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Abstract 

The rapid growth of the Indian startup ecosystem has driven several privately held enterprises to achieve 

unicorn status. While substantial venture capital and expanding internet penetration are key drivers, the 

core engine behind their rapid scaling is continuous Business Model Innovation (BMI). This study presents 

a comparative evaluation of business model frameworks among prominent Indian unicorns, includ ing 

platform-based models (Swiggy, Zomato), product-centric Direct-to-Consumer (D2C) and omnichanne l 

frameworks (Nykaa, Lenskart), asset-light hospitality networks (OYO), and quick commerce pioneers 

(Zepto). Employing a descriptive and analytical research design based on audited secondary data from 

FY2018–2024, the paper deconstructs value propositions, revenue architecture, customer acquisit ion 

channels, and technology infrastructure. The empirical analysis confirms that long-term sustainability 

relies on transforming hyper-growth models into sustainable unit economics and margin-posit ive 

operations. 
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I. Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Study 

The Indian corporate landscape has undergone a major transformation, emerging as one of the fastest -

growing venture ecosystems globally. This systemic shift is driven by deep smartphone penetration, 

affordable high-speed data architecture, shifting consumer demographics, and foreign direct investment 

influxes. Within this context, a subset of high-growth enterprises has achieved "unicorn" status—

surpassing private market valuations of one billion USD. 

A business model represents a firm's structural logic for creating, delivering, and capturing value. Startups 

operating in high-velocity environments face intense market uncertainty, shifting consumer preferences, 

and aggressive competitive threats. Consequently, surviving the transition from early-stage venture to 

scaled market leader requires continuous Business Model Innovation (BMI). Rather than relying solely on 

product novelty, successful startups often win by restructuring value chains, diversifying revenue paths, 

and utilizing technological leverage to execute existing services with greater efficiency. 

1.2 Profiles of the Target Startups 

To construct a cross-industry evaluation, this research focuses on six prominent Indian market leaders: 
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 Swiggy & Zomato: Hyper-local aggregator platforms that transformed the food-and-beverage value 

chain via automated matching algorithms, logistics networks, and subscription commerce. 

 Nykaa & Lenskart: Pioneers in vertical retail. Nykaa leveraged content-driven commerce to establish 

an authentic premium beauty marketplace, while Lenskart verticalized its supply chain and integrated 

digital visual technology with physical corporate retail footprints. 

 OYO Hotels & Homes: A hospitality tech network that scaled globally by applying an asset-light, 

franchise-and-standardization model to independent budget properties. 

 Zepto: An agile player in the instant logistics sector, building dark-store micro-fulfillment networks 

optimized to fulfill quick commerce demands within short turnarounds. 

 

II. Literature Review 

2.1 Theoretical Foundations of Business Model Design 

The academic conceptualization of business models has evolved from simple revenue-genera t ion 

descriptions to holistic systems theories. Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) formalized the Business Model 

Canvas, mapping firm architecture across nine operational domains, identifying value propositions, 

customer clusters, cost configurations, and cash streams as interdependent drivers. Teece (2010) asserted 

that sustainable competitive advantage is achieved when a business model is highly tuned to customer 

needs, hard for competitors to replicate, and structurally isolated from margin erosion. 

2.2 Conceptualizing Business Model Innovation (BMI) 

Amit and Zott (2012) defined BMI as the intentional restructuring of a firm's activity system, altering 

either the content, structure, or governance of transactions to unlock untapped value. Strategic advantages 

in BMI can be synthesized through four core lenses: 

┌───────────────────────────┐ 

│ Business Model Innovation │ 

└─────────────┬─────────────┘ 

│ 

┌─────────────────────────┼─────────────────────────┐ 

▼                         ▼                         ▼ 

┌─────────────────┐       ┌─────────────────┐       

┌─────────────────┐ 

│ Dynamic Capab-  │       │ Platform Theory │       │ Resource-Based  │ 

│  ilities (Teece)│       │  & Networks     │       │   View (RBV)    │ 

│ Adapt model to  │       │ Scale via multi-│       │ Leverage unique │ 

│ changing market │       │ sided matching  │       │ tech, data, and │ 

│ conditions [2]. │       │ effects [2].    │       │ brand assets [2]│ 

└─────────────────┘       └─────────────────┘       

└─────────────────┘ 

 Value Creation Theory (Porter, 1985): Traditional value creation targets operational scale or distinct 

niche positions. Modern tech startups create value primarily through hyper-convenience, speed, and 

real-time behavioral personalization. 

 The Lean Startup Paradigm (Blank, 2013): This model emphasizes loops of customer feedback, 

fast prototyping, and strategic pivots. This approach explains why modern hyper-growth ventures view 

their operational frameworks as adaptive structures rather than static plans. 
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2.3 Research Gap 

While broad corporate strategy literature covers international digital giants (e.g., Uber, Amazon), there 

remains a gap in cross-industry comparative studies tracking the operational models of unicorns within 

emerging consumer economies. Indian startups operate in an environment with high price sensitivity 

alongside rapid digital adoption, requiring distinct, capital-efficient business model structures. 

