodically introduced, one of the restrictions that remained constant was that 

customers were required to stay seated at all times. This meant that the traditional approach of hiring 

waiters to take orders and serve customers at the bar was no longer an option. Instead, the drinks 

had to be served at the table. In order to overcome this challenge, Bargruppen implemented a digital 

solution that enabled their customers to make orders and payments through their own mobile devices 

while staying seated. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) explains,  

 

“We have started using a solution called Ordr [a mobile application], that many others also use. 

There is a QR code on each table that directs you to the web application in the browser. You place 

your order here and pay with Vipps [Norwegian MobilePay], or card if you’d like”.  
          

The implementation of the solution proved an immediate success to the bar group and was 

greatly received by their customers. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) points out that the positive 

feedback caught them by surprise, as they were all quite nervous of making this change and how it 

would be received. However, similar solutions had already been implemented by other bars and 

restaurants in Norway, who according to Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) had experienced significant 

surges in profits because of it. He elaborates,  
 
“This digital solution has been great for our industry [...] Changing to a digital solution for orders and 

payments has probably been the most important initiative for us. It might not be super innovative on 

our part, as someone else made this solution, but it has truly been revolutionizing” (Fjeldsgaard 

Rasmussen, 2021).  
 
Due to restrictions preventing Norwegian people from travelling abroad, the summer months of 2020 

were extremely busy for Bargruppen. This reinforced the great effect of the digital order and payment 
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solution. When the fall came, however, the infection rate was yet again increasing. In January 2021, 

another ban towards serving alcohol was introduced by the Norwegian government, which sparked 

the launch of a second initiative: the cocktail kit. 
 

7.1.2 The Cocktail Kit  

When Norway went into a full lockdown on March 12, 2020 an old idea of bottled cocktail mixes was 

rekindled in the mind of Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen. The idea originated from a trial project that took 

place four-five years ago when Bargruppen wanted to see if they could make bottled cocktail mixes 

to use in one of their bars, so that the process of making drinks would run faster. Fjeldsgaard 

Rasmussen also envisioned they could further expand the concept and eventually sell the product 

to other businesses such as hotels with minibars. However, the bar group soon realized there were 

challenges related to the short shelf life of product ingredients which created an issue of waste. 

Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) argues that “for this [the bottled cocktail mixes] to be worthwhile, 

you need to sell eight liters if you produce eight liters”. The initiative did therefore not prove profitable 

and the project was shut down. Bargruppen also explored the idea of bottled cocktail mixes three 

years ago, where they investigated whether it was possible to make the signature cocktails from 

their renowned bar ‘No Stress’ in that format. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) emphasizes that they 

have always believed that if they could create bottled cocktail mixes that are just as good, they would 

succeed. However, once again, the project was discontinued. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) 

explains, “The strongest counter argument was probably the fear of making a lesser product. That 

this would somehow harm the strong reputation that we have managed to build with No Stress, which 

is a perfectly legit argument”. 
Although the bottled cocktail mixes were something the bar group had tried out in various 

concepts without any luck, new opportunities presented themselves when they were forced to close 

down due to COVID-19. The first conversation about introducing a cocktail kit from which people 

could mix their own cocktails at home was held on March 13, 2020. However, due to disagreements 

in management regarding what would be the best move, the idea was not brought to life at this stage. 

Yet, some employees within Bargruppen started to experiment with new ingredients to see which 

could work in this format and how they could increase the product shelf life. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen 

(2021) notes, “We want our products to last as long as possible, so that you don’t have to drink them 

straight away. [...] And that is actually quite difficult for us non-chemists to achieve”. Due to the lack 

of knowledge about how to handle these new types of ingredients, Bargruppen decided to take 

lessons from a local brewery in the process. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) points out that they 

might have been able to figure it out on their own eventually, but that the local brewery was a good 

source of validation to all their "do you think this could work"-types of questions in the early phases 



 61 

of exploration. At one point, they also considered whether they should have a brewery produce and 

can the mixes for them as they were not familiar with using the necessary equipment on this scale. 

In order to secure the quality and safety of their products, the bar group leveraged additional 

knowledge from their network of professional chefs. “Just the entire production stream was new to 

us [...]” Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) summarizes.  
The bar group had multiple discussions concerning the cocktail kit after March 13, however, 

they did not make much progress. When the bars were allowed to reopen in June, the focus was 

shifted over to the physical locations and the digital order and payment solution. However, when 

another alcohol ban was put in place by the government in the new year, Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen 

had reached a limit and could not withstand another period of no activity or income. After 

considerable thought, he was finally able to convince management that they should launch the 

cocktail kits to see if this might be something customers would want.  
 
“I saw this as an opportunity to bring people back to work and also to see if this might be something 

people want. And that was initially our main goal with this project: to try it out for a few weeks and to 

see how it was received by the people” (Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen, 2021).  
 
The first cocktail kits were sold within a few hours of the very first launch, indicating that there was 

indeed a great demand for the product. The cocktail kits consist of four bottles of non-alcoholic 

cocktail mixes, to which customers can add the alcoholic beverage of their choice by following the 

instructions provided in the kit. This way, customers can recreate their favorite cocktail from No 

Stress in the comfort of their own home. According to Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021), the current 

format emerged due to the waste issue that they encountered in one of their earlier projects. He 

further explains,  

 

"You have to buy four bottles as a minimum. This is to ensure that it’s worth producing them. At least 

now that the bars are still closed. We might sell them individually [when we open], but we need a 

minimum number of sales per customer for it to be worth producing” (Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen, 

2021). 
 

According to Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021), the cocktail kits were not targeted towards any 

specific customer groups when they were launched. Rather, the bar group wanted to make their 

products available to the diverse range of guests who would usually visit their physical bars. They 

were, however, hoping that they could reach a larger audience by making their products available 

for home delivery. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) emphasizes that the transition from having guests 
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visit their physical bars to having customers order the cocktail kits at home created a whole new 

customer relationship. “We have always been very focused on calling people our guests, not 

customers. But now they actually are” Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) states. At first, the kits were 

sold through the same digital order and payment application that was used in their physical locations 

during the summer of 2020. However, the solution proved malfunctioning in several areas as it was 

initially meant to serve customers in the actual bars. To overcome this challenge, Bargruppen 

received help from a friend to create a webshop in February 2021 through which they could sell the 

cocktail kits, and started distributing the product themselves. The bar group arranged for both pick-

up, home delivery and having the cocktail kits sent by post for people living in other parts of the 

country.  
While building on existing practices, the production of the bottled cocktail mixes using new 

ingredients and the logistics surrounding the finished product marked big changes for the bar group. 

When launching the cocktail kits to market, Bargruppen started using kitchen and brewing equipment 

they had not previously used to that extent. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) accentuates, “[...] 

logistics have definitely been the most difficult part for us. We don’t run a factory, we run a bar.... Or 

now we do”. Around the same time that the webshop was created, however, Bargruppen was starting 

to get their product ingredients and production processes right. They also started to develop better 

routines around the offering. A year after Norway went into its very first lockdown, the cocktail kits 

are still growing in popularity and Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) is optimistic when asked whether 

he believes that the concept can provide value for a longer period of time. He shares the following 

thoughts about the future: 
 
“The thought is to keep this concept going until people respond that they are no longer interested in 

buying it. However, that is a response we neither hope nor expect to come. But it will be interesting 

to see how this period has changed people’s drinking habits” (Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen, 2021). 
 
Although the concept may be maintained for a while, Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) emphasizes 

that Bargruppen still needs to unravel how they can increase capacity if they ought to keep up with 

their success. As of today, the bar group is using the kitchen facilities in one of the bars as their 

production site. Their current operations will therefore not allow them to scale to the point where all 

of Norway knows about the cocktail kits, which according to Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) is what 

they ultimately want to achieve.  
Bargruppen is therefore actively searching for possibilities to increase their manufacturing capacity 

and enhance the availability of the product. Internally, the bar group is working on establishing a 

team whose main responsibilities will be running tasks related to the cocktail kits. As part of a project 
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to renew their visual profile, the bar group has also gone into dialogue with external parties skilled in 

operating websites and running online sales. In addition, Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) reveals 

that they are planning to expand their product range, both in terms of new cocktails and the 

equipment needed to make them. When asked whether Bargruppen will continue to consult the local 

brewery when expanding their product range going forward, Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) 

explains that, “I would say we used Vestbrygg [the local brewery] more as an introduction to these 

processes and how to handle ingredients. However, scaling this concept is going to require slightly 

different competencies”. He further emphasizes that if they were to leverage new resources today, 

manufacturers of juice or dairy products who are skilled in creating safe and good products on a 

large scale would be more relevant sources of knowledge.  

 Nonetheless, the cocktail kits have provided the bar group with an alternative solution that 

allows them to serve customers even when the bars have had to remain closed in periods of strict 

governmental regulations. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) emphasizes that, “I feel like we are better 

armed when going into these periods of having to remain closed”. Since January 2021, the cocktail 

kits have been Bargruppen’s only source of income. While uncertain about what the future will bring, 

Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) says, “But at least, with this solution in place, we have a small source 

of income and something to spend our time on. And then we learn a lot too. It is always fun to learn 

new things”. 

 

7.2 Lava Oslo  
Lava Oslo first started noticing the implications of the pandemic late February of 2020, as sales were 

declining. Inspired by some of the larger cities in Europe, they introduced a week of discounted 

prices across their restaurants in week 8, which led to an increase in customers and revenue. The 

week after slowed down quite a lot, however, and Lava Oslo started taking measures to counteract 

the financial implications of the decrease in demand. Initially, they started monitoring the numbers 

and revenues from the different locations in an effort to limit their expenses and reduced the number 

of staff in the restaurants. In the beginning of March, when people were really starting to talk about 

the virus, Lava Oslo started receiving cancellations on a bigger scale. As a result they reached out 

to their suppliers, who kindly offered payment deferrals and were generally making their lives easier 

during these times of distress. 
Sales were slowly declining until the Norwegian government announced the March 12 

lockdown. As stated by Braathen (2021), this “came as a big shock to everyone”. Even though people 

were allowed to go out to eat most of the spring, the lockdown resulted in a major drop in demand 

for Lava Oslo and they had to lay off a great number of employees. Struggling to stay on top of the 

changing environment, a CEO was hired to handle the operations of the company. They had 
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previously envisioned hiring a CEO to handle a potential growth spurt, however, the employment 

now happened on entirely different terms: “We hired this CEO now to secure the company because 

we have realized that we cannot do that alone and that we are not able to take this company any 

further without him” (Braathen, 2021). Financially, Lava Oslo was struggling and the pandemic put 

a great toll on their operations. To mitigate these financial consequences, they tried to leverage the 

opportunities the restrictions presented and initiated two new offerings: a takeaway solution and a 

food kit. 
 

7.2.1 The Takeaway Solution  

Over the course of the spring and summer, restaurants were allowed to stay open as long as they 

complied with restrictions and ensured adequate infection prevention and control. Even though most 

restaurants in Oslo decided to close, Lava Oslo decided to keep a couple of their restaurants open. 

Yet, according to Ramsvik (2021), “the restaurants were operating at around 30-40% capacity due 

to the restrictions, and the revenue from our restaurants was extremely limited”. As such, a handful 

of employees started looking for alternative ways to work around the restrictions. One of the 

initiatives that came up as a natural substitute to serving guests at the restaurant premises, was 

offering takeaway. Ramsvik (2021) explains:  
 
“Most of the dishes on our menus were offered as takeaway, which means that, in addition to being 

able to eat the dishes at our premises, there was also the option of bringing the food home, to the 

park or to the office”.  
 
They had previously tried this concept in a couple of their restaurants without much success. 

