
 
  

The Business Model Generation Book 

Idea In Short

Business Model Generation, published in 2010 by Alexander Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur,
is not a typical business book. It was co-written with 470 practitioners from 45 countries
who paid to participate in its creation, and it communicates through a large-format,
illustration-heavy layout rather than dense prose. This piece looks at the book itself as a
product: how its unusual co-creation process worked, why its visual design broke from
convention, and how its nine-block canvas became a reference tool used well beyond the
startup world it was originally aimed at. Tesla illustrates the ideas throughout, since its
business model, built on direct sales, vertical integration and multiple linked revenue
streams, maps cleanly onto the canvas the book introduced. The piece closes by applying
all nine of the book's building blocks to Tesla's actual business model.

Tesla — Business Model CanvasKey PartnersBattery cell suppliersRaw material suppliersRegulatory bodiesInfrastructure partners

Key ActivitiesVehicle manufacturingSoftware developmentDirect sales and delivery

Key ResourcesGigafactoriesAutonomous driving softwareSupercharger network

Value PropositionsHigh-performance EVsOver-the-air updatesIntegrated charging networkHome and grid energy storageNo-haggle direct pricing

Customer RelationshipsDirect online configurationOngoing software updatesService centers

ChannelsTesla.comCompany-owned showroomsSupercharger network

Customer SegmentsIndividual EV buyersCommercial fleetsEnergy customersUtility companies

Cost StructureManufacturing infrastructure

A Book Built Like a Canvas, Not an EssayMost business books explain a company's model in paragraphs, building an argumentsentence by sentence toward a conclusion. Business Model Generation took a differentapproach: it compressed the entire structure of a business onto a single visual layout, thebusiness model canvas, then used large-format pages, illustrations and short blocks of textto explain how to fill it in. The book's oversized page format and heavy use of diagramsstood out sharply against the dense, text-only business books that dominated shelves at thetime of its 2010 release.The underlying idea was that a business model is something people should be able to seeand discuss together, not just something one person writes up and others read. Sketching acompany's customer segments, revenue streams and cost structure on one page makesgaps and inconsistencies visible in a way that a fifty-page written plan does not. Tesla'searly strategy documents illustrate why this matters: a company planning to sell vehiclesdirectly, build its own charging network and later add energy storage and softwaresubscriptions has a lot of interlocking parts, and a single-page canvas forces those parts to
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be reconciled against each other rather than described separately.

How 470 Practitioners Co-Created the Book

Osterwalder and Pigneur did not write Business Model Generation in isolation. They opened
a collaborative process that drew in 470 practitioners from 45 countries, each of whom paid
to take part in shaping the book's content, contributing case studies, feedback and
refinements to the framework as it developed.1 That arrangement was unusual for a
business book at the time, since most business authors relied on their own research and a
traditional publisher's editorial process rather than opening the writing process to paying
outside contributors.

The practical effect was a book grounded in a wide range of real business situations rather
than a small set of examples chosen by two academics. Consultants, entrepreneurs and
corporate strategists who had actually applied early versions of the canvas to their own
companies fed their experience back into the final text, which helped the framework hold up
when applied to businesses very different from the software startups it is sometimes
associated with. Osterwalder's earlier academic research, particularly his doctoral work on
business model ontology, supplied the theoretical foundation that the co-creation process
then stress-tested against practice.2

The Nine Building Blocks, Seen Through Tesla

The book organizes a business model into nine blocks: customer segments, value
propositions, channels, customer relationships, revenue streams, key resources, key
activities, key partners and cost structure. Applied to Tesla, the value the framework
provides becomes concrete quickly. Tesla's value proposition combines electric
performance vehicles with an integrated charging network and over-the-air software
updates, a combination that is difficult to summarize in a single sentence but fits naturally
into one box on a canvas.

Tesla's revenue streams block would need to capture vehicle sales, energy generation and
storage products, and services including its Supercharger network and software
subscriptions such as Full Self-Driving, since the company reported these as distinct
categories generating tens of billions of dollars combined in 2024.3 Laying these blocks out
side by side, rather than in separate paragraphs of a financial report, makes visible how
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much Tesla's model depends on selling more than the vehicle itself, a relationship that is
easy to lose in narrative description but immediate on a canvas.

