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Summary in English 

This dissertation studies the emergence, development, and growth of disruptive in-

novations from an entrant's and incumbent's perspective. Disruptive innovation is 

defined as a process by which an entrant develops a new business model along an 

alternative value trajectory by targeting fringe customers. Over time, the entrant im-

proves its offering, unaffected by incumbents, and eventually appeals to incumbents' 

mainstream market customers. Once mainstream customers begin to purchase the 

entrant's offering in volume, disruption occurs. In recent times, the emergence, de-

velopment, and growth of disruptive innovations have been observed to occur at an 

ever-increasing pace in a variety of industries. In fact, due to the emergence of new 

technologies that enable new business models and that span industry boundaries, a 

new pace of change is introduced even to previously stable environments. 

Researchers thus announced an era of continual disruption, in which entrants thrive, 

and incumbents are challenged to respond to survive. In this regard, previous litera-

ture advanced our understanding of incumbents' failure in the face of disruptive in-

novations, provided an evolutionary, step-by-step description of the disruptive inno-

vation process, and offered implications for incumbents on how to avoid failure and 

respond to disruptive innovation. However, we miss an understanding of disruptive 

innovation in processual terms. Specifically, we miss an exploration of disruptive 

innovation as a process, that is, studies on the inherent dynamism and temporality 

involved in shaping this process over time. 

To advance a more dynamic and processual understanding of disruption, this disser-

tation aims to (1) characterise disruptive innovation as a process, (2) define the en-

trant as a strategic actor, surfacing the dynamics that occur along the disruptive path 

and how the entrant manages these dynamics over time, and (3) characterise the in-

cumbents’ transformational activities to respond to potential disruption over time. 

Finally, this dissertation (4) contributes to management by offering suggestions for 

entrepreneurs and managers of entrant and incumbent organisations on how to 
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manage in an era of continual disruption. The goal is to develop a more dynamic 

understanding of disruptive innovation to account for underlying mechanisms that 

shape its development over time. 

To this end, this dissertation adopts a process view and considers phenomena as dy-

namically constituted through activities, events, change, and temporal evolution. It, 

therefore, aims to provide an account of how disruptive innovation comes to be by 

studying how and why things evolve. Thus, this research is qualitative and longitu-

dinal in nature. In fact, except for Chapter 2 which is a systematic literature review, 

all three empirical chapters are historical longitudinal studies of a single case (Chap-

ter 4) or multiple cases (Chapter 3 and 5) of entrants and incumbents in three indus-

tries in Germany that span a spectrum of maturity along the process of disruptive 

innovation. This dissertation makes four contributions to advance the theory of dis-

ruptive innovation: 

First, this dissertation characterises the disruptive innovation process not as a linear, 

step-by-step evolution but rather as a dynamic progression of events and actions that 

are performed by the entrant, the incumbent, and other market actors and are shaped 

by underlying developments over time. Chapter 2 shows that the process of disrup-

tive innovation is diachronic in nature due to the interaction of the timing of entry 

and underlying processes that influence the synchronisation of events and actions 

that require an adaptability of strategy. This study thereby extends the previous un-

derstanding of disruptive innovation by complexifying the process and surfacing dy-

namics that lead to its occurrence over time. It proposes avenues for further research 

to explore how the strategic adaptability of the entrant, the perception and expecta-

tion of the incumbent and other market actors, the interplay between these actors, 

and the timing and temporal pacing of underlying developments and contextual con-

ditions work together to shape the process of disruptive innovation over time. In this 

chapter, we conceptualise the disruptive path and potential disruptive innovations to 
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account for disruption-in-becoming, that is, innovations that have the characteristic 

properties of disruptive innovation but have not yet reached the mainstream.  