According to Braathen (2021), they tested takeaway kebabs at Katla one summer, which they 

imagined that people would bring to a nearby park to enjoy in the sun, “but it never really became a 

hit”. When launching this alternative in March of 2020, however, it was immediately well-received. 

As most other restaurants in Oslo were closed, “getting their hands on a decent meal was almost 

impossible for people” (Braathen, 2021). As such, almost anything offered at locations like Smalhans 

and The Golden Chimp became highly sought-after. In fact, the initiative became so popular that 

The Golden Chimp even managed to get a surplus despite the limitations on the number of dine-in 

guests they were allowed to seat. Yet, even though some restaurants experienced great success 

when launching the takeaway concept during the pandemic, not every restaurant was equally 

successful. When asked why this might be, Braathen (2021) replies: “We haven’t really been able to 

figure out why yet”.  
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 Other than having to stack up on cardboard boxes in which they could serve the takeaway 

food, implementing the takeaway initiative did not require many changes. In fact, according to 

Braathen (2021), changes were mainly made to the working routines: “We have, of course, made 

changes to basic things, like having people work during the day instead of in the evening. [...] In 

short, we have turned our employees’ working schedules upside down”. Previously, a couple people 

would handle parts of the food preparation in the morning and the rest would usually take place 

simultaneously with the cooking during the restaurants’ opening hours. However, when they started 

mainly focusing on takeaway in several locations, they quickly realized that it was more efficient to 

increase the number of people taking care of the food preparation in the morning so that the people 

working evenings would only have to finish up what they had prepared: “My takeaway is that there, 

in the future, will be more people in the restaurants early and less people in the evening. [...] It will, 

to a larger extent, be two different teams, working independently from one another'' (Braathen, 2021). 

According to Braathen (2021), having more people handling the food preparation in the morning also 

allows Lava Oslo to better take advantage of the venues they rent, instead of keeping them empty 

most of the day. 
As Lava Oslo only offered takeaway for pickup at the restaurants by the customers 

themselves, they wanted to find a way to have the food delivered to the customer to increase their 

reach. Thus, a partnership with Wolt was explored. Wolt is a food delivery platform on which 

customers can order food from different restaurants via a web browser or mobile app, and either 

pick it up themselves or have it delivered by the platform's couriers (Wolt, n.d.). This addition did not 

work very well for Lava Oslo in any of the participating restaurants, however, and was quickly 

discontinued. When asked why he thought it didn’t work, Braathen (2021) replied: “This might have 

something to do with what people look for when they are browsing on Wolt, and that we are more 

high-end [which] does not fit so well with the Wolt concept”. 
 Even though the takeaway concept was a source of revenue that enabled Lava Oslo to keep 

their restaurants open while most others stayed closed, Ramsvik (2021) calls it a “necessary evil” as 

he emphasizes that it is “quite a lousy product” and that it “particularly impairs the quality of the food”. 

Due to the preparation time, the wrapping process and the delivery time, it can take anything from 

15 to 50 minutes from when the chef is done cooking a meal until the customer starts eating it. 

Ramsvik (2021) explains: “At that time, [the quality of] the dish has strongly deteriorated already. 

[The dish] has lost its taste, texture, temperature etc”. Even though customers generally accept that 

the quality of the takeaway meal is lower than what they would get in a restaurant, quality is not 

something Lava Oslo likes compromising on, especially considering the tier they operate within. 

They therefore tried to come up with a solution that would fulfill the quality criterion while at the same 

time strengthen their brand. As such, they wanted to find an alternative to the takeaway solution 
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which would allow them to provide their customers with the option of enjoying a top-tier restaurant 

meal at home without compromising the quality of the food. As people started going out less 

frequently, and out-of-the-ordinary, high quality food experiences to be enjoyed at home became 

attractive, the idea of the food kit came to life. 
 

7.2.2 The Food Kit  

The food kits consist of the most popular dishes from the menu of each restaurant, depending on 

the ability to transfer the dishes to the food kit format. This is due to the fact that Lava Oslo wants 

the customer experience to be as similar to the one they would have in their restaurant as possible. 

The idea behind the food kit was to create the customer experience of being a professional chef. 

The different components of the food kits are prepared to a certain degree but the customers 

themselves actually have to put in some work to complete the dish. Braathen (2021) explains: “You 

don’t just heat the food, you actually finish the cooking process at home. [...] it doesn’t require a lot 

of work, but just enough for people to feel like they just cooked a high-end meal in their own kitchen”. 

Implementing this initiative has enabled Lava Oslo to make themselves available and reach their 

audience outside of their restaurants. The food kit concept aims to strengthen brand loyalty and is 

offered to both the consumer and business market. 
Even though Braathen (2021) mentions that he had “always thought that people might think 

that it is cool to be able to finish cooking a meal at home that has been prepared by a professional 

chef”, Ramsvik (2021) emphasizes that the food kit idea emerged during the pandemic. The idea 

was to create a product that would generate revenue from previously underutilized resources, 

without competing with their regular day-to-day business. The product would have to ensure low 

production costs, and they wanted to offer it at a reasonable price. On top of this, they wanted a 

product that would strengthen Lava Oslo’s brand and represent all the different identities in the 

restaurant group. Furthermore, they wanted it to be something they could build on and further 

develop in the future. Ramsvik (2021) states that he often makes new concepts to cover his own 

needs, and the food kit was no different:  
 
“I was also thinking about [...] how I sometimes find it tricky to recreate some of the dishes from our 

restaurants. [...] I think [peking duck] is a pain in the ass to make because I have to go to three 

different stores to get the ingredients”. 
 

As Lava Oslo could get access to all these ingredients at decent prices, they realized that 

they could provide a food kit for a reasonable price. The managers and their highly competent staff 

were able to quickly compose a meal that would work with this format, and the first food kit was 
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launched late March, 2020. The concept was at the time called Smalhans@home, and was initially 

only offered at Smalhans as a three-course meal the customers could prepare at home. The 

customers could order the food kit through the Smalhans webshop and had to pick them up at the 

premises. Some of the food kits were also delivered by Braathen himself. Lava Oslo quickly realized 

that the food kit initiative would require more work than first anticipated, however: 
 
“It was around Easter [late March, 2020] last year that I started delivering these food-kits myself. 

That was when we realized how hard it was. We had to prepare the meal and then wrap it. [...] And 

then we had to deliver it and make a video to promote the offering. There was a lot of work having 

to be done for this type of menu” (Braathen, 2021). 
 

When the restrictions started to ease around May 2020 and Lava Oslo decided to reopen a 

number of their restaurants for dining customers, the food kit initiative was put on ice for some time. 

As people started leaving the house more frequently, “the need wasn’t there to the same extent” 

(Braathen, 2021). It was not until June, 2020, that they started really putting an effort into creating a 

buzz around the initiative, as they saw it as a good opportunity to expand their reach (Braathen, 

2021). They now launched a more thoroughly developed and official food kit concept which 

incorporated several of Lava Oslo’s restaurants, and thereby a variety of cuisines. A universal 

framework was created which the participating restaurants could follow to easily implement the food 

kits in their operations. Similarly to the one at Smalhans, the food kits were sold through the 

respective restaurants’ webshops, and prepared in the restaurants for pick-up. They also upped their 

marketing efforts through their social media accounts, on which their restaurants have a large 

audience: “We try to keep our restaurants relevant and at a high energy level. That has been a major 

part of our marketing strategy, to use that energy” (Ramsvik, 2021). Their PR efforts seemed to 

generate quite some traction as several newspapers started writing about the food kits as a great 

alternative to dining out. However, due to a lack of the necessary infrastructure and workflow around 

the initiative, it still did not take off. Braathen (2021) emphasizes: “We didn’t have good enough 

routines for order and delivery. So the initiative didn’t really accelerate at this point”. Additionally, as 

restrictions had been lifted and people started going out to eat again, they were not really able to 

capture the market.  
 Over the course of the fall things took a turn in Oslo, however. A second wave of infections 

hit Norway and Oslo gradually went into the strictest lockdown since the beginning of the pandemic, 

i.e. complying with level 5 restrictions (Table 1). As several of Lava Oslo’s restaurants wanted to 

stay open despite the new restrictions, the idea of partnering up with AMOI emerged. AMOI is a 

platform owned by Posten Norge (the Norwegian Postal Service), whose goal is to showcase a 
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variety of local products and services to the customers (AMOI, n.d.). The platform works as a 

marketplace where customers can browse anything from gourmet foods and beers to hiking gear, 

and order products from several different stores and get them all delivered together the same day.  
When asked how the AMOI partnership idea came up, Braathen (2021) explains: “I had 

previously had a conversation with AMOI, and noticed that they became increasingly popular. They 

actually wanted a collaboration with us back when they first launched”. The partnership with AMOI 

gave Lava Oslo an additional platform on which they could offer their food kits. The partnership also 

allowed Lava Oslo to overcome the challenges related to home delivery, as AMOI would handle the 

logistics and have the food kits distributed. They continued offering the food kits in their own 

respective webshops, but partnering with AMOI allowed Lava Oslo to reach a larger proportion of 

the market. Braathen (2021) emphasizes: “Over time, we have developed a strong partnership with 

them that we would like to keep working on and improving. We see them as a good partner, and 

have seen how well their systems have worked with ours”. Including a third party also comes with 

certain downsides, however. AMOI has a limited number of addresses they can deliver to on a given 

day, which affects the number of customers Lava Oslo can have per day on the platform: “When 

AMOI receives a lot of orders around lunch time, a big piece of the pie is already gone for the rest 

of the day. So that has been an issue” (Braathen, 2021).  
 In an effort to keep a majority of their restaurants open, Lava Oslo tested the food kit concept 

across most of them. Similarly to the takeaway initiative, they realized that the food kit works better 

in certain locations. According to Braathen (2021), the current financial situation they find themselves 

in has limited Lava Oslo’s stamina for testing and tweaking the offerings: “We simply do not have 

that opportunity with the situation we are in right now. [...] You can only test something for so long 

while still being able to cover these expenses”. Ramsvik (2021) suggests that the reason why the 

food kit concept is working better in some locations is the different restaurant’s compatibility with the 

food kit format. For some locations, the food kit easily becomes a natural extension of their identity. 

Some of the restaurant’s concepts are quite narrow, which makes finding a product that mirrors the 

restaurant experience at home quite difficult. This makes these restaurants’ concepts less 

transferrable to the food kit format. Ramsvik (2021) further emphasizes that they have rather tried to 

focus on the restaurants who’s restaurant experience is easy to envision at home, which seems to 

have been a success.   
According to Braathen (2021), the food kit initiative would have been able to run by itself pre-

COVID-19, as it would not require additional manpower. However, the low sales numbers in certain 

locations could not justify having employees at the premises to handle the initiative. Braathen (2021) 

emphasizes the issue of the varying profitability in the different restaurants could be solved through 

changing the pricing of the dishes to reflect the exclusivity of the ingredients used to produce it. As 
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such, in an effort to cover a larger proportion of the costs related to the AMOI platform, Lava Oslo 

tried increasing the prices on some of their food kits at one point. This is when they noticed that their 

customers were quite price sensitive, however. Increasing the price on the Hrimnir food kit resulted 

in a decrease in the sales, and Braathen (2021) emphasizes: “Our customers did not like that. [...] 