The Five-Phase Design Process

Beyond the canvas itself, Business Model Generation lays out a five-phase process for
using it inside an organization: mobilizing a team around the need for a new or revised
model, guiding that team through research on customers, technology and the market,
prototyping and testing multiple model variations, implementing the chosen model, and then
managing and adjusting it over time. This structure treats business model design as an
iterative discipline rather than a one-time planning exercise completed before a company
launches.

A business model is not a document you finish. It is a canvas you keep revising.

That iterative framing matches how Tesla's actual model evolved. The company's early
strategy centered narrowly on selling premium electric vehicles directly to consumers,
bypassing traditional dealerships entirely.4 Later phases added the Supercharger network,
energy storage products and software subscription revenue, each representing a deliberate
revision to the original canvas rather than an abandonment of it.

A Method for Organizations Beyond Startups

The book explicitly positions its framework as useful for any organization, not only venture-
backed startups chasing rapid growth. Nonprofits, government agencies and established
corporations redesigning an existing business line can use the same nine blocks, since the
framework describes how any organization creates, delivers and captures value regardless
of whether profit is the primary goal. This broader framing helped the canvas spread well
past the startup and consulting audiences it might otherwise have been confined to.

Tesla again offers a useful case, since it is not a typical startup but a large, vertically
integrated manufacturer whose business model still benefits from the same structural clarity
the canvas provides. Vertical integration itself, control over battery production, software,
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manufacturing and sales channels, is exactly the kind of complexity that a canvas approach
is suited to mapping, since each of those functions touches multiple blocks simultaneously
rather than sitting neatly in one.

Influence on Lean Startup and Innovation Practice

Business Model Generation's canvas became a foundational tool in the broader lean startup
movement, which emphasizes testing assumptions about a business model quickly and
cheaply before committing to full-scale execution. Eric Ries's lean startup methodology,
published shortly after Osterwalder and Pigneur's book, drew on similar ideas about rapid
iteration and evidence-based decision-making, and the two frameworks are frequently
taught and applied together in accelerator programs and business schools.5

The canvas format itself has since been adapted into variants, including the Lean Canvas
designed specifically for early-stage startups and the Value Proposition Canvas that
Osterwalder later developed to zoom into a single block in more depth. That proliferation of
derivative tools is itself a measure of the original book's reach, since a framework only gets
adapted this widely when practitioners find the underlying structure genuinely useful rather
than merely fashionable.

Key Partners

Tesla's key partners include battery cell suppliers such as Panasonic, CATL and LG Energy
Solution, which supply critical components for its vehicles and energy storage products.
Raw material suppliers providing lithium, nickel and other battery inputs are essential
partners given how central battery production is to Tesla's cost structure. Regulatory bodies
across markets function as partners of a different kind, since emissions credit programs
have historically generated meaningful revenue for Tesla. Real estate and infrastructure
partners support the buildout of Tesla's factories, including its Gigafactories, and its
Supercharger network.

Key Activities

Tesla's key activities include designing, engineering and manufacturing electric vehicles,
battery cells and energy storage products across its global factory network. Developing and
refining software, including its Full Self-Driving and Autopilot systems, is a continuous
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activity central to the company's differentiation. Building and maintaining the Supercharger
charging network supports both vehicle sales and a growing services business. Direct sales
and delivery operations, run without traditional dealerships, are a further core activity
requiring Tesla to manage its own retail and logistics infrastructure.

Key Resources

Tesla's most important resources include its battery and vehicle manufacturing facilities,
including multiple Gigafactories across different countries. Proprietary software and
autonomous driving technology represent a resource that differentiates Tesla from
traditional automakers reliant on third-party suppliers for comparable systems. The
Supercharger network itself functions as a resource, since access to reliable charging
infrastructure influences vehicle purchase decisions. Brand strength, built substantially
around founder Elon Musk's public profile, has also functioned as a resource, though one
that carries reputational risk tied closely to a single individual.

