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This paper aims to conceptually develop a business model typology in tourism. It focuses on
digitalization and destination location as important contextual factors when developing the
typology. The paper builds on prior research on business models and tourism research by adopting
configuration theory to create a typology of business models in tourism businesses. Four business
model archetypes are identified: (1) bricks and mortar business models, (2) digitalized destinations,
(3) create-a-destination, and (4) intermediary business models. The typology contributes to the
literature by identifying different types of business models in the tourism sector. The typology also
helps to ground the business model concept theoretically, something that has been considered as

missing in previous business model research.

1. Introduction

Technological development within tourism has enabled
a change in consumer behavior, led to the emergence of
new actors entering the sector along with widespread
digitalization (Boksberger & Laesser, 2009; Laesser et al.,
2009; Koukopoulos & Styliaras, 2013; Kubiak, 2014;
Wernz et al., 2014). This, in turn, has resulted in new
ways of designing businesses (Burger & Fuchs, 2005;
d’Angella et al., 2010; Zach & Racherla, 2011; Zach, 2012;
Krizaj et al., 2014). Beritelli and Schegg (2016), for
instance, describe online booking systems, Yu (2016)
points at e-tourism, Scheepens et al. (2016) refer to
sustainability initiatives, and De Carlos et al. (2016)
indicate how online booking systems introduce new
actors in the tourism sector, as do Kathan et al. (2016),
and Forgacs and Dimanche (2016) in relation to
platform-based businesses. These new business designs
reflect some ongoing changes to business models in the
sector (Osterwalder et al., 2005; Zott et al., 2011) and
suggest the possibility of structuring different ways to
operate within tourism. A business model can be defined
as a system of interdependent activities of a firm, its
business partners, and the mechanisms that link these
activities (Zott & Amit, 2010). In short, it is the way a firm
operates its business.
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The increased variety of business model designs in the
tourism sector (Martins et al., 2015) draws attention to
how various business models may fit in different
situations and for different purposes (Zott & Amit, 2013).
Through configuration theory, it is possible to
conceptually identify archetypes, or in other words, well-
performing business model configurations. The purpose
of this paper is to conceptually develop a business model
typology in the tourism sector. The theoretical basis for
deriving a typology of business models (Baden-Fuller &
Morgan, 2010) draws on a configuration approach,
which takes into account contingency factors of
digitalization as well as company location. In tourism
research, the location of a firm is a central theme that
focuses on topics such as accessibility and attractiveness
of destinations (Henderson, 2006). The location as an
external factor is thereby stressed more extensively for
business models in tourism than in many other sectors.
Digitalization has been shown to change the way
tourism operates, including intermediation and peer-to-
peer (P2P) sharing. Gardiner and Scott (2018), for
instance, discuss how digital innovation in tourism has
changed the ways companies conduct their business.
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The paper contributes to previous research in multiple
ways. While several scholars have discussed the
emergence of new business models in the tourism
sector, the discussions remain quite fragmented, and
no attempts have been made to structurally present
these, nor to describe them in terms of individual
configurations, and how the parts of the configurations
fit (or align) together. From a theoretical point of view,
the suggested typology provides an important and
contemporary overview of business models in the
sector, something which is important given the sector's
ongoing development (Brannon & Wiklund, 2014). The
tourism sector is expanding based on the increased
wealth and travel of individuals making it an important
sector to study. Digitalization opens the way for a
contemporary understanding of the sector.

The use of configuration theory to derive the typology
offers a way to conceptualize business models, as well
as helping to enable the theoretical grounding of
business models in general (Chesbrough & Schwartz,
2007; Johnson et al., 2008; Demil & Lecocq, 2010;
McGrath, 2010; Teece, 2010; George & Bock, 2011; Foss
& Saebi, 2017). From a practical point of view, the
typology helps to guide actors that are either in or
entering the sector to design business models that fit
their purposes depending on the company’s
technology level and location. Most previous studies
on business models concern high-technology
companies and collaborations among relevant
stakeholders. The focus on tourism offers an
opportunity to expand the empirical base for business
model studies.

The next section introduces business models and the
configuration approach, followed by a section that
briefly discusses how digitalization and a company’s
location have an impact on its business model.
Thereafter, various settings are discussed based on
digitalization and location, along with the business
models most likely to best fit each setting. The paper’s
theoretical contribution, managerial implications, and
further research agenda are discussed in the
concluding section.