 

III. Research Methodology 

3.1 Research Framework & Target Inquiries 

This study deploys a structured descriptive and analytical research design. The framework breaks down 

qualitative strategies into standard analytical metrics, assessing how business model design drives venture 

scale. 

┌───────────────────────────┐ 

│     Research Framework    │ 

└─────────────┬─────────────┘ 

│ 

┌─────────────────────┴─────────────────────┐ 

▼                                           ▼ 

┌───────────────────────────┐               

┌───────────────────────────┐ 

│   Descriptive Design      │               │     Analytical Design     │ 

└─────────────┬─────────────┘               

└─────────────┬─────────────┘ 

│                                           │ 

* Value Propositions [2]                    * Cross-Industry Variance [2] 

* Revenue Frameworks [2]                    * Strategic Adaptation [2] 

* Operational Logistics [2]                 * Technology Levers [2] 

 

3.2 Hypotheses Matrix 

To evaluate the impact of innovative configurations on venture scale, five core hypotheses were 

established: 

 Hypothesis 1 (𝐻1): Significant structural variations exist among Indian unicorn business models, 

determined by their respective industries, growth styles, and delivery frameworks. 

 Hypothesis 2 (𝐻1): Business model innovation exercises a direct, positive impact on a startup ’s 

scalability and long-term expansion rates. 

 Hypothesis 3 (𝐻1): Startups that continuously evolve their business models outperform static models 

in market competitiveness and long-term viability. 

 Hypothesis 4 (𝐻1): Customer acquisition and retention shifts directly influence the financial health 

and sustainability of startup business models. 

 Hypothesis 5 (𝐻1): Technology-driven business models provide structural and scalable competitive 

advantages over asset-heavy setups. 

3.3 Sampling, Horizons, and Data Boundaries 

 Sampling: Purposive sampling was used to select market-leading entities (Swiggy, Zomato, Nykaa, 

Lenskart, OYO, Zepto) based on cross-industry variance, market leadership, and public data availab i-  
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lity. 

 Horizon: The research window tracks operational choices from 2018 through 2024, capturing data 

from the initial scale phase up to recent paths toward profitability. 

 Data Boundaries: The study relies on secondary data. Information was collected and cross-verified 

using company reports, regulatory filings, financial platforms (Screener, Moneycontrol), startup 

transaction registries (Tracxn, Crunchbase), and specialized business journalism. 

 

IV. Data Analysis & Comparative Interpretations 

4.1 Structural Taxonomy of Revenue Streams 

The monetization models of the target companies can be classified into three distinct strategic categories: 

Business Model Type 
Representative 

Unicorns 

Primary Revenue 

Vectors 

Strategic Unit 

Economics Drivers 

Platform-Based Multi-

Sided Aggregators 
Swiggy, Zomato 

• Merchant 

commissions 

 

 

• Platform & delivery 

fees 

 

 

• In-app 

advertisement space 

 

 

• Subscription 

ecosystems 

(Gold/One) 

• Order densities & 

drop-size 

optimization 

 

 

• Balance of driver 

utilization rates 

 

 

• Advertising margin 

expansion 

Direct-to-Consumer 

(D2C) & Omnichannel 
Nykaa, Lenskart 

• Retained retail 

product markups 

 

 

• Private-labe l 

product lines 

 

 

• Specialized value-

added consumer 

services 

• High gross margin 

inventory mix 

 

 

• Offline-online 

infrastructure synergy 

 

 

• Customer Lifet ime 

Value (𝐿𝑇𝑉) to 𝐶𝐴𝐶 

ratio 
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Business Model Type 
Representative 

Unicorns 

Primary Revenue 

Vectors 

Strategic Unit 

Economics Drivers 

Asset-Light Inventory 

Networks / Quick 

Commerce 

OYO, Zepto 

• Booking 

commissions & 

franchise fees 

 

 

• Dark-store micro-

retailing margins 

 

 

• Peak convenience 

processing fees 

• Inventory churn 

speed within dark 

stores 

 

 

• Consistent real 

estate optimization 

 

 

• Standardized 

partner property 

controls 

 

4.2 Operational Matrix Trade-offs: Asset-Light vs. Logistics-Driven 

The operational structures of these unicorns present a clear strategic trade-off between asset-light velocity 

and logistics-heavy asset control: 

┌───────────────────────────────────┐ 

│ Operational Framework Continuum  │ 

└─────────────────┬─────────────────┘ 

│ 

┌─────────────────────────────┴────────────────────────────

─┐ 

▼                                                           ▼ 

┌─────────────────────────────────┐                         

┌─────────────────────────────────┐ 

│     Asset-Light Framework       │                         │    Logistics-Heavy Control      │ 

│      (Example: OYO) [2]         │                         │     (Example: Zepto) [2]        │ 

