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Business Model Canvas vs. the Diamond-Square Framework: Which Tool Fits 
Your Stage of Growth? 

By Adrian C. Ott, Award-Winning Author and CEO, Exponential Edge Inc. 

Ask a room of founders which framework belongs on day one of building a startup, and most will point to the 
Business Model Canvas. It is fast, visual, and nearly universal across accelerators and MBA classrooms. But a 
newer framework built specifically for technology ventures — Harvard Business School Professor Thomas 
Eisenmann’s Diamond-and-Square — was designed to answer a different question: not just what is the 
business model, but will the opportunity and the people behind it stay aligned long enough for the venture to 
survive? 

Here is how the two frameworks compare, and when each one earns its place on the whiteboard. 

The Business Model Canvas: A One-Page Snapshot 

Developed by Alexander Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur and popularized in their 2010 book Business Model 
Generation, the Canvas breaks a business down into nine building blocks: customer segments, value 
propositions, channels, customer relationships, revenue streams, key resources, key activities, key partners, 
and cost structure. It is designed to be filled out quickly, revised often, and read at a glance — which is exactly 
why it became a staple for founders pitching investors and instructors teaching entrepreneurship. 
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The Diamond-and-Square: A Framework Built to Explain Failure 

Eisenmann introduced the Diamond-and-Square framework (sometimes shortened to “Diamond-Square”) in 
his 2021 book Why Startups Fail, and it now anchors HBS Online’s Launching Tech Ventures course. It splits a 
startup into two linked halves. The Diamond represents the opportunity: the customer value proposition, the 
technology and operations needed to deliver it, the go-to-market strategy for reaching customers, and the 
profit formula that turns revenue into a sustainable business. The Square frames the Diamond and represents 
the resources needed to pursue that opportunity: the founders, the rest of the team, outside investors, and 
strategic partners. 

Where the Canvas captures a business model at a single point in time, the Diamond-and-Square is built to 
track whether the opportunity and the resources behind it stay aligned as the venture grows — and to 
diagnose where that alignment breaks down when a startup struggles. 

 

 

At a Glance 

Attribute Business Model Canvas Diamond-and-Square 

Creator Alexander Osterwalder & Yves Pigneur, 
Business Model Generation (2010) 

Thomas Eisenmann, HBS, Why Startups 
Fail (2021) 

Core question What is the business model? Will the opportunity and the people 
pursuing it stay aligned over time? 

Structure 9 building blocks on one page 8 elements split into a Diamond 
(opportunity) and a Square (resources) 

Time orientation Point-in-time snapshot Tracks change and alignment as the 
venture develops 

Team & investor focus Implicit, folded into “key resources” Explicit: founders, team, investors, and 
partners each get a dedicated element 
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Best used for Ideation, pitching, fast iteration Risk diagnosis, board and investor 
reviews, failure post-mortems 

Typical users Founders, accelerators, students Founders, investors, and instructors 
studying startup failure 

 

Which Tool Fits Which Job? 

The Canvas’s advantage is speed and accessibility. It can be completed in an afternoon, updated in minutes, 
and understood by anyone from a first-time founder to a board member. Its limitation is exactly that 
simplicity: it does not test whether a founding team, its investors, and its partners are actually capable of 
executing the model, and it offers little guidance on how the business should evolve over time. 

The Diamond-and-Square’s advantage is diagnostic depth. By separating the opportunity from the resources 
pursuing it, it gives founders and investors a structured way to ask whether the team, capital, and 
partnerships in place are actually sufficient for the opportunity at hand — and to spot misalignment before it 
becomes a failure pattern. Its trade-off is that it is less visual, less well known outside HBS-affiliated courses, 
and less suited to the earliest, roughest stage of ideation than the Canvas. 

What This Means for Your Venture (or Your Course) 

1. Start with the Canvas. Use it in the first few weeks of a new venture to define and communicate the 
business model quickly, gather stakeholder feedback, and iterate. I consider the BMC superior to the 
Diamond because it has more depth and detail. However, there is a role for the Diamond – Square. 

2. Stress test with the Diamond-and-Square. Once a venture has a working model and is raising capital, hiring, 
or choosing partners, use the Diamond-and-Square to check whether the team and resources are actually 
matched to the opportunity. 

3. Take the Square as seriously as the BMC and Diamond. Eisenmann’s research places founders, team, 
investors, and partners on equal footing with the business model itself — a dimension the Canvas only 
implies. I use the Square in my Founder Decision-making class to assist founders in defining the necessary 
team both inside and outside the organization to ensure success of the venture. 

4. Use both, not one or the other. The two frameworks are complementary rather than competing: the 
Canvas is a design tool, and the Diamond-and-Square is a diagnostic one. 

About the Frameworks 

The Business Model Canvas originates with Alexander Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur’s Business Model 
Generation (2010). The Diamond-and-Square framework originates with Thomas Eisenmann’s Why Startups 
Fail (Currency, 2021) and is taught in Harvard Business School Online’s Launching Tech Ventures course. This 
article draws on publicly available descriptions of both frameworks; it is intended as an educational overview 
rather than a substitute for the original texts. 
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