2.Theoretical Background: Business models,
configuration theory, and tourism

2.1 Business models

A business model refers to how a firm operates its
business and is a central instrument for tourism
companies. Research in the business model area is
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extensive, capturing both strategic and entrepreneurial
discussions of business models (Zott & Amit, 2013;
Mangematin & Baden-Fuller, 2015; Martins et al., 2015;
Taran et al., 2016; Molina-Castillo et al. 2019). There are
numerous ways of conceptualizing business model
components. Teece (2010), for instance, refers to
business models by focusing on how companies deliver
value to customers, attract customers to pay for the
value, and obtain profits from the value deliveries.
Magretta (2002) similarly describes business models as
dealing with customers, value creation, and delivery,
while also including the economic logic of the company.
While both Teece’s (2010) and Magretta’s (2002)
descriptions may appear as one-sided business models
that focus only on customer offerings, they also include
how a company organizes its business to achieve those
value offerings.

Osterwalder et al. (2005) explicitly refer to resource
provisions, in addition to value created and offered to
customers, thus emphasizing a holistic view of how
business is operated (Bolton & Hannon, 2016). Zott and
Amit (2010), in a similar holistic way, describe activities
in terms of their content, structure, and governance,
including both the provision and offering of a company
and its Dbusiness partners. An often-denoted
characteristic of business models is how they extend
across company boundaries, as well as incorporating
parties from various industries (Schweizer, 2005; Zott &
Amit, 2013). Chesbrough (2007), for instance, introduced
the concept of open business models that focus on how
multiple parties are involved in the value creation
process.

This paper describes the components of a business
model as activities that center around the focal company
(Zott & Amit, 2013; Heilbron & Casadesus-Masanell,
2015; Martins et al., 2015), including the activities of
business partners, customers, and vendors (Zott & Amit,
2010). The paper follows Zott and Amit’s (2010)
conceptualization of business models as activity
systems, where content refers to what activities are
selected and performed in the business model, structure
describes how those activities are linked, and governance
depicts who performs the different activities.

2.2 Configuration theory

The notion of a business model as an activity system
(Zott & Amit, 2010) emphasizes that distinct activities in
a business model are often interconnected with other
activities, as well as the significance of alighment among
the activities (Siggelkow, 2002). The fundamental
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reasoning is that there is no generic, single best way of
organizing or executing business activities. Instead,
firms can reach high performance when activities
make a good fit with each other, and also fit with the
specific business context. This is when an alignment
between factors such as strategy and structure,
together with different contextual factors such as
technology or environment is achieved (Drazin & Van
de Ven, 1985).

Three different types of fit have been described in
previous research (Drazin & Van de Ven, 1985;
Venkatraman, 1989). One type indicates how business
model activities fit with strategy (Porter, 1996) by
ensuring how the consistency between activities and
strategy leads to competitive advantage (Spieth et al.,
2016). A second type of fit refers to a business model
dyad, when two different activities mutually reinforce
one another (Milgrom & Roberts, 1995). And, a third
type of fit includes the business model architecture,
which goes beyond bivariate investigations to take a
configurational approach to optimizing the entire set
of activities (Morris et al., 2005). The third is the type of
fit that is adopted in this paper, which thereby includes
contextual items as contingency factors. This type fits
well with the holistic view of business models as it can
elaborate on the many different factors that contribute
to the overarching approach of a company’s
operations.

Our research focusing on configurations is not
intended to be exhaustive, but rather to show
important relationships, while we acknowledge that
there are always many viable configurations which
cannot be accounted for. By identifying some typical
configurations, however, it is possible to go beyond the
“one-variable-at-a-time” approach (Miller, 1996). This
way the variables become meaningful as a collective
rather than individually (Dess et al., 1993). Two related
terms to configuration research, which also go beyond
it, are typologies and taxonomies (Short et al., 2008).
The difference between typologies and taxonomies is
that typologies are based on theoretical types and are
conceptually determined by the researcher, while
taxonomies are classes (or kinds) that are found
empirically and developed bottom-up (Baden-Fuller &
Morgan, 2010). The configurational approach would
rather target the former, while variables selected for
developed theoretical types are empirically grounded
based on their relevance.
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2.3 Business models and configuration theory
Configuration theory scholars have investigated
companies by differentiating between many factors such
as strategies, structures, processes, and decision-making
styles (Burns & Stalker 1961; Mintzberg, 1973; Miles &
Snow, 1978). A company’s business model can be argued
to reflect its strategy ( Shafer et al., 2005; Casadesus-
Masanell & Ricart, 2010), and include its structure (Amit
& Zott, 2001). Several scholars have also implied the
relevance of an activity or process perspective in
studying business models (Morris et al., 2005; Johnson et
al., 2008; Zott & Amit, 2010). In addition, business
models highlight a holistic and system-level approach in
clarifying how companies operate their businesses (Zott
et al., 2011). With a similar approach, configuration
theory helps in explaining on a holistic system level how
theoretical attributes fit with each other to achieve
synergies (Miller, 1996). Configuration theory and
business models hence consider similar factors and can
therefore be argued to be a good match in terms of their
theoretical constructs. This paper’s conceptualization of
business models as activity systems thus allows the
adoption of content, structure and governance (Zott &
Amit, 2010) as the three theoretical attributes at the core
of the configurations.

