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Abstract 
 

Since the 1990s, business-IT alignment has been 
considered the appropriate organizational frame for 
business and IT strategies. Thereafter, with the rising 
importance of innovative digital technologies for 
performance and competitiveness, the concept of 
digital business strategies (DBS) emerged. The fusion 
of business and IT strategies is presumed to account 
for the inevitable transformations that digital 
technologies triggered. This paradigmatic shift poses 
new challenges to practitioners and researchers, as 
current assumptions regarding strategizing processes 
need to be questioned. This study sets out to provide a 
structured clarification of the current digital business 
strategies knowledge base. It provides a threefold 
contribution by: 1) structuring the research efforts on 
digital business strategies, 2) uncovering knowledge 
gaps and 3) developing an agenda for future research.  

 
 

1. Introduction 
 

Digital technologies increasingly determine our 
everyday life, especially the business world [12]. In 
this regard, researchers agree that IT can provide 
sustainable competitive advantages that significantly 
influence corporate success [58].  

While the importance of innovative technologies 
steadily increased, IT/IS strategies were mostly treated 
as subordinate to business strategies: Practitioners as 
well as researchers called for business-IT alignment, 
which emphasizes the business value of IT but also its 
role of supporting business strategy [11,13]. While 
78% of US CEOs are concerned about the rapid pace 
of technological change [61], 48% of CIOs still spend 
most of their time aligning IT operations with overall 
corporate objectives [32]. More recently, the concept 
of digital business strategies (DBS) came to the fore, 
postulating a merger of business and IT strategies as a 
prerequisite for driving innovations and remaining 

competitive [8,50]. This phenomenon constitutes a 
global paradigmatic shift in understanding strategic 
management in the age of digital economics [70], 
accounting for the transformation of products, services, 
processes, organizational structures as well as business 
models through innovative technologies [52,65,75]. 
Since business and IT strategies should no longer 
solely “complement” [11:300] each other, it is 
imperative to assess how the fusion of business and IT 
affects organizations and their strategizing processes. 

While literature on business-IT alignment is 
extensive and mature, the discussion on DBS is rather 
disconnected, with a lack of transparency and focus. 
The unique notion of DBS differs fundamentally from 
the traditional understanding of business and IT 
strategies or the concept of business-IT alignment, so 
that current assumptions regarding the strategizing 
process must be questioned. Although scholars 
constantly add remarkable insights to the body of 
knowledge on constituents of DBS, neither the effects 
of firm and environmental factors on DBS nor the 
relation and causal effect between the factors preceding 
and influencing the strategizing process have been 
assessed holistically.  

To fertilize future research endeavors, a 
comprehensive overview integrating prior research on 
dominant themes of DBS and their relationships is in 
demand. To reach this aim, we compiled the following 
questions to guide our research: “Which environmental 
and organizational conditions and changes influence 
the content of digital business strategies, and what are 
the associated outcomes?” and “Which issues and 
phenomena at the intersection of strategy, technology, 
and organization have to be revisited in the light of 
digital business strategies?” We assess the existing 
body of knowledge to identify gaps in the 
understanding of DBS, and propose paths for future 
research. The contribution of this study is threefold: It 
provides a s of contributions in the area of DBS, 
identifies gaps in research, and shows avenues for 
addressing these gaps by providing a research agenda. 
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The remainder of this paper is structured as 
follows: The subsequent section explains the necessary 
foundations and derives a research framework for our 
analysis. Next, the employed research method is 
described. Chapter 4 presents a synthesis of the current 
knowledge base. This is followed by the outline of 
identified research gaps and an agenda for future 
research on DBS. The conclusion provides a summary, 
including contributions and limitations.  
 