Second, this dissertation studies disruptive innovation from the entrant's perspective 

and extends our understanding of a relational view on disruption. In contrast to pre-

vious literature, we show that the entrant is not a resource-poor target that needs to 

yield to incumbents' pressure. Instead, we show that the entrant, as a strategic actor, 

can proactively shape its own path. In fact, the entrant configures and reconfigures 

an alliance portfolio of partners unaffected by disruption to access resources, repu-

tation, and relationships of more established firms. This alliance portfolio enables 

the entrant to develop and grow its business model and guard against competitive 

pressure and prolong its independence from incumbents. Based on insights from stra-

tegic alliance literature, we thus suggest that the entrant considers a mixture of social 

and timing defence mechanisms to manage the interplay with incumbents and con-

tinue along its disruptive path (Chapter 3). The aspect of partners unaffected by dis-

ruption becomes relevant again when studying the entrant's development and growth 

of a disruptive platform. For platforms, the development of a network of comple-

mentors and customers is essential in reaching a critical mass and growing the plat-

form towards the mainstream market. In Chapter 4, we show how the entrant uses 

the power of its parent company and enjoys a "guarded inception" of its platform, 

then activates "force multipliers" as actively controlled platform participants to ex-

tend its reach, and eventually is “building on others” to grow its platform into the 

mainstream (Chapter 4). As such, we show that the entrant cooperates with partners 

unaffected by disruption that are more aligned with its strategic vision and support 

the entrant to endure the diachronic nature of the disruptive innovation process.  

Third, this dissertation explores how incumbents transform their organisations to re-

spond to potential disruption over time. In fact, while the entrant is performing the 

process of disruptive innovation over time, the incumbent takes a decisive role in 

shaping its occurrence. However, previous research showed that strategic and 
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identity considerations constrain incumbents. Thus, to respond, incumbents may 

need to enact strategic renewal that may be inhibited by their identities in the first 

place. Drawing on identity literature and insights from the strategy-identity nexus, 

we argue that the incumbent’s response is shaped by the recursive relationship be-

tween strategy and identity and agree with previous research that changing one with-

out the other leads to dysfunctional tensions. Chapter 5 shows that incumbents begin 

their transformation by learning about potential disruptive developments. This learn-

ing questions previously held assumptions, diverges from former strategies, and con-

fronts the organisation's identity. To give sense to this divergence, we show that in-

cumbents' top management evokes temporal sensegiving narratives that span the or-

ganisation's past and present and provide directions for the future. These narratives 

take the role of "alternative identity claims" that enable the continuation of the trans-

formation to prepare the organisation for a disruptive future. 

Finally, this dissertation offers implications for entrepreneurs and managers of en-

trant and incumbent organisations on how to manoeuvre along a disruptive path and 

how to transform the organisation to respond to potential disruption. For entrants, 

this dissertation shows that the process of disruptive innovation is performed over 

time in an interplay with incumbents, other market actors, and context conditions. 

To guard against potential misappropriation and a dissuading off the disruptive path, 

the entrant should strategically configure a portfolio of partners unaffected by dis-

ruption that support its path and allow the entrant to withstand competitive pressure 

and endure the diachronic nature of the process. For incumbents, this dissertation 

shows that disruptive innovation is not a big-bang event but rather develops over 

time and is performed by the entrant and other market actors. In fact, the temporality 

of underlying developments shapes a diachronic process that may appear as though 

the disruptive threat was averted. Incumbents may need to ensure that their learning 

activities are sustained over time to be able to respond to a disruptive innovation 

once it materialises on the mainstream. Overall, this dissertation advances our 
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understanding of how to research and manage in an era of disruption, contributes to 

the theory of disruptive innovation, and informs related fields in strategic manage-

ment. 
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1.1 Context and purpose 

We live in a world of constant change in which the emergence and development of 

new technologies enable the conceptualisation and commercialisation of new prod-

ucts, services, and business models (Ansari & Krop, 2012; Teece, 2018; Trabucchi 

et al., 2019). These underlying technologies open up and blur industry boundaries 

and introduce a new pace of change to previously stable environments (Kumaras-

wamy et al., 2018). Given these developments, scholars announced an “era of con-

tinual disruption” (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018, p. 1026) in which entrants thrive 

while incumbents are challenged to respond to survive (Christensen, 1997; Christen-

sen et al., 2018). Indeed, various industries have come under scrutiny as technolog-

ical-savvy companies explore new forms of value creation and capture (Christensen 

et al., 2018; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Trabucchi et al., 2019). Industries affected by 

disruption include well-known examples in the photography (Sandström et al., 2014; 

Tripsas, 2009; Tripsas & Gavetti, 2000), newspaper (Cozzolino et al., 2018; Gilbert, 

2001, 2005), and retail industry (Christensen, 1997; Christensen et al., 2018) as well 

as more recent examples in the automobile (McKinsey Report, 2016a, 2019b; E. Yin 

et al., 2017), insurance (Braun & Schreiber, 2017; McKinsey Report, 2017; Naylor, 

2016; Pauly, 2008), and banking industry (Gomber et al., 2018; McKinsey Report, 

2018b). Observations from these industries show that the influence of disruption ex-

tends from single businesses to industries and entire ecosystems. This makes it 

timely and relevant to research and explore how to manage such continual disruption 

(Kumaraswamy et al., 2018).  