Research on business models has highlighted the need
to take contingency factors into account (Saebi & Foss,
2015; Pang et al., 2019), which is a fundamental part of
configuration theory (Venkatraman, 1989). Although
many different factors could be considered, this paper
focuses on digitalization and company location as
factors that will be discussed in more detail below.

2.3.1 Digitalization

Technology has been highlighted as a critical factor for
business models (Pateli & Giaglis, 2005), and also for
tourism (Stamboulis & Skayannis, 2003; Pantano &
Corvello, 2014). It has been considered an important
contingency factor in management studies for decades
(Woodward, 1965). Technology explains how
digitalization has introduced recent changes in various
sectors, including tourism (Boksberger & Laesser, 2009;
Laesser et al., 2009; Neuhofer et al., 2012; Koukopoulos &
Styliaras, 2013; Kubiak, 2014; Wernz et al., 2014). This
explanation can entail technology in the form of a
product, product offering, or production development
(George & Bock, 2011). Digitalization (Hull et al. 2007;
Hair et al., 2012; Henfridsson et al., 2014; Tan & Morales-
Arroyo, 2014), denotes the application of computer-
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based technology. In this paper, we focus on how
digital solutions either replace current ways of
operating businesses, or create a basis for new
businesses. This in turn stresses the context of use
rather than the technology as such, as recently seen in
the sharing economy, for instance (Belk, 2014).

Digital solutions may support regular businesses,
enable seamless intermediaries between present
companies, or create entirely new businesses (Hull et
al. 2007; Hair et al., 2012; Guthrie, 2014; Sussan & Acs
2017). Dy et al. (2017) point at how digital solutions
lower entry barriers to markets, create ‘invisible’ online
markers, or serve to “disembody” the business by
taking it online. Digitalization has traditionally affected
marketing and sales (e-commerce, Guthrie, 2014; Hair
et al., 2012), yet more recently has expanded to include
organizing exchanges around platforms, which links
increasingly more parties together and hence affects
companies’ abilities to develop and operate multi-
party business models (Schweizer, 2005; Chesbrough,
2007; Zott & Amit, 2013).

In tourism, the advancement of tourists using mobile
phones has led to big changes in how tourists behave
(Neuhofer et al., 2012), transitioning from “sit and
search” to “roam and receive” (Pihlstrém, 2008).
Digitalization has provided consumers with sources of
information, user-generated content, and various
forms of platforms for interaction (Neuhofer et al.,
2012). The online booking systems, e-tourism, and
platform-based businesses as referenced by Beritelli
and Schegg (2016), Forgacs and Dimanche (2016),
Kathan et al. (2016), and Yu (2016), all depart from
digitalization in the sector.

2.3.2 Destination location

For tourism businesses, it has traditionally been
important to be positioned close to tourism
destinations to be able to interact with customers,
while offering products and services for tourists. Brush
et al. (2008) use the location of businesses as a factor in
their configuration framework, and highlight that
location choice is of importance in terms of access to
the firm and availability of specific physical,
infrastructural, and human resources. As well,
efficiency and aesthetic factors such as accessibility
(Prideaux, 2000) and attractiveness (Henderson, 2006)
have been pointed to as important in tourism research.
Nicolau and M4és (2006) highlight the importance of
distance when tourists select a destination. This
includes physical distance from home destination and
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how infrastructure makes the destination accessible by,
for example, roads and airports (Prideaux 2000; Riera
2000). This again means that rather than placing itself
close to the tourist’s residence, it is important to offer
accessible experiences. This gives location a specific
meaning for tourism, where tourism firms should place
themselves close to accessible and attractive
destinations.