2. Background and research framework 

 
The primary goal of IT investments is traditionally 

seen as supporting organizations to achieve business 
objectives. Consequently, firms strive for consensus 
among business and IT functions [11]; an idea that is 
further established in the beginning of the 1990s 
through the concept of business-IT alignment [28]. 
Research has shown that the successful alignment of 
business and IT/IS strategy leads to better firm 
performance [11]. As a prominent example, the 
Strategic Alignment Model (SAM) by Henderson and 
Venkatraman [28] was widely recognized as the base 
for business-IT alignment research, with several 
extensions and modifications over the past two decades 
(e.g. [4,41]). However, in most of the research on 
business-IT alignment, authors emphasized the 
subordinate role of IT strategies in supporting, not 
mutually shaping, business strategy [11,13]. 

The recent trend of digitalization leads to changes 
in this understanding of IT: An increasing 
digitalization of products and services significantly 
transforms existing business models, corporate 
structures, and whole industries [8,12]. The realization 
of new opportunities is enabled, dramatically reshaping 
the whole business [22]. This development calls for the 
active transformation of processes and systems through 
redefinition of the organization’s mission, structure and 
strategy in order to stay competitive [53]. As 
technologies are integrated into business services and 
products, they exceed the usual function of 
supportively complementing the business [50,55].  

These aspects significantly influence the 
formulation of business strategies, leading to more 
recent research on the topic of digital business 
strategies [8]. DBS is a rather new concept, introduced 
by Mithas and Lucas in 2010 [50] and elaborated by 
Bharadwaj et al. three years later [8]. It represents an 
organizational strategy that is “formulated and 
executed by leveraging digital resources to create 
differential value” [8:472], triggered by the emergence 
of innovative and disruptive technologies [49]. 
Bharadwaj et al. [8] concretize the term by defining 
four themes of interest, namely scope, scale, speed, and 

source. Scope, which defines the portfolio of products 
and services, highlights that DBS not only unite 
corporate and IT/IS strategies but integrates the whole 
business ecosystem. In this sense, scale, i.e. leveraging 
network effects, becomes increasingly important due to 
the more connectivity between partners and 
competitors. Besides connectivity, digitalization also 
leads to a higher speed of business activities. Lastly, 
the sources of value creation are expanded as digital 
technologies allow for new business models, extending 
traditional chains of supply and delivery [8].  

In sum, DBS reflect a “new logic of competitive 
strategy” [75:538], where boundaries between business 
and IT strategy become blurred [57]. Dynamically 
synchronized, business and IT are mutual drivers of 
strategic change, business value and ultimately 
competitive advantage [8,52,65].  

As DBS become more important for researchers as 
well as practitioners, understanding their core becomes 
imperative. In this regard, it is of interest to examine 
the changes in the content of a strategy as well as the 
dominant relationships among important elements [30]. 
Business strategists differentiate between common 
components, which are characteristic of a specific 
strategy. Basic building blocks are organizational 
conditions fostering the demand for a new or altered 
strategy, e.g. dynamic capabilities, [30,31,33,62] and 
exogenous factors moderating the strategy formulation 
and adaptation process like environmental turbulence 
[30,31,33,62]. Likewise considering the outcomes of 
strategy implementation is essential, with performance 
outcomes being most prominent in management 
literature [30,31,62]. In terms of the relation among the 
elements, organizations face increasingly turbulent 
conditions today, and therefore try to align themselves 
with shifting competitive and technological 
environments through measures of strategic change to 
survive and stay effective [36]. In particular, this 
includes organizational changes and changes in the 
content of a firm’s core strategy. Reciprocally, 
strategic change also includes how a firm aims to 
change its environment through adjusting strategy.  

To assess these different aspects within the paper, 
we adopt an analytical framework based on the work of 
Rajagopalan and Spreitzer [63], who investigated 
strategic changes from a rational, learning and 
cognitive perspective. While Rajagopalan and 
Spreitzer consider managerial actions as central in the 
strategic change process, their argumentation reveals a 
lack of distinction between “Managerial actions” and 
“Changes in the content of strategy” [63]. We therefore 
neglect this element and derive our analytical 
framework as visualized in Figure 1.  