This phenomenon of disruptive innovation and its implications initially have been 

observed and described by Christensen and Rosenbloom (1995) in the hard disk 

drive industry and have further been advanced by, for example, Adner (2002), Gil-

bert (2005, 2006), Christensen (2006), Kammerlander et al. (2018), Snihur et al. 

(2018), Cozzolino et al. (2018) and Kumaraswamy et al. (2018). Disruptive innova-

tion is defined as a process by which an entrant develops a new business model along 
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an alternative value trajectory by targeting a fringe customer group in an emergent 

value network (Christensen, 2006; Christensen & Rosenbloom, 1995). Incumbents 

consider this fringe customer group as unprofitable, unattractive, and unrelated to 

their businesses (Adner, 2002; Gilbert, 2005; Kammerlander et al., 2018). Over time, 

the entrant improves along its value trajectory, unaffected by incumbents, and even-

tually is able to serve mainstream customers’ demands (Adner, 2002; Christensen, 

1997; Christensen et al., 2018). As such, the entrant introduces a new way of doing 

business that challenges incumbents’ value creation and capture mechanisms. Once 

mainstream customers purchase the entrant’s offering in volume, disruption occurs 

(Adner, 2002). 

Various researchers have critiqued the theory of disruptive innovation on definitional 

shortcomings, underlying assumptions, sampling and validity, ex-post rationalisa-

tion and lack of predictability thereof (Danneels, 2004; King & Baatartogtokh, 2015; 

Markides, 2006; Sood & Tellis, 2011; Tellis, 2006). Subsequent research responded 

to this criticism and developed a clarified and extended understanding of disruptive 

innovation. This included a more detailed characterisation of the supply and demand 

trajectories (Adner, 2002), a clarification that disruptive innovation is a process that 

exists separately from the outcome (Christensen, 2006), an extension from resource 

rigidity to customer competences to explain incumbent’s inertia in the face of dis-

ruptive innovation (Henderson, 2006), and the role of incumbents’ cognitive frames 

to explain incumbents’ heterogenous abilities to respond to disruption (Gilbert, 

2005). Further clarifications were made concerning the role of business models in 

causing disruption (Christensen, 2006; Christensen et al., 2018) and strategic re-

newal to avert disruption (Christensen & Raynor, 2003; Gilbert, 2005).  

The majority of studies on disruptive innovation suggest an evolutionary, step-by-

step description of the disruptive innovation process (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018) 

and a focus on the failure of incumbents as originally proposed in the innovator’s 

dilemma (Christensen, 1997). This leaves a gap concerning the dynamics that shape 
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the process over time and the role of the entrant and its ability to manoeuvre these 

dynamics. This gap is surprising as Christensen emphasised that “disruption is a pro-

cess, not an event” (2006, p. 46) and proposed in his earlier work that the emergence, 

development, and growth of an innovation is what challenges incumbents to respond 

(Christensen & Rosenbloom, 1995). And although the theory of disruptive innova-

tion has so far produced statements of correlation and causation to explain incum-

bents’ failure (Christensen, 2006; Christensen et al., 2018), the ex-ante dynamics and 

the development of the entrant along the disruptive path remain undertheorised (An-

sari et al., 2016; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018).  

