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Abstract - In the digital era, traditional product innovation is increasingly insufficient to maintain a competitive edge, re-
quiring companies to adapt their entire value logic through Business Model Innovation (BMI). This paper systematically
analyzes the business model of DeepL SE, a prominent European Al company that competes with global platform giants
through technological specialization and a focus on professional workflows. Using a multi-staged analytical framework, the
study deconstructs DeepL’s value logic through the Business Model Canvas (BMC) and the Value Proposition Canvas (VPC)
to assess problem—solution fit and architectural coherence. The analysis indicates that DeepL’s success is rooted in a recom-
binant configuration combining Freemium, Subscription, Pay-per-Use, and workflow-anchored Lock-in patterns. The paper
further evaluates DeepL’s Dynamic Capabilities (sensing, seizing, transforming) and discusses strategic risks arising from
technological convergence and the diffusion of general-purpose Large Language Models (LLMs). The findings suggest that
DeepL’s focus strategy, integration depth, and trust-based positioning (e.g., GDPR-oriented governance) provide a resilient
framework for growth in a volatile global market.
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I. INTRODUCTION: BUSINESS MODELS AND  B. Business Model Innovation (BMI) as a Strategic
INNOVATION IN THE DIGITAL ERA Enabler

Business Model Innovation (BMI) occurs when at
In the current era of globalization, the global economy  least two core dimensions—often summarized as the
is characterized by a continuous exchange of goods, “Who,” “What,” “How,” and “Value”—are changed
services, and capital across national borders. Within in a non-trivial way. Contemporary research increa-
this highly interconnected environment, efficient and singly interprets BMI as a dynamic capability: firms
reliable communication represents one of the most must continuously sense market shifts, seize oppor-
fundamental prerequisites for corporate success. At  tunities through resource reconfiguration, and trans-
the same time, firms increasingly operate under con-  form structures and processes accordingly [3]. Teece’s
ditions often described as VUCA—volatile, uncertain,  work connects business models to business strategy
complex, and ambiguous—where technological  and innovation, emphasizing that business models
change, regulatory pressure, and geopolitical disrup-  translate technological possibilities into economic
tions interact. In such settings, incremental product  value and must evolve as environments change [2],
innovation alone is frequently insufficient. Instead, [3].
companies must scrutinize and adapt their entire value
logic: how they create value, deliver it, and capture =~ The St. Gallen Business Model Navigator proposes

returns from it [2]. that many successful innovations rely less on creating

entirely novel models and more on recombining a
A. The Business Model Concept limited set of recurring patterns [4]. In digital markets,
A business model functions as an abstract representa- IT and data capabilities frequently act as enablers that

tion of an organization and describes the fundamental make such patterns scalable. Roth-Dietrich and
rationale of how a company creates value, delivers it to Groeschel [7] provide a structured perspective on how
customers, and ultimately captures a portion of that IT impact areas support the implementation and scal-
value as revenue. Following Fielt [1], business models  ing of digital business model patterns.
can be described through four core dimensions: the
customer, the value proposition, the organizational C. Case Study: DeepL
architecture (corporate and network levels), and the A prominent example of a differentiation strategy in a
economic dimension. Importantly, business models market dominated by global platform giants is the
are systemic: interdependent activities and partners  Cologne-based company DeepL SE. Originating from
jointly determine how value is produced and mone- Linguee (founded 2008) and transitioning to neural
tized [10]. Consequently, identical technologies may machine translation in 2017, DeepL focuses on pro-
lead to different economic outcomes depending on fessional language AI. DeepL’s market-facing posi-
how the business model is configured [4]. tioning emphasizes translation quality, enterprise
governance, and GDPR-oriented data protection.
These attributes are particularly salient for regulated
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industries and knowledge-intensive workflows [11].

D. Research Objective

The objective of this paper is to systematically de-
construct DeepL’s business model and analyze it using
established frameworks such as the Business Model
Canvas (BMC) [5] and the Value Proposition Canvas
(VPC) [6]. The paper aims to show how DeepL leve-
rages digital business model patterns and technologi-
cal specialization to achieve a differentiated position.
Finally, it discusses future innovation paths and stra-
tegic risks under technological convergence and in-
creased competitive pressure.

Il. METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK AND
RELATED WORK

To systematically capture and evaluate the complexity
of DeepL’s business model, this work uses a
four-stage analytical framework that integrates
established business model concepts with current
approaches in digital innovation research. Phase 1
clarifies the conceptual foundation of business models
and value logic [1], [10]. Phase 2 operationalizes
DeepL’s architecture using the BMC [5] and examines
problem-solution fit using the VPC [6]. Phase 3
identifies and interprets business model patterns using
the St. Gallen Business Model Navigator [4], and
evaluates how IT capabilities enable these patterns
following Roth-Dietrich and Groschel’s mapping of
patterns to IT impact areas [7]. Phase 4 assesses
strategic sustainability using Dynamic Capabilities
(sensing, seizing, transforming) [3] complemented by
Resource-Based  View reasoning on durable
advantages (VRIN) [9].