If a location is suitable in terms of distance and
accessibility for tourism, it can of course still be an
unattractive destination for tourists. An attractive
destination means that the place itself creates the reason
for tourists to travel there (Kim & Perdue, 2011). The
availability of food and restaurant businesses, retail
stores, golf courses, and cultural sites are some of the
factors that make destinations attractive for tourists
(Formica & Uysal, 2006). Nonetheless, recent trends in
tourism point at how previously unattractive
destinations have tended to become attractive based on
unique services and experiences offered, that is, the
location’s market value proposition and business model.

For example, amusement parks can turn a previously
unattractive destination into an attractive one. Also,
some hotels offer an experience that makes the hotel
itself a destination, while e-tourism tends to blur any
link between suitability and attractiveness as the tourist
no longer travels to the destinations, but experiences
them from home (Yu, 2016). Both options mean that
digitalization has had an impact on the tourism location.
Furthermore, digitalization in the tourism industry may
mean that tourist firms will operate from “somewhere
else” than the destination itself, as is the case with
various intermediary tourism services. Likewise, with
sharing economy platforms, for instance, as denoted in
the business model typology developed in this paper.

3. Research Design

To conceptually develop a business model typology in
tourism, this paper departs from a “chronological”
development that starts in terms of business models that
have existed for a long time, then moves on to more
recent developments of business models in the sector.
The focus of this research is on the activities pursued by
tourism sector actors (Zott & Amit, 2010), while also
linking these with who performs the activities in single-
party or multiple-party settings (Zott & Amit, 2013). We
thus explore the main streams of development that have
caused ongoing transformation of the sector, in
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particular, digitalization, new patterns of tourism, and
the introduction of new players in the sector. We
describe four possible business model configurations
that customers are able to interact with that were
identified in this process, and exemplify them below.

The four types of business models were analyzed in an
iterative process (Bocken et al., 2014) through looking
at the content, structure, and governance activities
(Zott & Amit, 2010). This allowed us to identify distinct
differences among the four typical business models,
while permitting modifications to the initially
identified business models. In further analysis of the
business models, their fit among activities (Morris et
al., 2005) was captured through carefully studying the
synergies among activities based on practical examples
of each type of business model to conclude the four
ideal types.

4. Business Model Typologies in Tourism

By integrating the considerations of digitalization and
location, we developed a typology framework of
different context settings for business models (Figure
1). This typology serves as a starting point to
understand the fit (Miller & Friesen, 1978). Fit for this
typology is based on the fit between digitalization, the
location of the destination, and the business model.
Thus, different business models can be argued to fit
well together depending on these two different factors,
as elaborated below.

Low digital
capability

Bricks and

Tourism

destination mortar

Not a tourism
destination

"Create-a-
destination"

4.1 Bricks and mortar business model

Cell 1 is characterized by a suitable and attractive
destination, when the tourist firm only modestly relies
on digital solutions. The archetype for this setting is
therefore the traditional bricks and mortar tourism
business model, which depicts how various tourist firms
locate themselves in attractive destinations, where the
destinations themselves are the reason for tourists to
travel there. This includes, for instance, the
establishment of a hotel or restaurant in Paris or New
York, two examples of destination cities. With this
business model, it is thus key to be located close to or at
an attractive  destination, which brings the
reinforcement of having proximity to supplementary
establishments (for example, a restaurant being close to
a hotel). The business model is based on suitable and
attractive destinations (Prideaux, 2000; Henderson,
2006) and does not require digital capability.

Using Zott and Amit’s (2010) operationalization of
business models as activity systems, the content of the
main activities of this type of business model can be
seen as serving a classic tourism service (involving travel,
accommodation and/or meals) to the tourist directly.
The governance and linking of activities are all handled
by a “focal” tourist firm (a single company such as the
hotel owner or restaurant, whose focus is to manage the
tourists’ experience) and are predominantly done so
through its choice of location. Finding fit between the
activities, structures, and governance should be
reasonably unproblematic, since it all falls within the

High digital

capability

Digitalized
destinations

Intermediary

Figure 1. Tourism business models based on location and digitalization
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same focal firm (given that individual tourist firms act
quite independently of one another). Well performed,
the fit should lead to efficiencies and synergies. The
contingency factor of an attractive location will also
lead to considerable synergies of the business model as
tourists will be attracted to the location, while it would
be considerably difficult to reach fit with this type of
business model if the tourist firm were not located
close to an attractive destination.