In recent times, some researchers began to focus on the entrant’s role in disruptive 

innovation and the incumbent’s ability to respond to potential disruption (e.g., Ansari 

et al., 2016; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018). These studies thereby devel-

oped the ex-ante dynamics and surfaced the strategies and competitive forces that 

shape this phenomenon over time. In fact, first research on the entrant’s disruptive 

path has been conducted by Marx et al. (2014) and Ansari et al. (2016). These re-

searchers introduce the “disruptor’s dilemma” (Ansari et al., 2016, p. 1831) to focus 

scholarly attention on the competitive dynamics that occur due to an entrant-incum-

bent interplay and that influence the entrant’s path. Building on this, Kumaraswamy 

et al. (2018) proposed to further research on disruptive innovation from an entrant’s 

perspective and take a relational view to the dynamics that occur between the entrant 

and other market actors to discern how and when disruptive innovation occurs. To 

this end, Snihur et al. (2018) examined the interplay between the entrant and the 

ecosystem and identified that entrants are able to strategically frame and adapt their 

innovations to engage external partners in supporting the entrant along its disruptive 

path. In addition, recent publications by Kammerlander et al. (2018) and Cozzolino 

et al. (2018) advanced our understanding on incumbents’ heterogenous abilities to 

respond to disruptive innovations over time. Together, these studies challenged the 

previous understanding of a linear, step-by-step evolution of disruptive innovation, 
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the passive role of the entrant, and the inability of incumbents to respond to disrup-

tion (Christensen et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). 

To further advance a more processual understanding of disruptive innovation, re-

searchers emphasised the need to surface the dynamics underlying the process of 

disruptive innovation and asked for a concentrated effort on the entrant’s and the 

ecosystem’s perspective (Christensen et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). Open 

questions include how disruptive innovations emerge, develop, and grow over time 

(Kumaraswamy et al., 2018) and connected to this, how entrants manoeuvre this 

process in a continuous interaction with other market actors (Snihur et al., 2018; 

Trabucchi et al., 2019) and contextual conditions (Christensen et al., 2018). Further, 

researchers raised the question as to incumbents’ response heterogeneity which 

raised a debate on whether it is the ability to perform strategic renewal or identity 

changes that influence incumbent’s ability to respond (Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; 

Christensen et al., 2018; Kammerlander et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). In 

addition, an open question refers to the usefulness of predicting disruptive innovation 

to enable incumbents to respond timely and adequately (Danneels, 2004; Hopp et al., 

2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018).  

Answering these questions requires research from a process view to be able to con-

sider phenomena dynamically and to surface how patterns come to be (Berends & 

Deken, 2020; Langley, 2007; Langley et al., 2013; Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). The 

process view had considerable impact in studies on innovation, organisational and 

strategic change and developed our understanding of temporal dynamics of strategy-

related phenomena (Langley, 2007; Nayak & Chia, 2011; Van de Ven, 2017). This 

dissertation argues that it is time to use the process view as a lens to study disruptive 

innovation (Christensen et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). Hence, the over-

arching research question of this dissertation is framed in processual terms and asks: 

How do disruptive innovations emerge, develop, and grow over time? 
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This question breaks down into four sub-questions (SQs) that each addresses a pre-

viously identified research gap and that together aim to advance our understanding 

of disruptive innovation as a process.  

In order to explore the processual dynamics as identified in previous studies, Chapter 

2 asks: 

SQ1: How does the extant literature describe the process leading to a dis-

ruptive innovation over time? 

In order to explore the entrant’s manoeuvring along the disruptive path in an inter-

play with other actors and contextual conditions, Chapter 3 and 4 explore: 

SQ2: How do entrants strategically (re-)configure their alliance portfolio to 

grow their business model along a disruptive path despite an interplay with 

incumbents? 

SQ3: How does an entrant leverage the relationships with its multiple plat-

form sides to evolve along the disruptive path? 

Eventually, in order to explore the relationship between identity and strategy in in-

cumbents’ responses to potential disruption, Chapter 5 questions: 

SQ4: How do incumbents circumvent their core (constraining) identity to 

shift the organisation’s strategy in the face of potential disruption? 

In what follows, this dissertation provides an overview of the theoretical background 

on disruptive innovation and the development of the theory of disruptive innovation 

over time. It introduces the reader to recent developments and current debates in the 

literature, provides a description of the methodology of this dissertation, and an out-

line and explanation of the four chapters that each answer one of the sub-questions. 

This dissertation concludes by discussing the contributions of these four chapters on 

the previously identified debates, describes the theoretical and managerial implica-

tions, as well as the limitations of this research.  
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1.2 Theoretical background: From anomaly-seeking research to 

disruptive innovation theory 

Innovation, understood as the commercial or industrial application of something 

new, has the potential to transform markets from within (Garcia & Calantone, 2002). 