Related work highlights that Al-driven offerings often
shift value creation from discrete product delivery
toward continuous service improvement, where model
updates, integration, and governance become central
value drivers. In competitive terms, specialists
typically seek depth-focused differentiation, while
platform incumbents exploit bundling and distribution
advantages—consistent with established positioning
arguments [8].

1. CASE  STUDY: DEEPL SE -
TECHNOLOGICAL DIFFERENTIATION AND
PORTFOLIO STRATEGY

A. Company Profile and Evolution

DeepL’s history began with Linguee, initially
providing context-sensitive translations. The shift to
DeepL in 2017 marked a strategic reorientation toward
neural machine translation and language AI. DeepL’s
focus strategy differs from platform conglomerates for
whom translation is a peripheral feature; instead,
DeepL concentrates resources on language quality,
domain adaptation, and workflow embedding. From a
strategic perspective, this aligns with differentiation

through distinct activities rather than scale alone [8].

B. Product Portfolio

DeepL has expanded into an integrated ecosystem of
language solutions: (i) DeepL Translator as the core
product; (ii) DeepL Write as a writing assistant
supporting grammar and style; (iii) DeepL Voice
enabling real-time speech translation; (iv) DeepL API
for integration into corporate IT systems; and (V)
integrations for productivity tools (e.g., office suites
and browsers). Product breadth supports cross-selling
and strengthens the Lock-in mechanism through
workflow anchoring.

C. Economic Development

Public sources report strong growth in headcount,
enterprise adoption, and funding rounds over recent
years. Because publicly reported figures (e.g.,
revenue, valuation, customer counts) may vary by
source and time, this paper treats such numbers as
context rather than as audited performance metrics.
Where quantitative claims are used, they should be
linked to a specific source (e.g., press releases or
reputable business reporting) and interpreted
cautiously [11].

IV. ANALYSIS OF BUSINESS MODEL
ARCHITECTURE: SYNERGY OF VPC AND
BMC

To understand DeepL’s operational logic and
mechanisms of value creation, a two-stage analysis
using the VPC and the BMC is applied. While the
VPC examines the granular fit between customer
needs and product offering, the BMC maps the holistic
architecture required to deliver and monetize that
value [5], [6].

A. The Value Proposition Canvas (VPC): Foundation
of the Problem-Solution Fit

The VPC focuses on customer jobs, pains, and gains
and relates them to products and services, pain
relievers, and gain creators [6].Fig. 1 shows the
commonly used visual template for the VPC.

The Value Proposition Canvas

=2

e drie et Mo TR 45 T e A e

[ Strategy_zer

Figure 1: Template for the Value Proposition Canvas
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DeepL’s primary customers—knowledge workers,
developers, and internationally operating
organizations—must understand, create, and publish
foreign-language content with professional quality.
Key pains include quality risk (mistranslations), slow
post-editing cycles, and compliance constraints
around sensitive data. Desired gains include fluent
tone, terminological consistency, faster cycles, and
governance compatible with organizational policies

[6], [11].

DeepL addresses these needs with an integrated
portfolio. High-quality translation and writing support
reduce post-editing effort; glossaries and terminology
features support consistency; and enterprise controls
and privacy positioning reduce perceived compliance
risk [11]. Workflow integrations act as gain creators
by embedding DeepL directly into daily tools,
increasing convenience and, over time, switching
Costs.

B. The Business Model Canvas (BMC): Operative
Value Logic and Architecture

Building on the value proposition validated in the
VPC, the BMC structures the organizational
architecture across nine building blocks [5]. Fig. 2
shows the commonly used visual template for the
BMC.

The Business Model Canvas
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Figure 2: Template for the Business Model Canvas
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DeepL’s value proposition centers on
professional-grade language Al with a trust-oriented
posture. Customer segments range from individual
users to enterprise and public-sector clients. Channels
include self-service web interfaces,
add-ins/extensions, and APIs; enterprise relationships
are supported through onboarding and support. Key
resources include proprietary models, curated data
assets, GPU-intensive infrastructure, and specialized
talent. Key activities include model development,
evaluation, and integration engineering. Partners
include infrastructure and integration ecosystems.
Costs are driven by compute and personnel. Revenues
combine Freemium adoption, subscription tiers, and
metered API usage [5], [11].

C. Synthesis: The Bridge between VPC and BMC
The linkage of VPC and BMC highlights strategic
consistency: customer jobs such as system integration
map to key activities like API and integration
development; gains such as workflow efficiency are
enabled through resources (models and infrastructure)
and partners (software ecosystems); and compliance
pains translate into a differentiating value proposition
that unlocks regulated B2B segments. This explicit
mapping strengthens internal coherence and reduces
the risk of treating revenue mechanisms as
disconnected from value delivery [5], [6].

V. CLASSIFICATION OF THE BUSINESS
MODEL AND INNOVATION POTENTIALS

According to the St. Gallen Business Model
Navigator, DeepL’s business model can be interpreted
as a recombinant configuration of proven patterns [4].