There’s no point of being profitable [on a product level] if you can’t sell anything. Volume is 

important”. 
Nevertheless, the efforts put in over the course of the fall seem to have paid off, and after 

initiating the AMOI partnership, the food kit initiative finally became profitable. Braathen (2021) 

explains that the timing might have had something to do with that:  
 
“Creating a good food experience at home became more popular when most other things were 

closed. When we started testing the kits in May/June, they weren’t as popular, likely due to the fact 

that things were mostly open around that time. It didn’t become a big hit until the fall, when Oslo 

went into [another] lockdown” 
 
As Oslo launched a complete shutdown of all restaurants and bars January 23, 2021, all Lava Oslo’s 

locations have been closed for dine-in since. As the food kits are produced in the restaurants, 

however, they help the restaurant group make the most out of their space. Similarly to the takeaway 

initiative, the food kits are prepared in the mornings and delivered by noon the same day. As 

highlighted by Braathen (2021), this is a much more efficient use of the space than leaving the 

restaurants empty: “The rent is always the same, [...] so of course we want to use our space for 

larger parts of the day or week. These initiatives can cover our fixed costs”. Moreover, keeping their 

restaurants closed for dine-in guests has allowed Lava Oslo to fully focus on the new initiatives. This 

has resulted in an increase in sales and they have received a great quantity of positive reviews in 

the media. Braathen (2021) emphasizes: “There can be a lot of money in a good review”. Not being 

able to provide their customers with the dine-in experience has proved difficult for some of the 

employees, however:  
 
"The chefs at Katla did not start working there to create Kebab kits. And we understand their lack of 

motivation. But we want to bring this concept into the future, where they can do both, and where they 

see the benefits of keeping it because it builds a more solid foundation" (Ramsvik, 2021). 
 
Nevertheless, Braathen (2021) adds that it has been easier to cope with the situation as it is right 

now, rather than having to face the uncertainties of constantly changing restrictions.  
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Offering the food kit has allowed Lava Oslo to target new customer segments with their 

offering. Braathen (2021) explains:  
 
“The food kit allowed us to reach customers who might not have time to go out and eat at our 

restaurants on the daily, even though they might want to. Second, we might also have reached 

customers who did not have any knowledge about us previously”. 
 
Ramsvik (2021) also emphasizes that he believes that food kits will not cannibalize their main source 

of income, which is dine-in guests in their restaurants. The customers won’t be able to achieve the 

same quality on the food they cook themselves at home as they could get in Lava Oslo’s restaurants. 

As such, the food kit is simply seen as an addition to their current offering rather than a substitute. 

When asked about the future of the food kit initiative, Ramsvik (2021) highlights the opportunities it 

brings as he states that it “will increase the longevity of the business and give our restaurants a 

healthier financial outlook [which] will create better terms for our employees”. Braathen (2021) also 

has a positive, yet realistic, outlook. He believes that they have found a niche and that they have 

been able to create a new market, but acknowledges that the demand for the food kits might 

decrease when restaurants start opening back up again:  
 
“It will be very exciting to see how this might change when things open up again. [...] I suspect that 

we are going to struggle a bit with sales and that it is going to decrease. But I think we just need to 

hold on and keep going, and then we’ll see what the future holds.”  
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8.0 Analysis  
 

In this chapter, we are going to revisit the central concepts of our conceptual framework as well as 

the measurements that were specified in 6.0 Operationalization. In order to answer our research 

question, the analysis will be structured by the three sub-questions of this paper. As such, this 

section is divided accordingly: 9.1 Experimentation, 9.2 Forms of Experimentation and 9.3 Response 

Effectiveness. We will start by looking into each case individually, before performing a cross-case 

analysis at the end of each section to identify similarities and/or differences and uncover potential 

patterns. Lastly, we will summarize the analysis to answer our main research question. 

 

 

8.1 Experimentation  
Following Sosna et al.’s (2010) view on experimentation, this paper defines experimentation as a 

trial-and-error change process utilized in an effort to discover new business models that better align 

with the company’s objectives. As stated in our operationalization of the theory, an initiative will be 

considered an experiment if it has gone through a repeated trial-and-error change process consisting 

of iterations and improvements. 

 

8.1.1 Within-Case: Bargruppen  

As obtained from the previous chapter, Bargruppen launched two initiatives during the defined period 

of March, 2020, and March, 2021: the digital order and payment solution and the cocktail kit. Even 

though the digital order and payment solution can be considered a change that is novel to the firm, 

and may thus be defined as a business model innovation, the initiative may not be defined as an 

experiment. The implementation of the solution proved an immediate success for the bar group and 

did not require a process of trial-and-error and iteration as proposed by Sosna et al. (2010). Similar 

solutions had already proved effective for other firms in this segment and were thus easy to replicate. 

As such, this finding supports Kim and Min’s (2015) discussion on original versus imitative sources 

of business model innovation and raises the question of whether experimentation is more frequently 

used by firms when innovating their business models through original sources. While Fjeldsgaard 

Rasmussen (2021) considered the digital order and payment solution as perhaps the most important 

initiative for the bar group during the pandemic, the aim of this research is to explain how the chosen 

case companies have used experimentation when innovating their business model. This solution will 

therefore be recognized, but not further analyzed, in this paper.  
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 The qualitative data regarding the cocktail kit, on the other hand, provides substantial 

evidence of an experimental process. While this study aims to investigate novel changes that were 

introduced in the defined period of March, 2020, and March, 2021, our findings suggest that the first 

trial-and-error processes actually took place long before the COVID-19 pandemic. The cocktail kit 

concept grew out of a trial project run by the bar group four-five years ago to increase efficiency in 

one of their bars by creating bottled cocktail mixes ready for use. However, due to challenges with 

the short shelf life of product ingredients, the project was discontinued. Three years ago, the bar 

group revisited the idea of bottled cocktail mixes where they wanted to recreate their signature 

cocktails from their renowned bar, No Stress, in this format. However, due to the fear of making a 

lesser product and harming the strong reputation, management did not feel confident launching such 

a solution. When re-introducing the idea during COVID-19, Bargruppen had therefore already 

identified some of the challenges they would have to overcome in order to succeed. Yet, they still 

had to go through several rounds of trial-and-error when reintroducing the cocktail kits in response 

to the COVID-19 crisis. In our findings, three main trial periods were identified in the case of 

Bargruppen within the period of March, 2020, and March, 2021.  
 
Trial 1: March, 2020 
Sosna et al. (2010) suggests that “established firms typically initiate the process of experimentation 

as a reaction to difficulties'' (p. 391). This was also the case with Bargruppen who initiated the 

experimentation process immediately after the pandemic became a reality in Norway. While the 

cocktail kits were not brought to market until almost a year later, the bar group started experimenting 

with new formulas in order to solve the issue concerning short shelf life of product ingredients. Due 

to the importance of creating a high-quality product, the first trial of the experimentation process was 

therefore characterized by creating cocktail mixes that would last longer than previous versions and 

that would resemble the standard of their signature cocktails at No Stress. This is in line with Sosna 

et al. (2010) who found that established firms plan and develop alternative business model variations 

that better align with their current objectives in response to external triggers. However, achieving this 

proved difficult to Bargruppen as it required the use of entirely new product ingredients and 

equipment that they were not previously familiar with. Sosna et al. (2010) found that a firm’s response 

to early failures can be critical to the subsequent development of the experimentation process. As 

past knowledge did not suffice under current conditions (Matthews, 2017), Bargruppen were required 

to leverage external sources of knowledge in order to overcome these challenges. When designing 

the cocktail kit, however, the bar group was able to leverage what they had learned four-five years 

ago. Based on the former issue of waste, Bargruppen designed the cocktail kits in which the 

customers had to purchase at least four bottles of the product at the time. This way, the bar group 
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could ensure that the cocktail mixes were worth producing. Thomke (1998) found that learnings from 

previous cycles, if available, are often used to design a solution at the very first stage of the iterative 

learning cycle.  
 
Trial 2: January, 2021 
While the early phase was characterized by high experimentation activity, an interesting observation 

to be retrieved from our findings is that Bargruppen stopped experimenting with the cocktail kits as 

soon as they were allowed to reopen their bars during the summer months of 2020. This shift of 

attention might suggest that it proved difficult for the bar group to explore new initiatives while 

simultaneously operating their initial business model (Moingeon & Lehmann-Ortega, 2010). As such, 

our findings indicate that Bargruppen’s experimentation efforts decreased in periods when the 

traditional business model was profitable. On the contrary, periods of complete lockdown seemed to 

rather reinforce their motivation to pursue alternative solutions. This supports Nicholls-Nixon et al. 

(2000) who argue that poor firm performance may stimulate experimentation. This was seemingly 

also true when it came to Bargruppen’s second trial, which was sparked by yet another alcohol ban 

being put into place in Bergen. The second trial marked the launch of the cocktail kits, where all of 

the knowledge they had accumulated in the first trial would be put to test. Sosna et al. (2010) 

emphasize the importance of small-scale experimentation in the early phases of testing to gain 

acceptance from both internal and external stakeholders. This aligns well with Bargruppen’s initial 

goal when launching the cocktail kit initiative. Due to disagreements in management about what 

would be the best response to the COVID-19 crisis, they initially launched the cocktail kits on a small 

scale to test the waters and see how it would be received by their customers.  
 
Trial 3: February, 2021 
In Bargruppen’s earlier projects, the bottled cocktail mixes were only created to be used by staff in 

the actual bars. During the pandemic, however, closed bars required the customers to have the 

cocktail mixes delivered at home should they be able to enjoy a decent drink. Online sales and 

distribution of the finished product marked yet another change process that Bargruppen was not 

previously familiar with. As observed in our data, issues arose concerning the sales of the cocktail 

kits during the first month of launch, as the “Ordr” application was meant to take orders and payments 

within the bars and was built on web-systems using QR codes. This became difficult to maintain 

when the bars were closed and the customers had to make their orders from home. Bargruppen 

therefore created a webshop from which they could distribute the cocktail kits themselves. This 

development is in line with Sosna et al.'s (2010) framework which proposes that learnings are often 

generated through detecting and correcting errors that are discovered throughout the 
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experimentation process. It thus seems that in Bargruppen's case, experimenting was especially 

critical in the planning and development phase (Sosna et al., 2010), while smaller iterations were 

made after running and testing the solution. 
 
In their research, Sosna et al. (2010) found that the development of a firm’s business model occurs 

in two distinct stages of exploration and exploitation. Comparable to their findings, Bargruppen 

arguably moved through a phase of exploration when experimenting with the cocktail kit during the 

COVID-19 crisis. According to Sosna et al. (2010), the exploration phase consists of initial business 

model design and testing where firms design simple experiments to test the viability of new solutions. 

This was also the case with Bargruppen when moving through the three trial periods between March, 

2020, and March, 2021. Furthermore, Sosna et al. (2010) argue that the early stages of trial-and-

error learning is marked by a high rate of knowledge acquisition. Our findings support this argument, 

as the development of the cocktail kits required Bargruppen to absorb a lot of new knowledge and 

develop new capabilities. However, some discrepancies exist between our findings and the research 

of Sosna et al. (2010) when it comes to the time-frame in which the case companies found 

themselves in the exploration phase. In their case study, the unit of analysis went through a five year 

trial-and-error experimentation period. During COVID-19, however, Bargruppen has arguably gone 

through a similar phase over the span of a year.  
While having gone through a phase of exploration during the first year of the pandemic, our 

findings suggest that Bargruppen is approaching a new phase in their experimentation process. 

Similar to the case study of Sosna et al. (2010), the bar group seems to be evolving towards a more 

exploitative stage as they are actively searching for possibilities to increase manufacturing capacity 

and enhance the availability of the product. According to Sosna et al. (2010) firms enter the 

exploitation stage once they start scaling up their refined business model. The authors find that, 

during this stage, firms often face a new set of challenges related to rapidly scaling their solutions 

and that doing so requires firms to acquire new knowledge. Our empirical data suggests that 

Bargruppen is likely to encounter similar challenges when moving into this new phase of scaling the 

cocktail kit concept. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) emphasized that moving into this next phase is 

going to require slightly different competencies than in the introductory stage and that future 

operations are dependent on accumulating new know-how. Furthermore, Sosna et al. (2010) argue 

that the exploitation period is characterized by processes becoming institutionalized. The authors 

state that, “once a viable business model has emerged, the learnings need to be translated and 

integrated into organizational routines, processes, systems and decision-making” (Sosna et al., 

2010, p. 390). Around the same time that Bargruppen launched their webshop in February 2021, 

they were also starting to get their routines and production processes right (Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen, 
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2021). This suggests that institutionalization of processes is in fact starting to unfold from their recent 

developments.  
 