As early as 1942, Schumpeter coined the term “creative destruction,” defined as: 

“The opening up of new markets […] that incessantly revolutionise the economic 

structure from within, incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new 

one” (Schumpeter, 1942, p. 83). He states that the competition from introducing a 

new commodity, new technology, new source of supply, or new way of organising 

does not strike at the incumbents’ profit margins nor their outputs but “at their foun-

dations and their very lives” (Schumpeter, 1942, p. 84). Schumpeter (1942) thereby 

opened the research agenda to explore why well-managed, successful firms fail in 

the face of the emergence of novelty.  

To understand the reasons for incumbents’ failure in the face of innovation, previous 

research surfaced the technological characteristics relative to the company’s compe-

tencies (Abernathy & Clark, 1985; Henderson & Clark, 1990; Tushman & Anderson, 

1986) and the role of organisational structure, strategy, and culture (Christensen, 

1993; Henderson & Clark, 1990; Tripsas & Gavetti, 2000). These insights led to the 

differentiation into innovation types (Garcia & Calantone, 2002). For instance, the 

differentiation between radical and incremental innovation helped to explain why 

incumbents fail whenever the innovation departs radically from established trajecto-

ries (Dosi, 1982). Tushman and Anderson (1986) introduced the notion of compe-

tence-destroying and competence-enhancing innovation, which helped to explain in-

cumbents’ failure in developing or acquiring the capabilities necessary to compete 

in the new technological paradigm. And Henderson and Clark (1990) extended this 

explanation by proposing the differentiation between architectural and modular in-

novation. While modular innovation describes the technological changes in compo-

nent parts in an unchanged product architecture, an architectural innovation changes 
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the way components work together. Incumbents face difficulties developing novel 

product architectures as their organisational structure and processes facilitate im-

provements at the component level but constrain changes at the architectural level.  

Building on this research, Christensen and Rosenbloom (1995) observed that estab-

lished disk drive manufacturers were succeeding in every type of innovation as long 

as the innovation targeted the needs of the company’s most profitable customers. To 

explain their observation, they introduced the concept of value networks, defined as 

a nested commercial system of producers and markets selling tradeable architected 

components to the next higher level in the system (Christensen & Rosenbloom, 

1995). Building on Dosi’s (1982) understanding of technological paradigms, the au-

thors suggest that each network has a particular rank ordering of the importance of 

various performance attributes. Yet, manufacturers may overshoot the performance 

demanded by customers within their value network and customers’ rank ordering of 

performance attributes may change over time (Christensen & Rosenbloom, 1995). 

This led to the definition of performance demand and performance supply trajecto-

ries that can diverge at one point in time and thereby open a foothold for lower-

performing technologies to migrate up-market. This enables innovators to attack es-

tablished networks. Christensen and colleagues labelled these lower-end innovations 

as disruptive innovations, that is, innovations that are inferior relative to the incum-

bents’ supply and mainstream customers’ demand preferences (Christensen et al., 

2018). They identified that incumbents failed to react to the emergence of this type 

of innovation. However, incumbents succeeded whenever an innovation improved 

the offering along historically valued performance dimensions, that is, incumbents 

succeeded in sustaining innovation (Christensen, 1997; Christensen & Bower, 1996; 

Christensen & Rosenbloom, 1995). 

Later, Christensen’s observations and descriptions of the dynamics leading to incum-

bents’ failure were confirmed in different industries, ranging from retailing, printing, 

and newspapers to financial services (for a more extensive overview, see, 
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Christensen et al., 2018). Additionally, the definition of disruptive innovation was 

extended to describe the process by which an entrant initially addresses fringe cus-

tomers by offering lower performing innovations in existing value networks (Chris-

tensen & Raynor, 2003) or new value networks (Schmidt & Druehl, 2008) and 

thereby encroaches on the mainstream unaffected by incumbents’ response (Van Or-

den et al., 2011), eventually eroding incumbents’ market share (Adner, 2002).  