Consistent with the abovementioned components 
and the learning perspective, “Organizational 
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conditions & changes” reflect both, internal 
weaknesses inhibiting changes and strengths 
supporting the need for change. “Environmental 
conditions & changes” describe the exogenous 
influencing factors characterized by uncertainty and 
dynamism. “Organizational outcomes” focus on the 
effects of strategic change. The reciprocal relationships 
between the respective elements are incorporated into 
the framework. 
 

Figure 1: Analytical framework adapted from 
Rajagopalan and Spreitzer [63] 

 
3. Research method 
 

This study utilizes a structured literature review 
approach to assess the current knowledge base and 
derive possible research opportunities with regard to 
DBS. We employed established recommendations 
[14,71] to guide our review in order to unveil the 
current research that may help to describe, understand, 
and explain the phenomenon. 

For the literature selection, leading databases 
(EBSCOhost, JSTOR, Science Direct) were searched 
for combinations of “IT strategy”, “IS strategy”, 
“digital strategy”, “digital business strategy”, or 
“strategy” with “digitalization” or “digitization”. To 
allow for a literature sample that is as comprehensive 
as possible, the search was not limited to certain 
sources or a specific timeframe, as such restrictions 
would have unnecessarily diminished the list of 
suitable publications. This process was complemented 
with a forward and backward search approach to yield 
additional publications. In doing so, 59 potentially 
interesting publications were identified. After reading 
the titles and abstracts, publications that did not fit the 
scope of our research were excluded from the sample. 
We then studied the full text and excluded publications 
not related to our topic. As a result of this refinement, 
we considered 39 publications.  

To support the literature classification and 
analysis, a classification scheme adopted from Urbach 
et al. [69] was developed. The adjusted framework 
guides the categorization mainly with regard to the 
content, native discipline, and research approach. To 
extract the main messages the authors conveyed, we 
applied the coding technique for literature analysis 
Wolfswinkel et al. [74] proposed and followed an 

inductive-deductive approach to literature 
classification [46]. In the first phase of open coding, 
relevant passages were highlighted and paraphrased. 
With the help of axial coding, those aspects were 
reclassified across all stuides to common categories.  

The output of this inductive classification derived 
from literature was combined with our prior research 
on the essential elements and relations of strategizing 
processes as indicated at the end of the background 
chapter, by deductively mapping the objects of analysis 
to our conceptual framework adapted from 
Rajagopalan and Spreitzer [63]. 

 
4. Results 

 
The literature review illustrates the rising 

importance of DBS for theory as well as practice: As 
more than 80% of the studies identified were published 
between 2010 and 2016, the results emphasize the 
novelty of the phenomenon and its gains in receiving 
attention in the scientific community. 

The categorization based on the classification 
scheme adopted from Urbach et al. [69] is visualized as 
a part of the concept matrix in table 1. The framework 
applied to identify the focus areas of the publications 
reveals a diverse discourse on DBS. The following 
sections present a content-wise and in-depth 
description of the findings, structured according to our 
analytical framework. Insights about interrelationships 
are incorporated in the respective sections. 

 
4.1. Organizational conditions and changes 
  

A prominent organizational precondition for the 
formulation of DBS is a change in the understanding of 
IT. As mentioned in section 2, recent research suggests 
that business-IT alignment no longer represents the 
suitable strategic posture. Companies should not regard 
IT/IS strategies as subordinate or sumpplementary to 
corporate strategy anymore, but as coequal [8]; an 
understanding of IT which is reflected in the term 
fusion view [21,57]. If the merger of IT/IS and business 
strategies permeates the strategists’ mindsets, DBS rise 
[8,13].  

Appropriate organizational structuring is another 
precondition for the formulation of DBS. Literature 
indicates that governance as well as power structures 
should account for the fusion of business and IT [51]. 
In this sense, leadership and accountability are 
considered fundamental success factors for effective 
DBS [47]. Organizations must decide on the senior 
manager in charge of the digitalization and 
development of DBS as well as associated report lines 
[3] and suitable incentive structures aligned with the 

Organizational 
conditions & 

changes

Environmental 
conditions & 

changes

Changes in the 
content of strategy

Organizational 
outcomes

(2)
(1)

(3)
(4)

(5)

(6)
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digital strategy’s objectives [45]. When it comes to the 
definition of new business models by means of 
innovative technologies, organizations have to ensure 
that the IT is aware to senior management’s tactical 
and strategic plans early on [38]. Equally, the design 
and implementation of “digital governance” structures 
requires the joint work of IT and business 
representatives to ensure synchronized efforts and 
prioritizing initiatives [29,38].  