8.1.2 Within-Case: Lava Oslo  

Lava Oslo launched two initiatives during the pandemic in an effort to mitigate its financial 

consequences and innovate their business model: a takeaway solution and a food kit. The takeaway 

initiative was an immediate success when launched during the pandemic. Customers were buying 

almost anything they sold at locations such as Smalhans and The Golden Chimp from the very 

beginning, and in the few locations where the initiative did not gain the same traction, it was 

immediately discontinued and no iterations were made. As Lava Oslo had previously tested the 

takeaway concept in some of their locations prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, no major changes were 

required to facilitate the implementation of the initiative. In fact, our findings indicate that the initiative 

that was launched in March is fairly similar, if not identical, to the one launched pre-pandemic. As 

such, the successful implementation in March seems to mainly have been due to the timing of its 

reintroduction to the market rather than the result of an iteration process following the first launch. 

We do, however, acknowledge that the learnings from the first tests likely contributed to the 

immediate success of the initiative when it was launched in March of 2020, as such testing helps 

identify the business model that best corresponds with the company objectives (Sosna et al., 2010). 

Nevertheless, even though the previous testing can be viewed as an experimental action (Sosna et 

al., 2010), this happened prior to the COVID-19 outbreak. As we are investigating experimental 

efforts as a response to the challenges brought forward by the pandemic, the takeaway concept 

lacks experimental properties such as repeated trial-and-error processes and iterations in the period 

of analysis (Matthews, 2017; Sosna et al., 2010; Thomke, 1998). It is therefore not considered an 

experiment as such, and will not be further analyzed in this research. 
The food kit concept has been continuously iterated and improved through a trial-and-error 

process from the time of launch in March, 2020, until March, 2021. For this initiative, we identified 

three separate trials as part of the overarching food kit experiment.  
 
Trial 1: March, 2020  
The launch of the Smalhans@home concept in March of 2020 marks the starting point of the food 

kit initiative’s trial-and-error process. Experimentation allows for testing different solutions and 

adapting them based on the result of the experiment (Sosna et al., 2010; Wrigley & Straker, 2016). 

Additionally, experimenting with different business opportunities allows companies to gather 

customer and market feedback, which they can then use to adapt their initial business model 

(Andries & Debackere, 2013; Sosna et al., 2010). As such, the launch of the Smalhans concept can 



 76 

be viewed as a small-scale experiment to test the waters and the viability of the food kit concept 

under the circumstances they were facing. Our findings suggest that the initial trial was launched in 

an effort to search for the optimal business model and possibly expand Lava Oslo’s solution space 

(Björklund et al, 2020; Sosna et al., 2010). Moingeon and Lehmann-Ortega (2010) discovered a 

similar finding in their research, where the case company did a local, small-scale test of their new 

business model in an effort to gather customer feedback and perfect it before applying it across the 

whole sector they were operating in. Lava Oslo’s initial small-scale test generated positive customer 

feedback and reviews in the media, which confirmed the viability of the business model (Sosna et 

al., 2010). 
The Smalhans profile proved a good fit for the food kit format, and according to Ramsvik 

(2021), envisioning their menu as an experience for the customer to enjoy at home was simple. As 

such, the development of the Smalhans food kit was pretty straight forward. Moreover, as Lava 

Oslo’s staff is highly competent and has a lot of knowledge about how to treat different food products, 

putting together the kits did not require much experimentation. Only minor adjustments to the cooking 

and preparation process were required to prepare the food kit, and they were able to quickly put 

together a product that would fit well in that format. Every trial in an experiment generates new 

knowledge of a problem (Thomke, 1998), and the initial trial uncovered certain problematic areas. 

They specifically encountered issues related to the logistics and workflows, and realized that the 

concept required much more work than first anticipated. This, in combination with the reopening of 

Oslo, led to the concept being temporarily discontinued. However, Sosna et al. (2010) argue that 

uncertain results from failures give a basis for discarding some features of an initiative and retaining 

others. Hence, a second trial with an improved product therefore followed the first.  
 
Trial 2: June, 2020 
Detecting and correcting errors discovered during the experimentation process typically generate 

learnings that can be seen as a source of input for future experiments (Sosna et al., 2010). As the 

first trial uncovered certain problematic areas, it generated learnings which Lava Oslo could utilize 

to make improvements to the food kit solution that was launched in the second trial. In fact, the 

failures that are the most effective at fostering learning are those of small scale with uncertain results, 

which still provide useful information, without entirely invalidating the initiative as a whole (Sosna et 

al., 2010). Lava Oslo believed that they would be able to carve out a niche for the food kit initiative, 

and a new trial was therefore initiated in June when they launched a more thoroughly developed 

food kit concept. There was not an increase in customer demand that called for the upscaling at the 

time, but Lava Oslo had faith in the food kit solution and saw it as a good opportunity to expand their 

reach (Braathen, 2021). The universal framework that was created to facilitate the implementation 
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of the food kit in the participating restaurants can be considered an iteration to the initial food kit, 

improving certain issues concerning the workflows and logistics of the concept. This framework 

allowed for the transferal of knowledge from the management team to the rest of the organization. 

In line with Sosna et al.’s (2010) view of the trial-and-error process, our findings suggest that these 

iterations happened due to learnings generated from the previous trial. Further ‘errors’ were 

discovered in the second trial, however. For instance, when testing the initiative across most of its 

restaurants, Lava Oslo realized that not every restaurant’s concept was as good of a fit as that of 

Smalhans. Moreover, despite the improvements that were made, the upscaling further highlighted 

that the routines for order and delivery still did not suffice. This part of the second trial can thus be 

considered an intelligent failure (Sosna et al., 2010), as it made Lava Oslo realize its shortcomings 

and that it might be worth bringing a third-party provider into the picture. 
 
Trial 3: November, 2020 
The third and most recent trial commenced in November of 2020, when the partnership with AMOI 

was initiated. AMOI was involved as a third-party provider in an effort to fix the previously detected 

issues related to logistics and delivery. As such, this partnership can be seen as a major 

improvement of the initiative as the customers now had the option of getting the food kits delivered. 

Learning and adjustments are crucial in the development of new business models (McGrath, 2010; 

Teece, 2010), and similar to the improvements that were made to the product in the second trial, the 

initiation of this partnership happened as a result of the learnings generated from the previous trials 

(Sosna et al., 2010).  
 
 Based on our definition of the experimentation phenomenon, the food kit initiative is 

considered an experiment during the COVID-19 pandemic as trial-and-error change processes and 

iterations were crucial in the development of the initiative. Furthermore, Sosna et al. (2010) 

emphasize that, before the exploitation phase and upscaling of a new business model take place, 

experiments that test the market acceptability of the new product to understand what the target 

customers value are required. The first trial is considered part of Lava Oslo’s exploration phase, 

which is characterized by reconfigurations and iterations (Sosna et al., 2010). Even though our 

findings suggest that this small-scale test of the food kit at Smalhans did not result in a profitable 

solution, the initiative’s viability was confirmed through the customer feedback. Lava Oslo had faith 

in this new business model and utilized the learnings generated in the first trial to refine and improve 

the food kit solution, before launching it across the group as a full-fledged concept. Such upscaling 

is the main focus of the exploitation phase (Sosna et al., 2010). Furthermore, Sosna et al. (2010) 

state that “Once a viable business model has emerged, the individual and group knowledge 
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accumulated during the trial-and-error process must be integrated into the whole organization” (p. 

393). Standardizing processes and procedures related to the new business model across the 

organization is one of the characteristics of this knowledge accumulation process (Sosna et al., 

2010), which was the aim of the universal food kit framework the Lava management team created. 

Both the upscaling efforts and the creation of the universal framework therefore illustrates that Lava 

Oslo finds itself in the exploitation phase. This suggests that Lava Oslo moved from the exploration 

to the exploitation phase in the matter of months. 
However, as suggested by Wrigley and Straker (2016), a business model is never complete 

and the business model creation process should be iterative and ongoing. Even though the trial-and-

error processes that Lava Oslo has gone through have strongly improved the food kit offering and 

the concept as a whole, our findings indicate that additional experimentation and iteration will be 

necessary to further optimize and improve the initiative. In fact, further trial-and-error processes are 

a crucial part of the exploitation phase (Sosna et al., 2010). As our findings indicate that Lava Oslo 

entered the exploitation phase when launching the food kit concept in June of 2020, the initiation of 

the partnership with AMOI is therefore considered part of the trial-and-error process taking place in 

the exploitation phase. Sosna et al. (2010) state that “Even after a firm’s established business model 

has been in use for some time, new external (or internal) triggers can still challenge its future 

viability”. Braathen (2021) states that, even though they believe they have been able to carve out a 

niche and create a product for which they may profit, the future of the food kit concept is uncertain. 

He suspects that the customer demand of the food kit concept will decrease once society opens 

back up. This represents an external trigger which can challenge the future viability of the food kit 

business model (Sosna et al., 2010).  
 

8.1.3 Cross-Case Analysis  

When it comes to the extent to which experimentation was used by Bargruppen and Lava Oslo when 

innovating their business model, our analysis suggests that both case companies experimented with 

new and novel business model configurations during the COVID-19 crisis. Bargruppen’s launch of 

the cocktail kit and Lava Oslo’s launch of the food kit provide substantial evidence of a trial-and-error 

process which required several iterations in order to find a viable solution. However, the case 

companies also implemented solutions within the defined period of March, 2020 and March, 2021 

that did not require any iteration within the period and could therefore not be defined as experiments. 

The digital order and payment system and the takeaway solution share similar properties, in that 

both solutions were widely adopted by other bars and restaurants within their segment, and could 

therefore be easily imitated without further adjustments (Kim & Min, 2015) .  
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 Regarding the ways in which the experimentation process unfolded, several elements are 

worth mentioning. Although both case companies used experimentation when innovating their 

business models during the pandemic, the stages in which experimentation was most critical differed 

in the case of Bargruppen and Lava Oslo. As previously mentioned, Sosna et al. (2010) proposes 

that firms start off with a business model and then plan, develop, run and test different configurations 

until they find a viable business model that is better aligned with their new objectives. The analysis 

suggests that Bargruppen mainly used experimentation during the planning and development phase, 

as they spent considerable time experimenting with different production methods and product 

ingredients before launching their solution to market. Our findings indicate that this is likely due to 

the challenges Bargruppen faced when creating the bottled cocktail mixes and their lack of 

knowledge with the production process. Contrary to Bargruppen, Lava Oslo had more knowledge 

concerning the ingredients within their food kits, and how to best handle and transfer them to this 

format. As a result, the food kit product seems to have stayed more or less the same throughout the 

trial-and-error period, and the improvements have thus been focused on the associated workflow 

and logistics rather than the product itself. As such, the food kit initiative required Lava Oslo to spend 

less time on planning and development, while more time was spent iterating the processes 

surrounding the product post-launch. The offering could therefore be brought to market faster than 

in the case of Bargruppen. While the food kit and the cocktail kit initiatives were brought to market 

at different times, the two cases share common traits when it comes to the nature of the experiments 

at launch. Both initiatives were launched and tested on a small-scale basis in order to test the waters 

and receive market feedback before expanding the solution further (Sosna et al., 2010). In the case 

of Bargruppen, however, the importance of internal as well as external approval was more evident.  
On a general basis, both case companies seem to have experimented more in periods where 

they had few guests or had to remain completely closed compared to when they were allowed to 

stay open and operate at close-to-full capacity. The lockdown periods seemingly allowed the case 

companies to fully focus on their new initiatives, while the focus shifted to their initial business models 

once restrictions were loosening up. As such, the case companies’ experimentation activity is seen 

to fluctuate with the level of restriction to their traditional business model. Thus, the challenges 

presented by the COVID-19 pandemic both facilitated and hindered experimentation at the same 

time. These findings suggest that both Bargruppen and Lava Oslo faced challenges with 

simultaneously operating two business models (Moingeon & Lehmann-Ortega, 2010) and that their 

attention was directed towards the business model that proved most profitable at the time. 