In the process of theory development, these initial statements of correlation, that is, 

incumbents fail in disruptive innovation but succeed in sustaining innovation, were 

developed into causations by drawing on different theories to explain the observed 

mechanisms (Christensen et al., 2018). The most impactful theories were resource 

dependence theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003), resource allocation theory (Bower, 

1970), and the theory of asymmetric preferences (Adner, 2002) to explain incum-

bents’ failure in the face of disruption. Other relevant refinements drew on literature 

on competences and capabilities (Govindarajan et al., 2011; Henderson, 2006; Hopp 

et al., 2018) and cognition theory (Danneels, 2011; Gilbert, 2005, 2006) to account 

for the observed anomaly of incumbents’ heterogenous responses to disruption. Ad-

ditionally, a relevant extension was made by including insights from business model 

literature to more specifically describe the characteristics of disruptive innovations 

(Christensen, 2006; Markides, 2006). This dissertation builds on the previously pro-

vided understandings of disruptive innovation and uses these understandings as a 

basis for theory development in an abductive way (Langley et al., 2013). The fol-

lowing paragraphs briefly describe the previous theoretical frameworks used in dis-

ruptive innovation literature and show how these advanced our understanding of the 

phenomenon. 

1.2.1 Disruptive innovation as a problem of resource dependence and 

allocation 

To explain their observations of incumbents’ failure in the face of disruptive inno-

vations, Christensen and Bower (1996) drew on the resource dependence theory by 
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Pfeffer and Salancik (1978). This theory could explain why managers in the hard 

disk drive industry prioritised investments targeting the most profitable customers 

but failed to allocate enough resources to uncertain niche market projects. In fact, 

resource dependence theory builds on the assumption that organisations are con-

strained and affected by their environments and emphasises the ecology of the or-

ganisation to understand organisational behaviour (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003). As 

organisations struggle to maintain effectiveness, they need to manage the demands 

of the most relevant interest groups that the organisation depends on for resources 

and support (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003). Building on these insights to explain the 

observed anomalies in the hard disk drive industry, Christensen and Bower (1996) 

identified that incumbents’ “strategic scope is strongly bounded by the interest of 

external entities (customers, in this study) who provide the resources the firm needs 

to survive” (p.212). Thus, the dependence on external entities explained incumbents’ 

inability to invest in projects that targeted fringe groups and could account for the 

prioritisation of projects that further improved products and services for the most 

profitable and familiar customers.  

This explanation was extended by drawing on insights from the resource allocation 

process (Bower, 1970). The resource allocation process argues that the allocation of 

resources and execution of processes determines strategic outcomes. Bower and Gil-

bert (2005) argue that the way the business is organised and managers are measured 

and rewarded drives the pattern of resource allocation which drives strategy. Thus, 

innovation proposals that target incumbents most profitable customers are likely to 

be allocated the most resources. By combining resource dependence as manifested 

in the resource allocation process, Christensen and Bower (1996) concluded that “the 

inability of some successful firms to allocate sufficient resources to technologies that 

initially cannot find application in mainstream markets, but later invade them, lies at 

the root of the failure of many once-successful firms” (p.198). These insights thus 

allowed to explain the anomaly that incumbents succeeded in all types of innova-

tions, even technologically difficult ones, whenever the innovation targeted the 
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incumbents’ most profitable customers. However, incumbents failed when an inno-

vation proposal targeted niche customers that do not supply the firm with significant 

growth. In these cases, impetus is denied, and no or too little resources are allocated. 

Yet, these insights could not explain the dynamics underlying the supply and demand 

trajectories that eventually lead to a disruptive outcome. 

1.2.2 Disruptive innovation as a problem of asymmetric motivation 

Building on the description of incumbents and entrants’ supply and customers’ de-

mand trajectories, Adner (2002) extended the causal mechanisms underlying the pro-

cess of disruptive innovation by proposing the notion of asymmetric motivation. He 

extended the theoretical foundation of the emergence and development of the supply 

and demand trajectories by explaining how customers evaluate technologies and how 

this evaluation changes as performance improves. He thereby offers a demand-based 

view of disruptive innovation, showing how preference asymmetries are fundamen-

tal in shaping firms’ incentives leading to the dynamics observed in the hard disk 

drive industry. Further, he refines the point of disruption, previously defined as the 

intersection between entrant’s supply and mainstream customers’ demand trajecto-

ries (Christensen, 1997). Adner (2002) demonstrated that it is the preference overlap 

between the entrant’s and the incumbent’s customers that specifies the magnitude of 

the entrant’s performance improvements on mainstream customers’ evaluation. As 

product performance improves, the overlap between different market segments in-

creases. While entrants with low-price/high-volume strategies are motivated to in-

vade, incumbents are motivated to retreat to uncontested tiers of the market (Adner 