4.2 “Create-a-destination” business model
“Create-a-destination” (lower left cell in Figure 1) is
characterized by a tourism destination, where the firm
has low to medium digital capability. The archetype for
this setting is a “create-a-destination” business model,
which denotes how tourist firms explore areas that
would not normally attract any tourists (Barreda et al.,
2016). Rather than locating to an attractive destination,
the tourist firm creates that destination and does so
geographically in an area reachable for consumers
(that is, suitable for tourism). All of this is an integrated
part of the experience and the destination would not
attract tourists unless the tourist firm had been there.

The ice hotel outside of Jukkasjarvi, Sweden, is one
example of this. The hotel is constructed totally of ice
and gets rebuilt with different designs every year.
Activities integrated with the hotel visit include hot tub
bathing and ice sculpting, for instance, along with the
hotel itself as a tourist attraction. Other examples of
experience-based business models are amusement
parks (for example, Disneyland).

The content of the main activities of this type of
business model (Zott & Amit, 2010) is the concept of an
integrated service offering that constitutes an entire
tourism experience. This refers to how hotels,
restaurants, and tourist attractions built by different
owners or business partners, co-located as a way to
create an attractive shared destination, where the
tourist consumes multiple elements as one offering.
The tourism activities are thereby expanded to include
a unique experience.

Compared to the bricks and mortar business model,
the create-a-destination model requires more activities
that are linked and structured by a focal firm, and
(possibly) coordinated with local business partners
(Chesbrough, 2007). Governance of these businesses
can vary, but the core of the service would often be
offered directly by the focal firm, while unique value
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proposition would require co-produced activities with,
for example, artists, architects, and adventure experts.
The location’s contingency factor being suitability it is
important to make it an attractive destination, as well as
having a variety of suitable complementary actors co-
locating to create attractive choices for the tourists.

4.3 Digitalized destinations business model

A digitalized destination business model (upper right
cell in Figure 1) refers to a destination where the tourism
firm has digital capability. The focus for the archetype in
this setting is a business model that relies on highly
advanced tourism experiences and includes technology
at the destination, sometimes referred to as “smart
tourism”. This contains technology advancements that
make use of such things as sensors, big data, near-real-
time real-world data, visualization, and new ways of
connectivity (Gretzel et al., 2015), including digitally-
mediated tourism experiences, which are enhanced
through context awareness and personalization (Buhalis
& Amaranggana, 2015). The archetype for this model is
not yet well established, but with the rapid digital
development of tourism destinations, its transformation
continues to be vital in the near future (Koukopoulos &
Styliaras, 2013). Better informed, connected, and
engaged tourists who can interact at the destination in
new ways will provide new and enhanced tourism
experiences.

The critical activities of this archetype (Zott & Amit,
2010) are focused on gathering data from users (big data
or data from sensors), then analyzing and presenting it
(visualization).They are also concerned with the creation
of a seamless experience for the tourist (Hull et al. 2007;
Hair et al. 2012; Guthrie 2014; Sussan & Acs 2017),
including the connection of various digital systems with
real life tourism experiences.

The structure of this type of business model requires
that all activities be highly linked among various actors
in a way that enables a seamless and user-friendly
experience. Governance in this business model is
expected to be highly distributed among different actors
that specialize in a niche technology area (for example,
collecting data through sensors may be performed by
one firm, while analyzing the data may be performed by
another firm, and how the data is used may not even be
known by those providing it). The digital capability of a
company with its combined physical and human
resources is the vital contingency factor for this type of
business model.
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4.4 Intermediary business model

The intermediary business model (lower right cell in
Figure 1) means that the company does not have to be
located where tourists travel, yet can still be involved in
tourism activities. This type of business model can be
described as a location that is not necessarily a tourism
destination itself, and where the digital capability of
the firm is high. This archetype includes P2P and
online business models. The tourism firm here
operates as an intermediary platform (Riemer et al.,
2017) between the destination and the tourist.