Nevertheless, poor organizational performance seemed to stimulate experimentation in both cases 

(Nicholls-Nixon et al., 2000).  
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Even though both Bargruppen and Lava Oslo have engaged in experimental actions that can 

be identified as part of the exploration phase when innovating their business models during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, our findings indicate that the two case companies’ movement through the 

exploration and exploitation phases have unfolded differently. Bargruppen has engaged in 

exploratory actions throughout the period of analysis, through the initial testing of the cocktail kit 

solution and the improvements made through the launch of the webshop. Our findings suggest that 

they are approaching the exploitation phase of their experimentation journey, as they have started 

investigating the possibilities to scale up. We still consider Bargruppen as being located in the 

exploration phase, however, as more adjustments are required to facilitate the upscaling of the 

cocktail kit initiative (Sosna et al., 2010). For Lava Oslo, their initial trial is considered as taking place 

in the exploration phase, while the following two are viewed as part of the exploitation phase. Lava 

Oslo initiated the exploration phase when launching the Smalhans@home concept where they were 

able to test the viability of the food kit initiative. They refined the business model based on the 

learnings generated in the first trial, and scaled up when launching their fully developed food kit 

concept across the whole group in their second trial. Even though the business model launched in 

the second trial still needed adjustments and iterations, this marks their movement into the 

exploitation phase. 
Nevertheless, both case companies' experimentation processes differ from what Sosna et 

al.’s (2010) framework proposes in terms of the time perspective. In their case study, Sosna et al. 

(2010) documented a five-year phase of exploration through the process of trial-and-error. In 

contrast to our case studies of Bargruppen and Lava Oslo, their unit of analysis had a second 

business model which was consistently bringing in revenue. This allowed them to spend substantial 

amounts of time and resources on their experimentation efforts. During the pandemic, however, 

Bargruppen and Lava Oslo were pressured into moving through a phase of exploration at a more 

rapid pace, as expanding their solution space was critical in times of severe regulatory restrictions.  
 

8.2 Forms of Experimentation  
In this section, we aim to describe changes that were made to the case companies’ business models 

as a result of implementing the initiatives, and evaluate whether these changes were part of an 

incremental or radical experimentation process. As captured by our conceptual framework, this 

relates to the scope of business model innovation, meaning how much of a business model is 

affected by the business model innovation (Foss & Saebi, 2016). To determine whether an 

experiment can be identified as incremental or radical, we follow Andries et al.’s (2013) interpretation 

of Levinthal’s (1997) theory on organizational level change. An experiment will, as such, be classified 

as incremental if only one single component of the existing business model is changed at the time, 
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while a radical experiment entails changes made to several business model components 

simultaneously. To detect whether one or several components of the business model was changed 

for the different experiments, the nine elements of Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model 

Canvas will be applied in this part of the analysis. 
 

8.2.1 Within-Case: Bargruppen  

As discussed in the previous section on experimentation, Bargruppen moved through three evident 

phases of trial-and-error within the defined period of March, 2020, and March, 2021. While the first 

trial can be considered an important part of the experimentation process, Bargruppen was still 

committed to their initial business model at this time while simultaneously exploring the possibility of 

launching an alternative solution. As such, no changes were made to the business model during the 

first trial (Table 2, Column 1). This supports Cavalcante’s (2014) view on experimentation in 

established firms, which suggests that experimentation usually happens prior to business model 

change as firms need to develop the capabilities required to make those changes.  
The actual changes to the business model happened when Bargruppen launched the 

initiative as a new offering to the customer in January, 2021. The implementation of the solution thus 

marked the beginning of the group’s second trial during the pandemic. Contrary to the first trial, 

Bargruppen had now suffered the detrimental effects of the pandemic for a longer period of time. 

During the second trial (Table 2, Column 2), Bargruppen leveraged new resources and undertook 

new activities in order to implement and operate the initiative. Consequently, new costs incurred 

related to the production and distribution of the product. Sosna et al. (2010) suggest that new 

business models often require firms to mobilize scarce resources, develop unique competencies and 

adjust organizational structures at the implementation stage in order to promote learning, change 

and adaptation. Compared to previous offerings, the cocktail kit was launched as a new value 

proposition where the customers could create their favorite cocktails at home. While this transition 

created an entirely new customer relationship for Bargruppen, the new offering was well-received by 

their customers and became a source of revenue rather instantly. Drawing on the work of Andries et 

al. (2013) and Levinthal (1997), our findings suggest that the second trial of Bargruppen can be 

considered a radical experiment as it required simultaneous changes to several business model 

components. This entails that the cocktail kit, in fact, represents an initiative that is far removed from 

Bargruppen’s traditional domain and that departs from existing practices to a high degree (Schilling, 

2017). As such, Bargruppen leveraged radical forms of experimentation when implementing the 

cocktail kit in response to the challenges of the COVID-19 crisis. This is in line with Levinthal’s (1997) 

study, which found that radical organizational change is more common when firms suffer from poor 

organizational performance.  
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However, Bargruppen not only made radical changes to their business model. In February, 

2021 when Bargruppen realized that the digital order and payment solution proved malfunctioning 

in facilitating the online sales of the cocktail kits, incremental changes were made to the business 

model in order to improve the current sales mechanisms (Table 2, Column 3). This development 

confirms Levinthal’s (1997) claim that successful ‘long jumps’ can provide renewed opportunities for 

local adaptation, and thus, suggests that a relationship exists between the two forms of 

experimentation. In contrast to product development and production, the distribution of the finished 

product was an area in which Bargruppen had no prior experience. The lack of prior learning might 

explain why the bar group first encountered this ‘error’ post-launch. Apart from the sales channel, 

none of the other business model elements were in need of improvement at the time. This is likely 

due to Bargruppen’s thorough planning and development efforts prior to launching the cocktail kits. 

Table 2 provides an overview of the changes that were made to Bargruppen’s business model 

between March, 2020, and March, 2021, and clearly suggests that the group adopted a radical-

followed-by-incremental approach to experimentation.  
 

8.2.2 Within-Case: Lava Oslo  

The food kit experiment consisted of three different trials which all resulted in changes to the 

business model of Lava Oslo at different points in time. As such, they can all be identified as either 

incremental or radical experiments. When launching the Smalhans@home concept in March of 2020 

(Table 3, Column 1), only one single component of the initial business model was changed. Such 

‘local search’ allowed Lava Oslo to verify whether changing this single attribute would improve 

performance (Andries et al., 2013), in this case the value proposition. The value proposition changed 

as Lava Oslo was now providing customers with the option of cooking the food that was on 

Smalhans’ menu in the comfort of their own home, which previously had not been part of their 

offering. The Smalhans kit was offered to the existing Smalhans customers on the already 

established Smalhans webshop and was promoted on their social media accounts, a channel on 

which they usually reach their regular customers. As the food kits had to be picked up by the 

customers at the Smalhans premises, the customer relationship remained the same (Osterwalder & 

Pigneur, 2010). They were also able to leverage existing resources and knowledge to produce the 

food kit without changing their key activities, partially due to the previously launched takeaway 

concept. Furthermore, our findings show that no new partnerships or costs were recorded in 

connection to this launch, and that the Smalhans@home kit did not provide new revenue streams 

as the initiative was not yet profitable. Thus, our findings indicate that the value proposition was the 

only business model element that was altered, and the first trial therefore is considered an 
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incremental experiment. This suggests that the initial food kit solution was within the immediate 

neighborhood of their existing organizational form (Levinthal, 1997).  
The second trial in June of 2020 (Table 3, Column 2), however, is considered a radical 

experiment as it changed more than one element simultaneously from the previous trial’s 

configuration (Andries et al., 2013). For the second trial, Lava Oslo launched a concept incorporating 

a number of their restaurants, thereby offering a completely new food kit experience for their 

customers. Contrary to the Smalhans@home kit which focused on existing customer segments, our 

findings indicate that the new food kit concept was also aimed at people who usually would not visit 

their restaurants. According to Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010), new business models can be 

developed in an effort to target customers that have formerly been ignored by the organization. In 

line with this, Lava Oslo hoped that this initiative could be an avenue from which they could reach 

people that did not have the time or opportunity to visit their restaurants but still wanted to enjoy a 

proper meal. The food kits were offered through the respective restaurants’ webshops, some of 

which were created post-launch. As Lava Oslo had been utilizing webshops as a channel of 

communication prior to this trial, and since we are looking at the group as a whole and not any one 

specific restaurant, the webshop concept is not considered a new channel as such (Osterwalder & 

Pigneur, 2010). Furthermore, neither additional costs nor new revenue streams emerged. As both 

the customer segments and the value proposition elements changed simultaneously in connection 

to the launch of the full-fledged food kit concept, the second trial is considered a radical experiment 

(Andries et al., 2013). 
When they launched partnership with AMOI in November of 2020 (Table 3, Column 3), 

several of their business model elements were once again changed simultaneously. Firstly, involving 

a third-party provider allowed Lava Oslo to improve the food kit offering and provide their customers 

with a delivery service. This changed the value proposition launched in the previous trial. Secondly, 

AMOI’s platform provided Lava Oslo with another channel through which they could reach both 

existing and new clients. In fact, the newly formed partnership allowed Lava Oslo to expand their 

reach through getting access to a whole new customer segment, namely AMOI’s customers. 

Customers would buy the food kits through the AMOI marketplace and have them delivered to their 

homes, meaning that all the customer contact would happen through AMOI and not with Lava Oslo 

directly. This changed the customer relationship compared to the previous business models. The 

AMOI platform and partnership is considered vital for creating and delivering the value proposition 

Lava Oslo was offering in this third trial, and the initiation of the partnership is thus viewed as a 

change in Lava Oslo’s key resources (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). When launching this third trial, 

certain new costs emerged, such as increased credit card fees, and fees that had to be paid to AMOI 

for the restaurants to be featured on the platform. Nevertheless, the formation of the partnership with  
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AMOI led to the food kit concept finally becoming profitable for Lava Oslo, as it led to an increase in 

sales. All in all, 8 out of 9 of the business model components from Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) 

business model canvas changed simultaneously, meaning that the third trial is considered a radical 

experiment (Andries et al., 2013). As such, the food kit concept came to life through first launching 

a small-scale incremental experiment, followed by two radical experiments. Each trial’s effect on the 

different business model components as defined by Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) is outlined in 

detail in Table 3. 

 

8.2.3 Cross-Case Analysis  

When it comes to forms of experimentation, our analysis shows that Bargruppen and Lava Oslo 

followed rather different approaches during the COVID-19 pandemic. In both cases, however, 

changes were made to the actual business model once the initiatives were brought to market. This 

suggests that while trial-and-error processes might take place prior to launch in order to plan and 

develop a product (Sosna et al., 2010), it is the point of implementation that marks either incremental 

or radical changes to an existing business model.  
In the case of Bargruppen, the cocktail kit represented an initiative that was far removed from 

their traditional operations. When the bars were forced to close down and their traditional business 

model was made obsolete, our findings suggest that Bargruppen engaged in distant search efforts 

(Levinthal, 1997) when exploring alternative solutions. Levinthal (1997) found that “the likelihood of 

a radical organizational change is quite sensitive to the organization’s current performance” (p. 938). 