& Zemsky, 2006). Adner (2002) and Adner and Zemsky (2006) further showed how 

the pursuit of profitability leads to an asymmetry in motivation that explains en-

trants’ and incumbents’ up-market migration.  
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1.2.3 Disruptive innovation as a problem of competences and capabili-

ties 

Adner (2002) and Christensen and Bower (1996) explained changes in performance 

that lead to disruption and incumbents inability to respond to these changes. Another 

stream of research began to focus on incumbents’ inability to see these changes in 

the first place. This research builds on previous work on the effects of core rigidities 

and organisational myopia on organisation’s ability to innovate (Leonard‐Barton, 

1992; Levinthal & March, 1993). For instance, Henderson (2006) argues that it is 

organisational competences, understood as embedded organisational routines, that 

play a central role in explaining incumbent failure in the face of disruption. Incum-

bents tend to listen too attentively to their existing customers and thereby overlook 

changes in customer preferences or the development of new customer segments re-

spectively. This highlights the problem of organisational competences that inhibit 

incumbents to identify preferences of potential customers (Danneels, 2011; Hender-

son, 2006). Henderson (2006) concludes that incumbents’ established routines make 

it difficult for them to sense and then to act on shifts that allow disruptive innovations 

to emerge. Govindarajan et al. (2011) test this argument in their quantitative study 

on customer orientation. They confirm that mainstream customer orientation nega-

tively impacts disruptive innovation while emerging customer orientation has a pos-

itive effect on disruptive innovation for incumbents. While this line of research could 

show that customer competences play a role in incumbents’ ability to sense disrup-

tive innovations in the first place, it leaves open the question of the type of capabil-

ities that are required to seize disruptive innovations (Christensen et al., 2018; Hopp 

et al., 2018). 

1.2.4 Disruptive innovation as a problem of cognition 

Following previous attempts at extending the theoretical underpinnings of disruptive 

innovation, additional research sought to explain an observed anomaly: incumbents’ 

successes in disruptive innovations. While this research started from an exploration 
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into the strategic mechanisms to identify why some incumbents succeeded in disrup-

tive innovation, it eventually became a debate on the cognitive antecedents that en-

able or inhibit certain types of responsive actions (Danneels, 2011; Gilbert, 2005; 

Gilbert & Bower, 2002; Osiyevskyy & Dewald, 2015). 

For instance, Gilbert (2005) showed how Press B, a newspaper incumbent success-

fully shifted into the online newspaper business. He explained that incumbents’ re-

source allocation decisions are influenced by the dichotomous framing of innova-

tions as either threats or opportunities. While threat framing led to greater resource 

allocation, opportunity framing did not. Gilbert (2005, 2006) drew on prospect the-

ory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1984) and research on organisational change (Huff et 

al., 1992) to explain that resource commitment is more likely when the issue of con-

cern is in the domain of loss. Managers must perceive negative external changes to 

make internal change possible. However, threat framing led incumbents to “cram” 

the disruptive technologies into their mainstream business models (Christensen & 

Raynor, 2003; Gilbert, 2005). Gilbert (2005) identified that threat framing overcame 

resource rigidity but reinforced routine rigidity, strengthening what worked best in 

the traditional business. This routine rigidity could be overcome by structurally sep-

arating threat from opportunity perception in a new venture. This allowed the organ-

isation to respond to disruptive innovations. 

Building on these insights, Cozzolino et al. (2018) introduced a temporal perspective 

to the notion of framing by showing that GEDI, an Italian newspaper company, per-

ceived an opportunity from disruptive technologies but a threat from the emergence 

of new entrants with disruptive business models, that is, business models that show 

the characteristic properties of disruptive innovations. Their insights show that in the 

emerging stages of disruptive innovation, incumbents perceived an opportunity 

which led to experimentation. Yet, insights from the newspaper industry and the 

photography industry showed that opportunity framing could not sustain a sufficient 

level of commitment for these experiments over time (Gilbert, 2005; Gilbert & 
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Bower, 2002). In the later stages of disruptive innovation, incumbents thus had to 

resort to acquiring or allying with new entrants to obtain access to the necessary 

capabilities (Cozzolino et al., 2018). 