Tourism platforms include online booking sites, which
become more popular as tourists freely choose among
alternatives and become their own travel agencies by
directly selecting hotels, flights, and so on (de Carlos et
al, 2016), and also P2P exchanges. Examples of
booking sites include Booking.com and TripAdvisor,
which act either as intermediaries between traditional
tourist firms and tourists, or among tourists. The P2P
setting (Belk, 2014) refers to how consumers appear as
both producers and users in the business model,
enabled through platform technology (Sigala, 2017).

This type of business model has introduced entirely
new actors into tourism sectors as platform operators,
intermediaries, and  service  providers. Its
conceptualization has led established parties in the
sector to adapt these business models (Geissinger et
al., 2017). In addition to introducing new actors and
thereby affecting competition in the tourism sector,
P2P business models also modify current concepts and
configurations. The lodging provided through Airbnb
(Forgacs & Dimanche, 2016; Kathan et al., Veider 2016),
for instance, includes how the tourist may interact with
the accommodation’s owners (Richard & Cleveland,
2016; Johnson & Neuhofer, 2017; Mao & Lyu, 2017).
The typical example here is the sharing economy
platform Airbnb (Wegmann & Jiao, 2017), but this type
of business model includes many variants, such as
Vayable, a platform for personal tour guides. The main
activity of this type of business model is to link tourists
with an offer that the tourist is willing to buy.

There are several critical activities associated with this
type of business model: attracting service providers
and users to a two-sided platform, the platform’s role
as an intermediary linking providers and users
together, and providing a form a security (for example,
through holding payments and collecting reviews; Ert
et al., 2016). The structure of activities (Zott & Amit,
2010) needs to be linked with basically instant
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interaction (for example, tourists asking providers about
availability through the platform, and then making an
instant booking). The governance model is distributed
so that the focal firm - the platform - connects and
secures transactions, which enables the service
providers to freely offer their services. The contingency
factor is the digital capability of a company and the
number of service providers and tourists needed to
create an attractive and sustainable link between the
offerings and their consumers (Chesbrough, 2007).

5. Discussion

Rather than aiming for a one-fit-all business model for
tourism, the study follows a configurational approach
and the notion of “equifinality” (Fiss, 2007, 2011), which
implies that there are many different paths to the same
business goal (for example, high performance). In line
with this, the paper suggests that there are several
different tourism business models.

The configurational approach to business models
accentuates the importance of holistic context
interactions (Porter & Siggelkow, 2008). Research on
business models has been, in general, too often absent
from contextualization. This paper argues that it is not
only about matching business models with the tourism
sector, but also about taking contextual factors into
consideration. In this study, location and digitalization
are highlighted as important contextual factors in the
tourism sector for the development of business models.
The increased digitalization of businesses, including the
introduction and growth of the sector’s sharing
economy, points at the dynamics of such contextual
factors, and the need for firms to adapt to ever new
circumstances, as well as to redefine location. By
combining several factors of business model activities
with the contextual factors of location and digitalization,
knowledge about business models can be enhanced
compared to researching these factors in isolation or
describing business models generally.

The various business model archetypes indicate how
activities are performed by multiple independent (for
example, the bricks and mortar business model) or
highly integrated tourist firms (for example, the create-a-
destination business model). Digitalization is linked in
business models to the introduction of new actors,
including intermediary business models, and the
construction of destination interactions, such as smart
tourism. New actors combined with business network
integration put focus on the importance of business
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partnering and shared stewardship of resources.

In comparing intermediary business models with
create-a-destination business models, for instance, the
create-a-destination model requires coordination
among tourist firms, while in intermediary business
models, coordination is only accomplished by the
intermediary firm itself, mediated by digital solutions.
Thus, the density of interactions is more limited, while
the number of actors is higher, and trust is also given a
different meaning as it is not based on social
interactions, but rather on digitally coordinated
experiences (Mohlmann, 2015), including travel advice
and evaluations shared among peers.

Local presence and type of business vary across
different business models. Bricks-and-mortar and
create-a-destination business models need local
presence to function, while in intermediary business
models, the focal firm does not (necessarily) have to
have a local presence. A digital destination is either
based on a local destination presence, or on firms
operating remotely to the tourism destination. The
extreme here is e-tourism with “tourists” not even
visiting the tourism destination. Intermediary business
models can be seen as enablers for other businesses
that accentuates the role of intermediaries, while the
other business models provide core values for the
tourist. Therefore, it is important to note that these
different archetypes of business models may well
coexist and even mutually assist one another. The
archetypes should therefore be seen as typical, rather
than as exhaustive or non-combinable. Attractive
destinations (such as a city) can be one important
factor, but the experience of a unique hotel in an
attractive destination can add to the whole experience,
thereby becoming a hybrid configuration.