In order to keep serving their customers and sustain a source of income, radical changes were 

required to their initial configuration (Andries et al., 2013) when implementing the cocktail kit in 

January, 2021. Our findings indicate that the radical experimentation efforts were made possible due 

to the substantial time Bargruppen spent planning and developing the initiative prior to launch. In 

contrast to Bargruppen, Lava Oslo implemented the food kit through incremental experimentation 

efforts. Even though the cocktail kit and the food kit share certain similarities, the food kit was more 

closely related to Lava Oslo’s regular business model than the cocktail kit was for Bargruppen, 

especially after the introduction of Lava Oslo’s takeaway solution. Lava Oslo were therefore able to 

locate alternative solutions in their immediate neighborhood (Levinthal, 1997) that only required 

alteration to one single component of their initial business model (Andries et al., 2013).  
As proposed in our theoretical framework, the experimentation process is often viewed as 

twofold, involving either minor or more extensive changes to the business model (Nicholls-Nixon et 

al., 2000; Sosna et al., 2010). Similar tendencies were observed in our data during the 

implementation of the initiatives, yet both case companies performed additional changes to their 

business model after launch. Table 2 (Column 3) demonstrates that Bargruppen made 
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improvements to their sales channel in the month following the introduction of the cocktail kit, which 

happened through incremental experimentation efforts (Andries et al., 2013). As such, Bargruppen 

adopted a radical-followed-by-incremental approach. Lava Oslo evidently opted for a different path 

than that of Bargruppen, and engaged in two radical experimentation efforts after their initial small-

scale experiment in March, 2020. Table 3 (Column 2 and 3) illustrates how Lava Oslo altered multiple 

business model components (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010) simultaneously during the second and 

third trial. Our findings suggest that these ‘long jumps’ might be explained by the fact that the initial 

incremental experiment did not yield the desired performance outcomes. Thus, distant searches 

were made in an effort to further enhance the offering (Levinthal, 1997).  
 

8.3 Response Effectiveness  
This section aims to determine whether incremental and radical forms of experimentation provided 

effective responses to the challenge posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. As both case companies 

have been under immense financial pressure when conducting their respective experiments, an 

experiment will in this research have provided an effective response when its resulting changes have 

had an immediate and positive economic effect on the company. 

 

8.3.1 Within-Case: Bargruppen  

The analysis on forms of experimentation revealed that Bargruppen engaged in radical 

experimentation when launching the cocktail kit initiative during the COVID-19 crisis. As obtained in 

our findings, the cocktail kits were well-received by Bargruppen’s customers and became a source 

of revenue already within the first few hours of launch. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) further 

emphasized that the cocktail kit had been their only source of revenue since it was brought to market 

in January, 2021. Levinthal (1997) found that the survival of tightly coupled organizations in the face 

of changing environments is closer related to successful ‘long-jumps’ than local adaptation. Our 

findings indicate that this is also the case with Bargruppen, as generating revenue in this new 

environment involved experimenting with initiatives that were far removed from their traditional 

business. It can be argued that Bargruppen’s radical experiment might have provided an effective 

response at launch due to the months of research and development that took place before launching 

the initiative to market. The importance of prior learning in the experimentation process also suggests 

that early failures (Sosna et al., 2010) might have contributed to the effectiveness of the experiment 

during the pandemic. An example of this can be found in the current design of the cocktail kits, where 

customers have to buy at least four bottles of the product at the time. By offering the cocktail kits in 

this format, Bargruppen was able to ensure that all the cocktail mixes they produced would be sold, 

and thus, would be profitable to produce.  
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 While our findings indicate that longer time to market required less iteration to be made after 

implementation, Bargruppen’s radical experimentation efforts were followed by incremental changes 

to improve the malfunctioning sales channel. As the incremental change was made to improve the 

online sales in February 2021, it is reasonable to assume that this change further enhanced their 

offering and increased the availability of their products, which might have positively affected sales. 

The sales figures from February 2021 suggest that the solution indeed has provided Bargruppen 

with an immediate positive economic effect, with the total revenue estimated to NOK194.000 and 

the number of cocktail kits sold reaching 556 (Appendix D). Furthermore, the cocktail kits have 

provided the bar group with an alternative solution that allows them to serve customers even when 

the bars have had to remain closed in periods of severe governmental regulations. Euchner and 

Ganguly (2014) found that successful business model innovation not only relies on the development 

of an appropriate model, but also on the development of a model that can sustain a changing 

environment. Fjeldsgaard Rasmussen (2021) is also optimistic when asked whether the cocktail kits 

can provide value for a longer period of time. 
 

8.3.2 Within-Case: Lava Oslo  

According to Braathen (2021), the food kit concept first became profitable after the partnership with 

AMOI was formed in November of 2020. In December, 2020, Lava Oslo sold NOK2,99 mill worth of 

food kits through the AMOI platform. After subtracting the credit card fees and AMOI’s share from 

the total revenue, the food kit sales through the AMOI platform provided Lava Oslo with NOK2,4 mill 

of additional revenue (Appendix E). Even though the profits vary for the different restaurants 

depending on the margins of each dish that is sold, this additional revenue has helped Lava Oslo 

keep their operations running and has increased the total profitability of the food kit initiative 

(Braathen, 2021). As such, the second radical experiment resulted in an effective response to the 

challenges posed by the pandemic. This may partially be due to the fact that the third trial happened 

as an improvement of the errors discovered with the already existing food kit solution, where the 

second trial can be seen as an ‘intelligent failure’ from which Lava Oslo acquired important learnings 

(Sosna et al., 2010). 
In addition to the profitability of the food kit initiative, our findings indicate that there were 

additional positive effects connected to the radical experimentation of the third trial. The initiation of 

the third trial allowed Lava Oslo to take advantage of the capabilities and knowledge of the third-

party provider, which might prove valuable for the future direction of the food kit concept. Additionally, 

being one of AMOI’s biggest customers, Lava Oslo has been able to take part in shaping the future 

development of the platform. Braathen (2021) expresses that they would like to keep exploring and 

developing this relationship for the future, which indicates that the partnership is valuable to Lava 
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Oslo. Furthermore, had the last trial not been launched, the food kit concept might have been 

discontinued due to low profits. As highlighted by Braathen (2021), “If we had not taken any of these 

measures we wouldn’t have been able to keep our restaurants open. We would have just closed 

everything down”. The fact that Lava Oslo is now planning to bring the food kit concept into the future 

suggests that it has been a successful venture. This finding is supported in existing experimentation 

literature as it states that successful radical experiments often led to long-term shifts in strategy 

(Björklund et al., 2020). Their forward-looking view shows that, in addition to providing an immediate 

effective response during the pandemic, the food kit may also be a viable concept for the future.  
The food kit concept has allowed Lava Oslo to serve customers while they have had to stay 

closed for dine-in guests, and has also provided the restaurant group with an additional source of 

income when the demand for eating out decreased. The initial, incremental experiment did not give 

Lava Oslo the desired results in terms of profitability, as the infrastructure and workflows needed to 

optimize the solution were not in place. The second trial, identified as a radical experiment, also 

lacked in terms of its ability to produce economic profits. However, the third trial, and second radical 

experiment, helped Lava Oslo overcome the issues faced when first launching the solution which 

resulted in a profitable, and thereby effective, response to the challenges of the COVID-19 crisis. 
 

8.3.3 Cross-Case Analysis  

Our findings suggest that none of the case companies aimed to find a solution that would replace 

their original business model, but rather to increase their solution space and find alternative 

configurations that could mitigate the financial consequences of the pandemic. Particularly in periods 

when governmental restrictions hindered their day-to-day operations. The findings obtained from our 

qualitative data suggest that both case companies succeeded in doing so. While the timing was 

different for the two companies, radical experimentation seemed to provide an effective response to 

the challenges of the COVID-19 crisis in both cases. The narrative of Bargruppen illustrates how the 

new reality allowed them to brush the dust off an old idea and reintroduce bottled cocktail mixes as 

a means to overcome the financial challenges of the pandemic. After spending substantial time on 

research and development prior to launch, Bargruppen received a rather immediate positive 

response to their cocktail kit initiative when it was first brought to market through radical 

experimentation. Subsequently, the offering was further enhanced through an incremental alteration 

of their ‘channel’ (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010) post-launch.  
Lava Oslo first launched their food kit initiative as an incremental form of experimentation, 

which did not yield the desired outcome. This observation is supported by Levinthal (1997) who 

found that closely related organizational forms are likely to be identified, but prove less effective for 

tightly coupled organizations in response to shifts in the external environment. As such, radical 
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changes to Lava Oslo’s business model were necessary in order for the food kit initiative to become 

profitable. Our analysis suggests that radical experimentation provided effective responses to the 

COVID-19 pandemic to a high degree. Incremental experimentation, on the other hand, did not prove 

sufficient in isolation but rather seemed to enhance the offering when performed subsequent to a 

radical experiment. Lava Oslo engaged in two radical experiments in the period of investigation, 

whereas the food kit first became profitable during the last trial. This suggests that there are internal 

factors within each form of experimentation that might influence the effectiveness of the firms’ 

responses. 
 

8.4 Summary of Analysis  
In relation to the main research question of this paper, the analysis of our empirical data show that 

both case companies have used experimentation when developing new and novel solutions in 

response to the COVID-19 crisis. That is, Bargruppen and Lava Oslo have both leveraged 

experimentation in an effort to renew their initial business models which became periodically 

obsolete or less profitable as the pandemic spread across the globe. Yet, in both cases, only the 

original sources of business model innovation (Kim & Min, 2015) required repeated rounds of trial-

and-error and iteration. While both companies engaged in experimentation, the stages in which 

experimentation proved most critical in the innovation process differed for the two companies. 

Bargruppen mainly used experimentation in the planning and development stage in order to create 

cocktail mixes that could be transferred to the bottled format, whereas Lava Oslo leveraged 

experimentation to a larger extent after the food kit was launched in order to establish viable 

procedures and workflows. A common observation for the two case companies, however, was that 

the experimentation activity increased in periods of severe governmental restrictions and decreased 

in periods when they could operate in close-to-normal capacity. As such, the challenges of the 

COVID-19 pandemic are seen to have both hindered and facilitated experimentation at the same 

time. Nonetheless, both companies arguably went through the exploration phase (Sosna et al., 2010) 

in a shorter time span than previous literature suggests. 
 Furthermore, the two case companies arguably followed an opposite approach when 

developing organizational responses to the COVID-19 crisis. While Bargruppen adopted a radical-

followed-by-incremental approach to experimentation when launching the cocktail kit, Lava Oslo 

initially made an incremental change to their business model when offering their customers a new 

value proposition. In later trials, however, radical changes were made to the business model in order 

to improve its performance. This shows that both firms engaged in incremental and radical 

experimentation, only in different intervals and order. Regardless, radical experimentation (Andries 

et al., 2013) where several components of the business model (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010) were 
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changed simultaneously produced effective responses to the challenges posed by the COVID-19 

pandemic for both case companies. This suggests that, in the case of Bargruppen and Lava Oslo, 

developing effective responses involved searching for new organizational forms that were far 

removed from their traditional domain (Levinthal, 1997).  
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9.0 Discussion  
 

In this chapter, we will critically discuss the results from the analysis conducted in the previous 

chapter and how these relate to the conceptual framework developed in 3.0 Theoretical Framework, 

as well as the existing literature. We will provide an examination of our findings in relation to theory, 

and the extent to which existing theory might explain the observed behavior of our two case 

companies within the restaurant and bar segment of the Norwegian hospitality industry during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. A new theoretical framework will be presented based on the findings of our 

analysis and research. 