├─────────────────────────────────┤                         

├─────────────────────────────────┤ 

│ * Low capital deployment [2]    │                         │ * High infrastructure costs [2] │ 

│ * Accelerated scale potential[2]│                         │ * Local micro-market focus [2]  │ 

│ * Challenge: Service quality    │                         │ * Key asset: Supply chain       │ 

│   consistency [2]               │                         │   predictability [2]            │ 

└─────────────────────────────────┘                         

└─────────────────────────────────┘ 

 Omnichannel Integration (Lenskart): Lenskart demonstrates a successful hybrid model. By 

combining direct manufacturing with an automated online setup and an expansive offline retail 

network, the firm mitigates customer hesitation around eyewear sizing while retaining control over its 

supply chain. 

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260483578 Volume 8, Issue 4, July-August 2026 6 

  

4.3 Customer Acquisition Cost (𝑪𝑨𝑪) and Retention Dynamics 

An evaluation of these startups' growth curves reveals a clear two-stage evolution in customer engagement 

strategies: 

1. Market Capture Phase: Characterized by high venture funding deployment focused on customer 

acquisition via steep discounts, introductory cashbacks, and mass marketing campaigns. 

2. Unit Economics Optimization Phase: Shifts priority toward structural retention, user-experience 

design, loyalty ecosystems, and data-driven personalization. For example, Swiggy and Zomato 

transitioned users into recurrent subscription models, which locked in purchase volumes and reduced 

ongoing marketing outlays. 

4.4 Technological Architecture as a Strategic Moat 

Technology functions as a core engine for business model innovation rather than just an operational 

support tool. This is visible across three main applications: 

 Algorithmic Routing: Swiggy and Zomato optimize real-time matching across multi-sided networks, 

dynamically balancing restaurant preparation times, courier locations, and customer delivery 

windows. 

 Predictive Dark Store Fulfillment: Zepto utilizes predictive analytics to anticipate localized micro -

market demand patterns, optimizing inventory stocking layouts within decentralized dark stores to 

enable ultra-fast delivery turnarounds. 

 Immersive Retail Interfaces: Lenskart implements augmented reality (AR) visual tools on mobile 

applications, reducing return rates and lowering friction in the online shopping experience. 

 

V. Empirical Findings and Structural Discussion 

5.1 Verification Status of Formulated Hypotheses 

The findings support the core hypotheses, offering insights into the dynamics of the ecosystem: 

 Hypothesis 1 (Accepted): Data confirms distinct variations in business model structures, revenue 

channels, and supply chain choices based on sector demands. 

 Hypothesis 2 & 3 (Accepted): Business model flexibility and adjacent service expansions (such as 

Swiggy moving into Instamart or Zomato acquiring Blinkit) are primary drivers of ongoing revenue 

growth and competitive resilience. 

 Hypothesis 4 & 5 (Accepted): Shifting focus toward customer retention and scaling through software -

driven frameworks provides a clear edge over static, capital-heavy configurations. 

5.2 The Profitability Conundrum 

The strategic trajectories of these unicorns highlight a key operational reality: achieving venture scale does 

not automatically guarantee financial profitability. Platform models benefit from strong network effects, 

but face narrow margins that require high transaction volumes and optimized delivery networks to cover 

overhead costs. Conversely, vertically integrated product brands (such as Nykaa and Lenskart) capture 

higher gross margins, giving them more direct control over their path to profitability. 

 

VI. Strategic Recommendations & Conclusions 

6.1 Actionable Directions for High-Growth Enterprises 

1. Prioritize Unit Economics Over Vanity Volume Metrics: Startups should transition away from 

subsidized client acquisition toward margin-positive core transactions. This involves regular reviews 

http://www.ijfmr.com/
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of contribution margins, reducing general discounting, and optimizing localized delivery or supply 

chain costs. 

2. Diversify Revenue Architecture via Higher-Margin Adjacencies: Platform aggregators should 

continue expanding high-margin business elements. This includes growing first-party private label 

inventories, expanding targeted in-application advertisement spaces, and designing high- t ier 

subscription loyalty programs. 

3. Optimize Operational Framework Combinations: 

o Asset-light networks must implement stricter automated quality controls and partner verifica t ion 

metrics to prevent brand erosion. 

o Quick commerce infrastructures should deploy predictive inventory placement software across 

fulfillment centers to manage warehousing costs and lower wastage ratios. 

6.2 Research Summary 

This comparative study shows that business model innovation is a primary driver of market scaling and 

long-term viability within the Indian startup ecosystem. There is no single ideal framework; long- term 

viability relies on how effectively an enterprise aligns its business model with evolving consumer 

expectations, technological capabilities, and disciplined financial management. As capital markets shift 

their focus from pure user expansion toward capital efficiency, the ability to build flexible, customer-

centric, and unit-economic-positive business models will separate sustainable market leaders from 

temporary growth stories. 
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