A. Analysis of Existing Business Model Patterns
DeepL currently combines four primary patterns to
create and monetize customer value [4]:

Freemium: DeepL offers a high-performance free
basic version of its translator. This model serves as a
"magnet"” to attract a maximum volume of users and
establish the brand globally. While the vast majority
uses the service for free, a smaller group of paying
premium customers generates the revenue that
cross-finances the free offering. A crucial side effect
of this pattern in the Al context is the generation of
valuable training data, as user interactions contribute
to continuous model optimization.

Subscription: Through its "DeepL Pro" tiers (Starter,
Advanced, Ultimate), the company secures stable and
predictable cash flows. Customers pay a regular fee
(monthly or annually) to gain access to advanced
features such as unlimited text translation, document
protection, and integration into CAT
(Computer-Aided Translation) tools. This pattern
strengthens long-term customer relationships and
reduces the risk of volatile earnings.

Pay-per-Use: For professional users and developers,
DeepL offers usage-based billing via its API. In this
model, the actual utilization of the service (e.g.,
number of characters translated) is measured and
billed. This model is particularly attractive for
companies wishing to flexibly integrate DeepL into
their own software ecosystems without committing to
rigid quotas.

Lock-in: DeepL strategically creates switching
barriers by offering features that are deeply integrated
into customers' workflows. A central element here is
the wuse of company-internal glossaries and
terminology databases. Once a company has invested
significant resources into building these proprietary
linguistic assets, migrating to a competitor involves

Proceedings of ThelIER International Conference, Krabi, Thailand, 05" — 06" March, 2026

3



Business Model Analysis and Digital Innovation: The Case of DeepL

high costs and loss of quality. Deep integration via
browser extensions and Office plug-ins reinforces this
effect, as DeepL becomes an integral part of the daily
work routine.

IT capabilities are not merely supportive but
constitutive for these patterns. Scalable infrastructure
and integration tooling enable the Freemium funnel
and APl monetization; governance and data handling
processes support trust-based differentiation. This
aligns with the pattern—IT linkage proposed by
Roth-Dietrich and Groeschel [7].

B. Future Innovation Paths and Expansion
Approaches

Despite current success, DeepL must continuously
evolve to respond to technological convergence and

potential price pressure from providers of
general-purpose LLMs. Building on the pattern
analysis, three directions appear plausible: (1)

Verticalization through domain-specific modules
(e.g., legal, medical, technical) combining
terminology, style rules, and workflow templates; (2)
Ecosystem strategy (“DeepL Inside”) by embedding
capabilities into enterprise software via partnerships
and white-label integrations; and (3) Product-line
extensions toward end-to-end multilingual content
operations (e.g., governance dashboards, terminology
compliance checks), thereby increasing willingness to
pay and reducing substitution risk [4], [5].

Each path implies dynamic capability requirements:
sensing underserved needs, seizing opportunities
through productization and pricing, and transforming
organizational structures through domain teams,
partner programs, and governance processes [3].

VI. DISCUSSION
EVALUATION

AND STRATEGIC

The analysis suggests that DeepL’s differentiation
strategy aligns with Porter’s notion that competitive
advantage stems from performing distinct activities,
not merely improving operational effectiveness [8].
DeepL’s specialist focus enables depth of optimization
and workflow-anchored value. From an RBV
perspective, potential sustained advantage depends on
whether DeepL’s resources—proprietary corpora,
evaluation expertise, integration depth, and trust
positioning—remain valuable, rare, difficult to
imitate, and non-substitutable [9].

A decisive strategic pillar that goes beyond pure
algorithmic performance is data privacy compliance
according to EU standards (GDPR). In a globalized
economy increasingly shaped by regulatory
requirements and the protection of intellectual
property, DeepL's European origin acts as a "door
opener" for highly sensitive industries such as the
legal sector, the pharmaceutical industry, and the

financial sector.

Competitive pressure can be decomposed into (i)
quality  competition,  (ii)  distribution/bundling
competition, and (iii) trust competition. Platform
incumbents may bundle translation within broader

suites, pushing marginal prices down. In that
environment, specialists must justify switching
through  demonstrably  better  outcomes and

governance advantages. DeepL’s lock-in is best
interpreted as workflow-anchored switching costs:
customer-specific glossaries and terminology assets
accumulate over time and raise migration costs when
they are tied to daily processes [9].

The primary structural risk is technological
convergence: if general-purpose LLM providers close
quality gaps and integrate translation deeply into
existing ecosystems, translation may become
commaoditized. In such scenarios, differentiation shifts
toward compliance, customization, domain modules,
and integration depth rather than algorithmic
superiority alone.

VIl. CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK

DeepL illustrates how a focused vertical Al provider
can establish a defensible position through coherent
business model design and structured recombination
of patterns. Sustainable advantage appears to arise
from the interaction of technological specialization,
workflow integration, and trust-based differentiation.
Long-term viability will depend on maintaining
structural distinctiveness under convergence pressures
and on continuously renewing the business model
through dynamic capabilities [3].
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