As innovation is seen as the result of recombining 
existing resources [39,43], researchers strengthen the 
importance of dynamic capabilities to quickly adapt to 
changing conditions and reconfigure the existing 
resource base [21,49]. While the concept of dynamic 
capabilities, describing a firm’s ability to “integrate, 
build, and reconfigure internal and external 
competencies to address rapidly changing 
environment” [68:516], by itself is not new [20], it 
gains increasing attention in the context of digital 
innovations. The concept is now differentiated into 
“traditional” planned and improvisational dynamic 
capabilities, enabling spontaneous but not necessarily 
uncoordinated change in turbulent environments [21]. 
The resulting flexibility allows firms to respond to 
opportunities in the environment more easily and avoid 
potential threats from unexpected developments in the 
market [19].  

However, structural inertia might pose a threat to a 
quick adoption to changes in the digital ecosystem, 
which highlights the stability of organizational 
arrangements opposed to environmental change [27]. 
In this sense, current research also employs the path 
dependence theory, which provides explanations for 
the reduction of managerial scope of action through 
self-reinforcing strategic patterns on organizational and 
technical levels over time. Path-dependent 
organizations, seen as socio-technical systems, face 
challenges when it comes to the timely adoption of 
innovation due to coordination problems and high 
switching cost [67].  

 
4.2. Environmental conditions and changes 
 

According to our literature review, several 
exogenous factors influence the formation and 
implementation of DBS. The increased availability and 
ubiquity of IT diminishes the significance of 
technologies themselves but enforces their effective 
and advantageous utilization [21,65]. Technologies 
progressively turn into “hygiene factors” [35,65]: As 
their impact declines, an effective application to 
innovative business models becomes the distinctive 
feature [35,56]. Viewed as a service ecosystem with a 
set of mostly loosely coupled actors engaged in the 
creation and delivery of value, the environment 

requires organizations to prepare themselves to be 
flexible and maintain a shared worldview among 
participating actors [39,44]. While some organizations 
can achieve leading positions and power in these 
ecosystems, Markus and Loebbecke [44] challenge 
common beliefs in the competitive advantage of single, 
powerful actors. They suggest the consideration of 
business communities, which consist of multiple, 
partially overlapping ecosystems with several 
dominant actors aiming for supremacy.  

According to El Sawy et al. [21], information 
systems reinforce environmental turbulence and 
necessitate their strategic use [56]. Organizations must 
be able to respond quickly to dynamism and 
turbulence, characterized by demand uncertainty, 
technological discontinuity and unpredictable changes 
in an industry [21,52]. The effective use of IT is 
therefore imperative for organizations “to be alert, 
predict the future, and effectively compete” [25:638]. 

At the same time, digital strategic changes 
influence the environment: Markets are confronted 
with altered strategic directions and ecosystems, which 
necessitate new forms of digital partnerships [9]. These 
can be linked to the aforementioned firm capacities 
like market adoption and dynamic capabilities, as well 
as the capability to design and manage networks of 
interacting organizations [8].  

Research points out that path-dependent 
organizations are either unwilling or unable to exploit 
opportunities arising from emerging information 
systems [64]. In this sense, Wenzel et al. [72,73] 
highlight that innovative technologies have the 
potential to severely disrupt strategic paths of 
organizations. They represent an environmental 
destabilizer for the self-reinforcing mechanism of 
strategic paths and therefore require a repositioned or 
adapted business strategy [73]. Without such 
adjustments, the disruption will induce the demise of 
the organizational path. Authors in the field of path 
dependency therewith support the demand for DBS, by 
shedding further light on the disruptive nature of 
information systems on organizations. 