Value Propositions

Tesla offers electric vehicles with strong performance, extended range and continuously
improving software delivered through over-the-air updates rather than requiring a
dealership visit. Its integrated charging network reduces a common barrier to electric
vehicle ownership, range anxiety, by giving owners reliable access to fast charging. For
energy customers, Tesla offers home and utility-scale storage and solar products that
extend the company's value proposition beyond transportation into broader energy
management. The direct sales model gives buyers a standardized purchasing experience
without price negotiation through independent dealers.

Customer Relationships

Tesla manages most vehicle sales through a direct, largely self-service online configuration
and ordering process, supported by company-owned showrooms rather than franchised
dealers. Software updates and in-app communication maintain an ongoing relationship with
vehicle owners well after the initial purchase, unlike a traditional automaker relationship that
often ends at the point of sale. Tesla's service centers and mobile service technicians
provide direct support when hardware issues arise. Public communication through social
media and Musk's own public statements have also shaped how customers perceive and
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engage with the brand.

Channels

Tesla's primary channel is its own website, where customers configure and order vehicles
directly. Company-owned retail showrooms and galleries, often located in shopping centers
rather than traditional auto dealer rows, serve as a physical channel for browsing and test
drives. The Supercharger network functions as a channel for ongoing engagement with
existing owners, and increasingly with other automakers' customers as Tesla opens the
network to non-Tesla vehicles in some markets. Software delivered over the air functions as
a channel for selling additional features, such as Full Self-Driving, after a vehicle has already
been purchased.

Customer Segments

Tesla's customer segments include individual consumers purchasing electric vehicles
across a range of price points, from mass-market models to premium performance vehicles.
Commercial and fleet customers represent a growing segment, particularly for vehicles
suited to delivery and logistics use. Residential and commercial energy customers form a
separate segment for Tesla's solar and storage products. Utility companies purchasing large-
scale battery storage systems represent a further distinct segment with different purchasing
considerations than individual vehicle buyers.

Cost Structure

Tesla's cost structure includes substantial expenditure on manufacturing infrastructure,
including its network of Gigafactories built to scale vehicle and battery production. Research
and development costs support continuous investment in battery technology, autonomous
driving software and new vehicle platforms. Raw materials, particularly battery-grade
lithium, nickel and cobalt, represent a significant and historically volatile cost input.
Marketing costs remain comparatively low relative to traditional automakers, since Tesla has
generally avoided conventional advertising in favor of direct engagement and public
visibility.

Revenue Streams
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Tesla's largest revenue stream is direct vehicle sales, spanning its range of sedan,
crossover and other vehicle models sold without dealer markups. Energy generation and
storage products, including home batteries and utility-scale storage, form a distinct and
growing revenue stream. Services and other revenue includes vehicle servicing, the
Supercharger network and software subscriptions such as Full Self-Driving, which
customers can purchase separately from the vehicle itself. Regulatory credits, sold to other
automakers needing to offset emissions, have also historically contributed to Tesla's
reported revenue, though their share has varied considerably over time.

1Publisher description of the book's co-creation process
2Background on Osterwalder's academic research underpinning the canvas
3Reporting on Tesla's 2024 revenue by segment
4Analysis of Tesla's direct-to-consumer sales model
5Discussion of the canvas's role in lean startup methodology

Summary

Business Model Generation succeeded commercially and intellectually because it treated its
own subject matter, the design of a business, as something to be designed rather than
described. The co-creation process brought in practitioners who were actually running
companies, which kept the framework grounded in problems real founders faced rather than
academic theory. Its visual format was not decoration; the canvas format itself became the
product's most durable contribution, letting a team map complexity that would otherwise
take pages of writing onto a single page for discussion and revision. Tesla's business
model, spanning vehicle sales, energy storage, software subscriptions and a proprietary
charging network, is exactly the kind of multi-part system the canvas was built to make
legible at a glance. More than a decade later, the book's influence shows up less in citations
and more in how many founders reach for a one-page canvas before writing a traditional
business plan.

 

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Think Insights  ·  thinkinsights.net -7-

https://www.porchlightbooks.com/products/business-model-generation-alexander-osterwalder-9780470876411
https://www.strategyzer.com/library/the-business-model-canvas
https://pestel-analysis.com/blogs/how-it-works/tesla
https://umbrex.com/resources/company-profiles/tesla/
https://hbr.org/2013/05/why-the-lean-start-up-changes-everything
http://www.tcpdf.org