 

9.1 The Explanatory Power of Existing Theory  
The qualitative analysis of the data obtained through this study revealed that there are several ways 

in which our findings might be explained by the constructs in our theoretical framework. Firstly, 

existing literature emphasizes experimentation as highly instrumental for the successful discovery 

and implementation of new business models in rapidly changing environments (Chesbrough, 2010; 

Sosna et al., 2010; Teece, 2010). The findings of this paper suggest that both case companies 

leveraged experimentation when innovating their business models in an effort to mitigate the 

negative financial consequences of the pandemic. Experimenting with new business models and 

utilizing the feedback from the consumers and market for refinement and iteration for future trials 

helped both case companies adapt to the environmental changes and identify performance 

enhancing opportunities (Sosna et al., 2010).  
Furthermore, previous research states that the experimentation process is often initiated as 

a reaction to difficulties (Sosna et al., 2010). In their survey, Virke (2020) found that 19,7% of the 

companies who expected a decrease in revenue reported that they had made changes to their 

business models to mitigate the implications of the pandemic, compared to only 2,1% among the 

companies who expected growth. Moreover, Sosna et al. (2010) argue that a severe crisis might 

even be necessary to challenge the logics and status quo of the original business model design. Our 

findings suggest that both case companies initiated their experimentation processes as a response 

to the detrimental effects of the restrictions, and that the pandemic indeed represented a strong 

impetus for their business model innovation efforts. As such, this supports previous literature on the 

matter. Moreover, in periods where the original business model becomes obsolete, it is argued that 

experimentation becomes particularly important (Chesbrough, 2010). Our observations illustrate that 

both case companies mainly experimented with the new business model when the initial one was 

made obsolete. In the periods where some of the restrictions were lifted and the profitability of the 
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original business model started increasing, the experimentation efforts diminished or were put on 

hold. This shows that the experimentation processes took place in an on-again-off-again manner, 

where more time was devoted to the experiments when the original business model was non-

operative.  
Our findings also illustrate that, in both case companies, the effective response came as a 

result of a radical experiment. Incremental experimentation did not prove sufficient in isolation, but 

rather seemed to enhance the offering when performed subsequent to a radical experiment. This 

supports the findings of Levinthal (1997), who discovered that closely related organizational forms 

are likely to be identified, but prove less effective for tightly coupled organizations in response to 

shifts in the external environment. Not all radical experiments provided effective responses, 

however. Lava Oslo launched the second version of the food kit concept through a radical 

experiment which changed both the value proposition and the customer segment elements of the 

previous business model. This radical experiment did not provide an effective response as per our 

definition, as the food kit did not yet become profitable. Profitability was not achieved until the second 

radical experiment was launched in the third trial, which suggests that internal factors within the two 

forms of experimentation may influence their response effectiveness. Contrary to the prior 

experiment, the second radical experiment led to changes to almost all the elements in the previous 

business model. As such, the scope of the business model innovation efforts in the second 

experiment was broader (Foss & Saebi, 2016). In line with those of Levinthal (1997), our findings 

show that the radical experiments which were far removed from the initial business models provided 

effective responses to the changing environment. This might be due to the fact that a business model 

which is only incrementally different from the initial one might be partially disabled for the same 

reasons that the original business model is not currently operational. 
While certain streams of literature are adequate to explain the ways in which the companies 

leveraged experimentation, there were also elements that emerged from our findings which the 

theoretical framework did not account for. Our findings suggest that the experimentation process 

can take place in a much shorter timeframe than existing literature proposes. In their case study, 

Sosna et al. (2010) documented the development of a new business model through a process of 

exploration and exploitation, where the exploration phase lasted five years. As previously stated, our 

findings indicate that both case companies went through the exploration phase at a much shorter 

time than Sosna et al. (2010) proposed. In fact, Bargruppen progressed through the exploration 

phase over the span of a year, while Lava Oslo moved from the exploration phase to the exploitation 

phase in a matter of months. There might be several explanations for this. Firstly, the case company 

in the Sosna et al. (2010) study had an ongoing business which was bringing in revenues throughout 

its experimentation process. They argue that the existence of this business allowed the company to 
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absorb the financial costs of experimenting with the new business model configuration over the long 

term. As Bargruppen and Lava Oslo’s initial business models were periodically obsolete and non-

profitable, spending extensive amounts of financial resources on experimenting with new 

configurations was not a luxury they could afford. Second, with the initial business model being 

unavailable to a large degree during the pandemic, immense pressure was put on the case 

companies to rapidly come up with new business model configurations which could improve their 

performance. As such, our findings illustrate that the financial circumstances resulting from the 

obsolescence of the initial business model created pressing time constraints which likely sped up 

the case companies’ experimentation processes.  
Furthermore, our findings suggest that past knowledge, organizational capabilities and 

leadership also had important implications for the duration of the experimentation process. While the 

first trial-and-error processes for Bargruppen took place long before the pandemic, these early 

projects provided important lessons for the development of the cocktail kit during the pandemic. The 

learnings obtained from these projects proved helpful in understanding some of the issues that would 

need to be solved in order to create and launch such a solution. However, our findings also suggest 

that existing capabilities and leadership had hindered the launch of bottled cocktail mixes in the past. 

Chesbrough (2010) found that managers’ resistance to newly proposed business models is a typical 

barrier to business model innovation in incumbent firms. As such, while knowledge from previous 

learnings facilitated the experimentation process, it was simultaneously slowed down by the lack of 

adequate organizational capabilities and management resistance. Lava Oslo, on the other hand, 

had no prior learnings with regards to the food kit as the idea emerged during the pandemic. 

Nevertheless, as the entire management team consists of professional chefs, they were able to 

leverage existing knowledge and capabilities and quickly come to an agreement regarding the 

development of the food kit. Thus, as opposed to Bargruppen, Lava Oslo was able to launch their 

product quickly after the idea emerged, and our findings suggest that existing capabilities were 

critical for this rapid launch. This is in line with Foss and Saebi’s (2016) second stream of literature 

in which capabilities, leadership and learning mechanisms are considered important aspects of 

successful business model innovation. As this research was delimited to the learning mechanisms 

of an organization by investigating the use of experimentation in organizational change processes, 

the leadership and organizational capabilities needed to support the business model changes were 

considered to be outside the scope of our paper. However, our findings evidently support the existing 

theory regarding their importance as both case companies’ development and implementation of the 

new business models depended on existing competencies and knowledge.  
Our analysis further indicates that the concepts of radical and incremental experimentation 

are notably more fluid than initially proposed by our conceptual framework and existing theory on 
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the matter. Both case companies engaged in a combination of incremental and radical 

experimentation, not just one or the other. Andries et al. (2013) explain that companies can change 

their business models through either altering one single business model component at a time or 

several simultaneously, and do not investigate how companies can adopt a combination of the two 

approaches. Yet, our findings suggest that Bargruppen utilized a radical-followed-by-incremental 

approach, while Lava Oslo adopted an incremental-followed-by-radical approach. Levinthal (1997) 

highlights that a relationship exists between the two forms of organizational change, in which 

successful radical changes may in turn provide renewed opportunities for local adaptation. This is 

supported by the findings in Bargruppen’s case. Existing literature does not discuss whether 

incremental changes can provide opportunities for radical experiments, however, which was the 

case for Lava Oslo.  
In addition to being radical, another similar attribute of the experiments which provided the 

effective responses was that both case companies leveraged external capabilities in these 

experiments. When prior knowledge and organizational capabilities were not adequate, our findings 

suggest that external capabilities played a vital part in both Bargruppen and Lava Oslo’s business 

model innovation processes. In the case of Bargruppen, external sources of knowledge from their 

network of chefs and brewers were leveraged to ensure the safety and quality of the cocktail kit 

product. Their webshop was also designed by a person outside of the organization. Fjeldsgaard 

Rasmussen (2021) emphasizes that Bargruppen might have been able to figure these things out 

themselves over time, but our findings indicate that the pressing time constraints from the negative 

financial impacts presented by the pandemic forced them to search outside the organization and rely 

on external knowledge in their experimentation process to a large extent. For Lava Oslo, external 

knowledge and capabilities were not utilized in the development of the food kit itself, but rather in the 

improvement of the associated logistics and delivery processes through the AMOI partnership. Our 

findings indicate that, even though Lava Oslo were able to rely on existing capabilities throughout 

their experimentation process to a large extent, delivery and logistics were areas outside of Lava 

Oslo’s expertise. As such, external capabilities were utilized to overcome this obstacle. This radical 

experiment resulted in an effective response as per our definition. In fact, radical experiments only 

provided an effective response when external capabilities were applied. This suggests that the use 

of external knowledge was an important factor in providing effective responses to the challenges of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. To the best of our knowledge, the utilization of external capabilities has 

not been heavily emphasized in previous literature on experimentation. As such, our research offers 

valuable insights on the matter, especially under today’s conditions of financial strain and pressing 

time constraints. 
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9.2 Developing a New Theoretical Framework  
To analyze the findings of this research and answer our research questions, we relied on a 

combination of theoretical concepts from the business model innovation and organizational learning 

theories. Sosna et al.’s (2010) framework on how experimentation processes unfold in incumbent 

firms when experiencing changes to their external environment has been an overarching concept 

throughout this paper. Furthermore, in line with Andries et al.’s (2013) adoption of Levinthal’s (1997) 

conceptualization of organizational level change, experimentation was viewed as a twofold concept, 

where an experiment would either be identified as incremental or radical, depending on the number 

of business model elements from Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) that were altered simultaneously 

when launching the experiment. Lastly, the effectiveness of the responses provided by the different 

forms were measured in terms of the immediate positive economic effect they had on the company. 
 Our findings confirmed several of the theories included in our theoretical framework. Firstly, 

in line with Sosna et al. (2010), the findings of this research show that experimentation is indeed 

essential when faced with rapidly changing environments. Second, through radical experiments far 

removed from the original business model construct (Levinthal, 1997), both case companies were 

able to provide effective responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. Our research also emphasizes the 

findings of previous literature through showcasing that the experimentation process was ignited by 

the crisis itself as a reaction to its difficulties (Sosna et al., 2010). Lastly, our research supports the 

findings of Chesbrough (2010), as we discovered that experimentation mainly took place in periods 

when the case companies’ original business models were made obsolete. 
Furthermore, several theoretical constructs outside of our theoretical framework were found 

to be elemental in explaining the experimentation phenomenon. We discovered that experimentation 

can take place in a much shorter time frame than previously proposed by Sosna et al. (2010), where 

the pressing time constraints and financial limitations resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic were 

found to speed up the experimentation process. Moreover, our research also shows that the 

concepts of radical and incremental experimentation are far more fluid than literature proposes, and 

that the experimentation process is not a matter of using just one or the other as argued by Andries 

et al. (2013). In line with Foss and Saebi (2016), we found that prior learning, capabilities and 

leadership were crucial parts of the experimentation process. While these factors could speed up 

the experimentation process, the lack of adequate capabilities and management resistance could 

also impede its velocity. Lastly, to the best of our knowledge, the use of external capabilities has not 

previously been emphasized in experimentation theory. This research shows that the use of external 

capabilities played an important role in providing effective responses to the challenges of the COVID-

19 pandemic, particularly due to the financial strain and pressing time constraints presented by the 
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outbreak. Our findings show that external capabilities were typically employed when the 

organizational capabilities did not suffice. 
Due to the theoretical development of this study, we propose an adapted framework (Figure 

3) that incorporates the findings of this paper. 
 