 
4.3. Changes in the content of strategy 
 

According to Bharadwaj et al. [8], “how, when, and 
why” innovative technologies impact the portfolio of 
products and services as well as the definition of 
necessary activities to create and deliver the portfolio 
[8] should be of particular interest. As digital products 
and services become “fundamental driver[s] of 
business value creation” [8:480], organizations should 
imagine digital strategy frameworks that introduce new 
sources of value creation [76]. Digital innovations 
might disrupt traditional value chains, often leading to 
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new product and service portfolios, and addressing 
different markets and customer segments [45]. 
Consequently, digitalization induces networks of 
competitors, partners and customers that need to be 
incorporated into DBS [8,44]. This is specified through 
the idea of value co-creation, “which views value or 
experience as cocreated by the service offer(er) and the  

service beneficiary” [39:157]. The diverse 
opportunities offered by innovative IT induces 
ecosystems of interdependent, co-creating entities [40], 
which calls for appropriate internal processes and 
distribution of roles to enhance the value the customer 
experiences [39]. Digitalization therefore demands 
synchronizing IT technologies and resources with 
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[3] Banker et al. (2011)   • • • •       •     •     •         •     
[6] Bennis (2013) •      • •      •     •       • •           
[7] Berman (2012) •               •   •       • •           
[8] Bharadwaj et al. (2013) • • •  • •  •   •     •       • •           
[9] Bharadwaj et al. (2013)         •       •     •       • •           
[11] Chan and Reich (2007)   •           •     •       •   •         
[12] Collin (2015)        •       •     •       • •           
[13] Coltman et al (2015) • •     •      •     •       • •           
[15] Dehning et al. (2003) •   •  •  •     •     •     •         •     
[16] Dehning and Stratopoulos (2003) • • •   • •     •     •     •         •     
[17] Dhar and Sundararajan (2007) • •    •       •       •     • •           
[19] Drnevich and Croson (2013) • • • •  •      •     •       • •           
[21] El Sawy et al. (2010) • • •  • •      •       •     • •           
[24] Ganguly (2015)   • •  •         •   •   •         •       
[25] Granados and Gupta (2013) • •     •      •     •       • •           
[29] Hiekkanen (2015) • • •         •     •       • •           
[34] Keen and Williams (2013) •   •  •       •     •       • •           
[35] Korhonen (2015) •             •     •       • •           
[37] Lucas et al. (2013) •       •      •     •       • •           
[38] Luftman and Brier (1999)   •   • •   

 
      • •   •           •     

[39] Lusch and Nambisan (2015) • •   • • • •     •       •     • •           
[43] Mao et al. (2012)   •   • •       •     •       •   •         
[44] Markus and Loebbecke (2013) •       • •     •       •     • •           
[45] Matt et al. (2015)   • •  •     • •     •       • •           
[47] McKeown and Philip (2003)   • • • •   •   •     •   •         •       
[48] Merali et al. (2012) • •   •  • •     •     •       •   •         
[49] Mithas et al. (2012) • •    • • •     •     •       • •           
[50] Mithas and Lucas (2010) • • • • •  • •   •     •       • •           
[51] Mithas et al. (2011)     •     •   •     •     •         •     
[52] Mithas et al. (2013) •       •      •     •     •         •     
[55] Pagani (2013) • •    • • •     •       • •             •   
[56] Pavlou and El Sawy (2006) •   • •  •  •   •     •     •           •   
[57] Peppard et al. (2014)   •   •        •     •       • •           
[65] Sandberg (2014) • • • • • •  •   •     •   •         •       
[66] Setia et al. (2013)   • • • •   •   •     •     •             • 
[72] Wenzel et al. (2015)   •   •        •     •   •           •     
[73] Wenzel et al. (2015)  • •   •  •      •     •   •         •       
[75] Woodard et al. (2013) • •    • • •   • •     •   •         •       
[76] Yoo et al. (2010) • •    • • •     •     •       • •           

N=39 26 27 16 14 22 19 10 7 2 36 2 1 34 5 9 7 23 20 3 5 8 2 1 
Share in % 67 69 41 36 56 49 26 18 5 92 5 3 87 13 23 18 59 51 8 13 21 5 3 

Table 1: Concept matrix 
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digital value propositions, becoming a part of key 
resources and processes [43]. Another activity is the 
careful choice and adaptation of disruptive 
technologies as well as the effective leveraging of IT 
capabilities [37,56].  

