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Abstract

A number of reference models have been proposed to facilitate the development of e-business
systems and applications. A comparative analysis of existing models and their pertinent char-
acteristics should be the first step in selecting the right one to be used as the foundation for the
system being developed. This chapter addresses that goal through an exposition of different
reference models to be used for the development of e-business systems and applications, as
well as of suitable quality evaluation frameworks to be used for their assessment.
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Introduction

Electronic business (or e-business, for short) may be succinctly defined as the ability to
perform exchanges of goods, services, content, assets and money, using electronic tools
and techniques (Zwass, 1994). E-business transactions may be conducted by individual
customers, businesses (including non-profit organizations) and various governmental agen-
cies and departments. The main promises of e-business include cost reduction, new ways of
accessing customers and the ability to overcome geographical distance and other physical
obstacles. In order for all these benefits to be realized, and for the development of e-busi-
ness systems to be ultimately successful, proper foundation is needed—part of which is the
use of suitable models.

The concept of a model has at least two meanings in the study of e-business. Those meanings
are distinct yet not altogether mutually exclusive, as will be seen from the following. From
the business perspective, an e-business model is “a description of the roles and relationships
among a firm’s consumers, customers, allies, and suppliers that identifies the major flows
of product, information, and money, and the major benefits to participants,” according to
Weill and Vitale (2001). This concept does not differ in essence from the more traditional
view of a business model as “the organization (or ‘architecture’) of product, service, and
information flows, and the sources of revenues and benefits for suppliers and customers”
(Timmers, 1999). Thus defined, the business model provides the vision and the foundation
upon which strategies to pursue their respective business goals are developed and imple-
mented in practice.

From the definitions given above, it may seem that e-business is just another form of busi-
ness, having the same goals as any other business and requiring the convergence of busi-
ness capabilities in order to achieve those goals. However, the prefix “e-” is more than a
simple designation for a convenient vehicle to be used in the pursuit of those goals—it is
the indication that another kind of convergence is needed, the “convergence of multiple
technologies into an integrated electronic infrastructure” which is a sine qua non for con-
ducting e-business (Weill & Vitale, 2001). The synergy of business and technology is the
single most important characteristic of e-business.

From the technology perspective of the IS and computer science, on the other hand, an e-
business model can be understood and employed as a reference model for the development
of e-business systems and applications. A reference model, as defined by the ISO 7498
standard (ISO, 1984), describes a standard decomposition of a known problem domain
into a collection of interrelated parts, or components, that cooperatively solve the problem;
furthermore, it describes the manner in which the components interact in order to provide
the required functions. In this manner, a reference model provides a shared mental model
that facilitates learning, improves understanding and leads to better communication among
all the stakeholders (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2004). A reference model can also be used to
develop more specialized models that support specific requirements and scenarios, such
as specialized markets or business applications. It also provides the foundation for the de-
velopment of e-business systems and applications. Finally, a reference model provides the
contextual framework to identify the need for, develop and coordinate related technology
standards, without which flexible and interoperable e-business systems would be impos-
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