6. Conclusions

Based on a configurational approach (Meyer et al.,
1993; Miller, 1996), we created a theoretically derived
typology of tourism business models, which includes
four different archetypes. The archetypes are each
connected with different contextual settings: (1) bricks-
and-mortar business models, where single actors
perform distinct and separate activities linked to
attractive  destinations, (2) create-a-destination
business models, which include making an
unattractive destination attractive, (3) digitalized
business models, which use devices to enhance
experiences and provide e-tourism and smart tourism,
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for instance, and (4) intermediary business models that
put focus on digital solutions to connect tourists with
current and new actors and tourism destinations.

The paper highlights the impact of contextual factors, in
terms of suitable and unsuitable locations (Prideaux,
2000), as well as attractive and unattractive destination
locations (Kim & Perdue, 2011). Moreover, we
incorporated the influence of digitalization as a trend
currently disrupting tourism in the typology (Stamboulis
& Skayannis, 2003). The four business models follow -
but are also part of creating - transformational trends in
the tourism sector, which includes new parties entering
the tourism sector (for example, intermediaries and
peers), digitalization (enabler for online and P2P
operations), and new consumption patterns (focusing
both on more active tourists and how tourists arrange
their travelling more independently through sites and
apps) (Boksberger & Laesser, 2009; Laesser et al., 2009;
Koukopoulos & Styliaras, 2013; Kubiak, 2014; Wernz et
al., 2014). Importantly though, the different business
models continue to exist side-by-side, while research
increasingly has turned its focus to, for instance, sharing
economy business models as entering and transforming
the tourism sector (Gutierrez et al., 2017). Tourism
business models may well complement one another
locally or at a distance, and thereby be integrated or
create value-added interactions among parties.

6.1 Theoretical contribution

The main theoretical contribution of this paper is
identifying a typology for tourism business models.
Previous researchers have described various business
models and ways to operate businesses in the sector, as
well as marked the importance of understanding
business models in the sector (Brannon & Wiklund,
2014). We believe this paper might be the first to actually
present a typology.

The uniqueness of the tourism sector, with location as a
main business characteristic, together with its rapid
digitalization, means that this typology is sector-specific,
while also contemporary. With theoretical grounding in
a configuration approach, it takes the two factors of
location and digitalization in the tourism sector into
account, thereby deriving a new way of classifying
tourism business models. The four business models
highlighted that there is a wide diversity of tourism
firms, and the classification enables future tourism
research to be conducted in new ways. Moreover, the
paper takes a fresh approach to the theoretical
grounding of business models by basing them on a
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configurational approach. This contribution goes
beyond the tourism sector and can be used for
research on business models in other sectors or
industries, perhaps through modifying the dimension
of location to other factors central for the specific
sector or industry.

6.2 Managerial implications

For managers, location and digitalization as outlined in
Figure 1 point out how certain combinations are more
fruitful than others, and how a firm may create an
attractive location as long as it is suitable for tourism.
For a tourist firm, the business model typology hence
becomes a tool to consider alternative options, while
also considering (present and upcoming) competitors’
business models. Specific questions to address are:
How suitable and/or attractive is the destination for
tourism? What is needed to increase the attractiveness
of the destination? How can this be accomplished by
the firm and/or -collaboration partners? What
capabilities are needed to make it more attractive?
How might digital solutions affect the business model?
And what about the competition? It is also important
that business model configuration does not get “stuck
in the middle” between different archetypes (Porter,
1980), or fail to support the key activities to be
performed. This means to draw attention to the
contingency factors of attractiveness, location, and
digital capabilities as noted in relation to each business
model above.

6.3 Further research

This paper is conceptual, and therefore future
empirical studies can investigate the occurrence of
these business models in the tourism sector by
surveying the sector. Detailed empirical studies, which
investigate the forces that move business models
toward or away from fit would also enhance our
understanding of business models in the tourism
sector.

A weakness of configuration theory is its general
inability to establish temporal stability. Therefore, a
further research idea would be to investigate the
dynamics of tourism business models following from
changes in context over time, and thereby exploring
the potential need for modifications of the business
model to maintain fit (business modelling). Also,
foresight studies may be applied to capture actors in
the sector and their thoughts about the future, and
thus open interesting new paths for future research.
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