In terms of the impact of DBS on organizations and 
their structure, businesses are confronted with new 
challenges since altered strategies, internal processes, 
capabilities as well as intra-organizational relationships 
are required [8]. In this context, the importance of 
organizational learning next to strategic design actions 
cannot be overemphasized [48]. By establishing a 
corporate knowledgebase, the development of further 
capabilities and therewith the opportunity for more 
flexibility and adaptability is enabled [43,47]. 
Furthermore, the activities of organizational leaders 
change dramatically because they need to decide about 
the implementation of innovative technologies [6]. 
According to Bharadwaj et al., this represents one of 
the major challenges with regard to DBS, as leaders 
need new, especially adaptive, capabilities to manage 
the process [6,9].  

 
4.4. Organizational outcomes 
 

An expanded or reconfigured digital business scope 
helps organizations to cultivate opportunities which let 
them expand into new markets and gain a competitive 
advantage [8,19]. However, research on the 
performance outcomes of DBS is scarce. In terms of 
nonfinancial improvements, faster and better adoption 
to changing environmental conditions and customer 
needs can be achieved [7,23,57], enabling a higher 
differentiation from competitors and extended 
sustainability [8,24,52]. While constantly changing 
environmental conditions erode strategic advantages, 
organizations leveraging DBS can enhance their 
flexibility and respond to new opportunities and threats 
more easily through infrastructural changes and 
innovations in their value propositions [19,21]. 

Concerning financial outcomes, researchers 
empirically traced significant business growth and 
enhanced profitability back to a successful IT-enabled 
transformation process [47]. They agree that 
information technologies and systems, which are 
effectively leveraged with the help of DBS, offer an 
enhanced competitive positioning [16], higher 
performance, productivity and profitability as well as 
new value propositions [24,34,43,50]. DBS enable 
greater organizational efficiency and effectiveness [29] 
through streamlined operations, enhanced resources as 
well as new capabilities or lines of business [19,23]. 
These aspects are also related to better financial 
performance reflected in profitability measures [19,50] 

like return on sales, return on investment as well as 
return on assets [24,45].  

Few authors analyze, how learning occurs when 
strategy content changes are realized, by assessing 
outcomes through defined procedures. Matt et al. [45] 
highlight the need for a continuous reassessment of the 
underlying assumptions and the overall 
transformational progress based on organizational 
outcomes, however, without providing concrete 
recommendations about implementation. Conceptually 
related to the aforementioned path-dependence of 
organizations, Woodard et al. [75] provide an empirical 
approach to assess “design moves” which enlarge, 
reduce, or modify the number of digital artifacts by 
evaluating the range of available options and technical 
debt resulting from prior business outcomes. 
 
5. Discussion and research agenda  
 

One goal of this study was to assess the current 
state of knowledge on DBS. As pointed out, the results 
indicate a significant growth of and increased attention 
to the environmental and organizational conditions, as 
well as changes in the strategy of organizations since 
2010. The underlying phenomenon of a fusion view of 
both domains progressively emerged during the late 
2000s, when publications on business-IT alignment 
started to emphasize the use of IT to achieve an overall 
competitive advantage [11,56].  

Recent publications aim beyond the traditional 
understanding of business-IT alignment: As 
organizations increasingly digitize their business 
models and start to recognize the differential value of 
IT, researchers have postulated the necessity of a “two-
way alignment” [13:96] between business and IT [8]. 
Organizations that possess digital options but are 
unable to leverage these assets through their processes, 
will likely fail to capitalize on digital opportunities 
[13,21,75]. Taken together, these insights infer that 
business processes and capabilities become a means 
through which IT creates value, creating a new notion 
of alignment. 