Figure 3: Adapted Framework 

 
The adapted framework illustrates experimentation as a trial-and-error change process, where 

radical or incremental forms of experimentation, or a combination of the two, can be utilized in an 

effort to develop new business model configurations. Based on learnings generated in this trial-and-

error process, the configurations can be iterated and further radical and/or incremental changes to 

the business model can be implemented until a viable business model is found. Furthermore, the 
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framework also illustrates how prior learning and external capabilities can help speed up the 

experimentation process. 

 
9.3 Implications for Practice  
In addition to the theoretical contribution of this research, there are four main practical implications 

to be drawn from our study. The following recommendations emphasize the benefits of leveraging 

experimentation and how it can be done when innovating the business model and developing 

effective responses to a crisis:  
 

1. Our findings suggest that experimentation can be useful when innovating a business model 

in response to a crisis, and particularly so in the identification of viable configurations when 

it is unclear what business model might work. While trial-and-error learning might be more 

important in certain stages of the experimentation process, depending on the level of existing 

knowledge, both our case studies illustrate the importance of experimentation in developing 

viable business model configurations.  

2. When faced with changes in the external environment that periodically make a firm’s 

business model obsolete, our findings suggest that it proves beneficial to expand the solution 

space and search for alternative solutions outside a business’ traditional domain. However, 

solutions that are far removed from a firm’s regular operations might require radical changes 

to be made to their current business model. Our findings suggest that firms’ capability of 

making radical changes to their business model in a hasty manner is highly dependent on 

prior learning and thereby existing knowledge. 

3. Furthermore, our findings show that the experiments which provide effective responses to 

the pandemic incorporate external capabilities. In situations when existing knowledge does 

not suffice, our findings highlight the importance of external sources of knowledge for rapid 

learning. As such, it is suggested that firms can leverage external knowledge to speed up 

their experimentation process when faced with pressing time constraints. 

4. Lastly, our findings suggest that the notion of radical versus incremental experimentation is 

a more fluid concept than conceptualized in the extant literature. As such, regardless of 

whether a business launches new initiatives through incremental or radical experimentation 

efforts, renewed opportunities for further adjustments exist. What this means for practice is 

that whether a new solution is incrementally or radically different from existing practices at 

launch, additional changes can be made to further enhance the offering and increase 

profitability.  
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While the limited generalizability of our findings have been previously discussed, we hope that the 

findings of this study can prove helpful to managers of businesses who are either currently suffering 

the immense effects of the COVID-19 crisis or who encounter similar challenges in the future. Yet, 

the practical implications of this research are mainly applicable for managers of Norwegian 

hospitality firms within the restaurant and bar segment who are looking to innovate their business 

model in response to the ongoing pandemic/a crisis/major changes in their external environments. 
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10.0 Conclusion  
This empirical study was motivated by the major impact COVID-19 has had on the Norwegian 

hospitality industry, specifically the restaurant and bar segment. The ongoing pandemic presented 

an entirely new reality for businesses within this segment, both in terms of supply and demand, and 

created an immediate need for organizational response. Existing business model innovation 

literature highlights experimentation as a central concept in times when the current business model 

has become obsolete and it is not clear what business model will work (Chesbrough, 2010). Yet, the 

current understanding of business model innovation in incumbent firms is mainly anchored in the 

realm of a firm’s competitive environment and the entry of new and disruptive actors in the market 

(Johnson et al., 2008; Markides, 2006; Zott & Amit, 2015). When observing how companies adapted 

to the 'new normal' and developed new business models in response to the COVID-19 crisis, 

however, we wanted to investigate the approaches leveraged in the organizational renewal process. 

Therefore, this research aimed to shed light on the understudied intersection of how incumbent firms 

innovate their business model in response to environmental antecedents and the extent to which 

experimentation has been part of this organizational change process. As the literature generally 

distinguishes between radical and incremental forms of experimentation, we also wanted to 

investigate the relevance of these forms of experimentation in a time of crisis and the degree to 

which they provided effective organizational responses. As such, the purpose of this thesis was to 

address the following questions:  
 
How have Norwegian hospitality firms within the restaurant and bar segment used experimentation 

when innovating their business model and developing effective responses during the COVID-19 

crisis? A case study of Bargruppen and Lava Oslo. 
  

A. To what extent and in what ways have Bargruppen and Lava Oslo engaged in 

experimentation when innovating their business models in response to the COVID-19 crisis?  
B. Were incremental or radical forms of experimentation used in these efforts? 
C. To what degree have these forms of experimentation provided effective responses to the 

challenges of the COVID-19 crisis? 
 

Based on the existing research gap, we developed a conceptual framework (Figure 2) on which to 

build our study. In line with our three sub-questions, the main components of our framework included 

experimentation, forms of experimentation and response effectiveness. The conceptual framework 

was based on the premise that experimentation, when leveraged, would occur in iterative trial-and-
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error processes as part of the development of novel business model configurations. Furthermore, 

our conceptual framework was grounded in the idea that these novel configurations could be 

developed through either minor or more extensive changes to the companies’ business models. By 

relying on Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas, we aimed to capture the scope 

of the business model innovation efforts (Foss & Saebi, 2016) conducted by the chosen case 

companies. In addition to building on the existing literature, our study aimed to expand the existing 

knowledge of incremental versus radical forms of experimentation by investigating the degree to 

which they provided effective responses in the business model innovation context. Through a 

multiple case study research, we investigated the behavior of Bargruppen and Lava Oslo in relation 

to these predetermined theoretical constructs.  
Our empirical data suggested that experimentation was leveraged to a great extent when the 

chosen case companies innovated their business model during the pandemic, i.e. within the defined 

period of March, 2020, and March, 2021. Although we mainly sought to address business model 

configurations that were novel to the firm in this study, our findings suggest that experimentation was 

not leveraged by the two case companies when solutions were easily imitable (Kim & Min, 2015). 

As such, an experimental process was only necessary when the firms were innovating through 

original sources. While leveraged in different stages of the innovation process and in line with 

governmental restrictions, experimentation generally proved important to the case companies when 

moving into unfamiliar domains and testing the viability of different business model configurations. 

Furthermore, our qualitative analysis showed that the two case companies took an opposite 

approach to experimentation during COVID-19. Bargruppen launched the cocktail kit initiative as a 

radical experiment and made incremental improvements to the offering post-launch, whereas Lava 

Oslo adopted an incremental-followed-by-radical approach with their food kit initiative. However, in 

both cases, radical experimentation provided an effective response to the challenges of the COVID-

19 crisis. As such, our analysis suggested that radical experimentation provided effective responses 

to a high degree, while incremental experimentation provided less effective responses in isolation 

and were rather deemed beneficial to the enhancement of radical experimentation efforts.  
Through the course of this study, several theoretical developments unraveled as a result of 

our qualitative data analysis. While both Bargruppen and Lava Oslo managed to successfully expand 

their solution space during the pandemic through a process of experimentation, our findings 

suggested that prior knowledge and organizational capabilities were important facilitators for the 

process. In instances where the existing knowledge was not sufficient, external sources of 

knowledge became vital for progress and in providing effective responses. Furthermore, our analysis 

revealed that incremental and radical forms of experimentation are, in fact, more fluid concepts than 

initially proposed by our theoretical framework. Regardless of whether the case companies launched 
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their initiatives through incremental or radical efforts, both forms provided renewed opportunities for 

further changes. As the purpose of this study has been to inform the existing theory on business 

model experimentation by investigating its relevance in the COVID-19 context, a revised framework 

(Figure 3) was constructed based on the empirical perspectives that were obtained in this study in 

order to account for the theoretical contributions of our research.  
In conclusion, this research has highlighted the importance of experimentation when 

innovating the business model and in developing effective responses to the challenges of the 

COVID-19 crisis. Despite the challenges it has presented to the global economy, we hope that our 

thesis has illustrated how a crisis can present opportunities for businesses that have been able to 

rapidly adapt their business model to the new reality. It is difficult to tell what the future will bring, 

and whether the demand for the cocktail kit and the food kit will remain when society starts returning 

to normal. What is evident, however, is that innovating their initial business models through 

leveraging experimentation helped both Lava Oslo and Bargruppen develop solutions which eased 

the navigation in a turbulent and constantly changing business environment.  

 

10.1 Limitations and Future Research  
As we followed a deductive approach in which the research was based on predetermined theoretical 

constructs, a general limitation of this study is that it lacks the theoretical justification to support some 

of the observations that were obtained through our qualitative analysis. That is, our data was 

collected and analyzed based on the theories provided in 3.0 Theoretical Framework and therefore 

excluded nuances that could have contributed to a more extensive analysis of our empirical data 

and discussion of their implications for theory.  
 In chapter 8.0 Analysis and 9.0 Discussion, the importance of organizational capabilities and 

external sources of knowledge were highlighted in the case of Bargruppen and Lava Oslo when 

innovating their business model through a process of experimentation. While these aspects were 

considered important for the organizational change process, this research fails to elaborate on the 

rationale behind their importance. Future studies are therefore encouraged to investigate the notion 

of business model experimentation during COVID-19 from a resource based view (e.g. Barney, 

1991) where the importance of prior knowledge and organizational capabilities are further elaborated 

on. Scholars are also encouraged to address the matter through the lens of network theory (e.g. 

Stuart & Sorenson, 2003) to further inform how and why firms might leverage competencies residing 

outside the boundaries of the firm when innovating their business model through a process of 

experimentation. Accounting for several perspectives would have increased the theoretical validity 
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(Johnson & Christensen, 2004) of our paper and allowed us to further elaborate on the various 

findings that were obtained in this study.  
 Furthermore, our discussion on the response effectiveness of radical forms of 

experimentation revealed that, in the case of Lava Oslo, one of their radical experiments proved less 

effective than the other. This suggests that the response effectiveness of each form of 

experimentation might also depend on the individual components of the business model that are 

changed and/or the combination of components that are changed simultaneously. This thesis has 

relied on Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas and has thereby not taken the 

interrelatedness of the business model components into account. As such, it may not sufficiently 

explain why the second radical experiment proved more effective than the first in the case of Lava 

Oslo. We therefore recommend further research to be conducted on the internal dynamics of a 

business model.  
 In relation to the response effectiveness, it should be noted that a thorough financial analysis 

would have allowed for a more accurate measurement of the immediate positive economic effects 

of implementing the different initiatives. While such numbers were not made available in this 

research, we encourage scholars to perform a quantitative study on the financial implications of 

innovating the business model in response to the COVID-19 crisis to gain a better understanding of 

its implications for organizational performance.  
 Limitations regarding the generalizability of our findings should also be noted. As the 

magnitude of the COVID-19 crisis has varied based on country and region, the governmental 

restrictions are also likely to have affected hospitality firms in other markets to a different extent. This 

might affect firms' willingness to innovate, as well as the ease of which new organizational forms 

may be identified. We therefore encourage future research to empirically test the validity of our 

findings in other countries and regions, as well as other sectors which have been negatively affected 

by the COVID-19 crisis. Additionally, the scope of this research was delimited to the restaurant and 

bar segment. We encourage further research to be conducted on the overnight accommodation 

segment in order to gain a more holistic view on the hospitality industry.  
 As the outcome of the COVID-19 pandemic is uncertain at the time of writing, this study has 

aimed to provide a theoretical foundation upon which further research may be provided once more 

accurate prognoses of its long-term effects can be obtained. Due to the fact that we are investigating 

an ongoing phenomenon of which little knowledge exists, this research has been limited to more 

descriptive analyses. We therefore hope that this study has inspired further research on the 

underlying mechanisms of firm behavior during the COVID-19 crisis.  
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