We identified several gaps in the DBS field. From a 
holistic change perspective on digital business 
strategies, encompassing content, context, and 
processes [59,63], we came across publications that 
focus on the inner and outer context as well as the 
content of DBS. Current research therefore primarily 
addresses the “why” and “what” of change questions 
when it comes to DBS. However, research on the 
“how” of change, which can only be understood from a 
detailed analysis of the processes focusing on 
transformational changes, is scarce. In this context, 
comparative and longitudinal case study research 
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might yield reliable empirical findings to explain how 
organizations formulate and implement DBS. 

Only a few authors have adopted dedicated 
theoretical lenses to ground or reflect their work, with 
the resource‐based view or a capability perspective 
being the most common underpinning factor 
[16,19,48,51,57]. Substantial IT/business capabilities 
to leverage digital options and dynamic capabilities to 
reconfigure the resource base are seen as imperative in 
sustaining a competitive advantage in the digital era 
[13,21]. While attempts have been made to define 
“digital capabilities” [65:1] as a collection of routines 
to leverage digital assets to create differential value, 
research lacks broader insights on what exactly these 
digital capabilities are, and how organizations can 
build the dynamic capabilities to quickly obtain digital 
capabilities. It might be promising to investigate the 
emergence of these meta-capabilities, which relate to 
“learning-to-learn capabilities” [1:34] and enable 
organizations to change the way they operate, and 
reconfigure themselves. While scholars from the 
organizational sciences already produced several 
publications on capability building and the emergence 
of dynamic capabilities at the beginning of the 
millennium (i.e. [77]), there is a lack of knowledge on 
capability building in the digital era. To account for the 
influence of technological dynamism and 
environmental turbulence, future research might 
employ organizational learning perspectives to explain 
how, when, and why organizations reconfigure their 
resource and capability base when confronted with 
technological disruption and – vice versa – how 
innovative technologies enable new dynamic 
capabilities. 

Some researchers [8,11,13,38] also employed 
theories on business-IT alignment, such as SAM and 
its successors, to reflect on current developments. As 
stated earlier, the prevalent view on alignment, which 
has been advocated for two decades, is increasingly 
challenged and has even been reversed in some cases 
[13]. As the role of IT transcends beyond enabling the 
business [39], some questions need to be asked again 
and answered with renewed intensity. Researchers 
might explore which organizational processes, 
structures, and governance mechanisms are suited to 
achieve “digital alignment” and, using the terminology 
Henderson and Venkatraman provided [28], which new 
“alignment perspectives” are offered by digital 
business strategies. 

Besides further steps with regard to already 
employed theories, we see opportunities to adapt 
alternative theoretical underpinnings. By using 
adoption diffusion theories, we would be able to 
understand the process of when and how digital 
innovations diffuse in a population, i.e. societies. 

Traditional, customer-centric models in this area focus 
on forecasting long-term growth rates of technologies 
and sales patterns [5]. While it is interesting how 
digital products and services diffuse in the market, it 
could be even more promising to put organizations in 
the center of this investigation. As our review 
highlighted technological dynamism, competitive 
intensity and turbulence as driving forces in digital 
ecosystems [21,55], developing explanations for the 
mechanisms how organizational adoption of digital 
innovations and the incorporation in novel business 
models take place would be beneficial to assess the 
value of technologies and innovation capabilities.  

Research acknowledges that future organizational 
activities will not only consist of explorative and 
innovative endeavors. While organizations should be 
able to rapidly capitalize on short-term opportunities, 
operational excellence is still seen as a crucial aspect of 
being able to deliver new digital business models [48]. 
While some recognize the paradoxical tension for firms 
in balancing innovative agility and operative stability 
[26], others already recommend ambidextrous 
approaches by establishing organizational duality to 
explore new innovations and exploit current ideas [2]. 
Drawing on the notion of ambidexterity, researchers 
might strive to explain how organizations pursue 
divergent activities in the light of digital disruption. 

Authors emphasize the point that the networked co-
creation of value infers a change of organizational 
structures among factors towards digital ecosystems 
[21,55,75]. As organizations are increasingly 
dependent on the environment and its resources, 
Resource Dependence Theory (RDT) [60] might 
provide a suitable conceptual lens. RDT argues that all 
organizations depend on other organizations for the 
provision of critical resources, and that this inter-
organizational dependence is often reciprocal. RDT 
was frequently applied to investigate the mechanics of 
different inter-organizational arrangements, such as 
alliances, joint ventures, and mergers and acquisitions 
[18,54]. In the context of DBS, researchers postulate 
that organizations should manage uncertainty to their 
advantage to achieve a leading position in the 
ecosystem [49]. While researchers like Pagani [55] 
already provided insights into how digital ecosystems 
evolve and what their dynamics of value creation are, 
RDT might serve as a theoretical lens to explain what 
actions organizations can take to use environmental 
uncertainty to their advantage. The digital ecosystem 
may be envisioned as a “hostility-munificence 
continuum” [10:551], characterized by the scarcity or 
abundance of resources and the ability to support 
sustained growth. Several researchers have also 
proposed a meta-theoretical view by combining RDT 
with the resource‐based view due to their 
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complementary focus on resources [54]. For example, 
a combined approach may provide novel explanations 
of how organizations can achieve a competitive 
advantage by obtaining valuable resources from 
digital ecosystems. 

While the largest share of our review sample 
consists of non-empirical publications like conceptual 
studies, editorials, or research commentaries, only a 
small number employed empirical approaches; 
especially field study and survey research designs are 
rare. We encourage researchers to explore the utility of 
quantitative methods to generalize and test emerging 
theories in the field. Nevertheless, we are confident 
that more qualitative research will extend our 
knowledge on the variables and their relationships that 
lead to the formation of DBS before applying rigorous 
quantitative research. As soon as we have accumulated 
more knowledge of the variables of DBS and how they 
will be measured, survey and field study research as 
well as a combination of research methods may yield 
reliable insights on DBS and their impact on the 
alignment perspective [42].  

It became apparent that the impact of DBS on 
organizational outcomes and reciprocal feedback 
mechanisms have up to now not been examined 
extensively [9,37,66]. We believe it is important to 
extend our knowledge on the impact of strategic 
changes on performance, because this relationship may 
be fundamentally different in a digital ecosystem 
compared to traditional environments [39,55]. To 
summarize, digital business strategies still offer plenty 
of room for investigation, quantitative as well as 
qualitative.  

 
6. Conclusion 

 
This study examines the current knowledge base on 

DBS to identify the influence of this paradigmatic shift 
on research and practice. In accordance with our first 
research question, the assessment of publications 
resulted in a detailed overview of the environmental, 
organizational conditions, and changes influencing the 
strategizing process towards DBS. Equally, 
organizational outcomes are presented. Based on these 
findings, we indicated knowledge gaps and developed 
an agenda for further research to account for our 
second research question. Future research should 
assess the moderating role of internal and exogenous 
factors like dynamic capabilities, organizational 
structuring, or ecosystem dynamics. Especially the 
how, why, and when of organizational and process 
transformations to realize DBS is significant and 
should be assessed using different conceptual lenses 
and research approaches.  

These findings highlight the contributions of this 
research: For practice, it focuses on the relevance of 
digital business strategies that will replace the demand 
for business-IT alignment and will become imperative 
for managers in the future. In view of the scientific 
community, the study suggests the need to question 
current assumptions on the strategizing process due to 
the digitalization and emergence of DBS. A structured 
description of the current knowledge base on DBS and 
related content elements as well as an agenda for future 
research are also introduced.  

Nevertheless, the study faces some limitations with 
regard to the research approach: Publications may 
remain unaddressed due to the search terms focusing 
on digitalization in combination with strategies. 
Equally, the novelty of the topic might impact the 
publication state, so that more intense consideration of 
conference papers might have been of interest.  
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