Thus, research on framing extended the model of disruptive innovation by showing 

that a strategic response goes beyond the allocation of resources but includes the 

cognitive architecture that underlies this allocation as well. In contrast to resource 

dependence that highlights external forces influencing organisational response (Pfef-

fer & Salancik, 2003), this research introduced a cognitive perspective and proposes 

that internal forces influence incumbents’ responses to disruptive innovations. How-

ever, what caused the interpretation of disruptive innovation as either an opportunity 

or a threat remains open for further research. We build on the observation of incum-

bents’ heterogenous abilities to respond to disruptive innovation and explore incum-

bents’ interpretive schemes that enable or inhibit a response in Chapter 5.  

1.2.5 Disruptive innovation as a business model problem  

While previous research largely focused on the mechanisms explaining incumbents’ 

failure and the strategic renewal to counter these mechanisms, subsequent research 

aimed to further specify the definition of disruptive innovation. Initially, the phe-

nomenon was defined as disruptive technologies (Christensen, 1997). Yet, industry 

observations revealed that it was the financial attractiveness relative to the incum-

bent’s current business model, which made the sustaining development more attrac-

tive than the disruptive path (Christensen, 2006). A business model describes the 

way companies do business, which processes are performed, and how they are inter-

linked (Foss & Saebi, 2017). Scholars ascribe three dimensions to a business model: 

value creation, value delivery, and value capture (Zott & Amit, 2010). In fact, the 

definition of the phenomenon of disruptive innovation was refined, stating that the 

root cause of incumbent’s failure was the emergence, development, and growth of 

new business models steered by new entrants rather than technological complexity, 

faulty managerial cognition, or incumbents’ inertia (Christensen et al., 2018). By 
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offering to a low-end or new market group, entrants upstaged incumbents by offering 

novel value propositions comprising a more convenient, easier, and cheaper product 

or service that was unappealing to higher ends of the market (Govindarajan & 

Kopalle, 2006; Hopp et al., 2018).  

Although the definition of disruptive innovation as a business model problem has 

gained considerable traction in management literature (e.g., Cozzolino et al., 2018; 

Snihur et al., 2018; Trabucchi et al., 2019), researchers advised against substituting 

disruptive technologies with disruptive business models (Habtay, 2012; Markides, 

2006). In fact, disruptive technologies show different processual dynamics and char-

acteristics compared to disruptive business models (Cozzolino et al., 2018; Habtay, 

2012; Markides, 2006). For instance, Habtay (2012) showed that technology disrup-

tions emerged and developed similarly to the process described in the innovator’s 

dilemma (Christensen, 1997). Yet, business model disruptions showed a different 

dynamic, growing fast in the beginning and disrupting most of the market but stag-

nating after a certain level. Further, Cozzolino et al. (2018) observed that an innova-

tion becomes disruptive by strategically integrating disruptive technologies in the 

business model design. This observation supports Christensen et al.’s (2018) state-

ment that “no technology is inherently disruptive” (p.1050) but rather that it is a 

strategic choice to position an innovation in a disruptive way. Hence, disruptive tech-

nologies and disruptive business models are disparate phenomena, occur at different 

times in the process, and challenge incumbents to different degrees (Cozzolino et al., 

2018; Habtay, 2012; Markides, 2006). We build on the understanding of disruptive 

innovation as a business model problem in Chapter 3 and 4. 

1.3 Recent developments and current debates 

Since its introduction in 1997, the concept of disruptive innovation has gained in-

creasing scholarly and managerial attention (Christensen et al., 2018). By drawing 

on relevant theories of resource dependence, resource allocation, competences and 

capabilities, cognition, and business model literature, researchers have advanced 
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disruptive innovation into a relevant theoretical framework to explain incumbents’ 

failure (Christensen et al., 2018; Hopp et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). 

However, further research gaps and debates emerged regarding the lack in theorising 

the underlying dynamics that shape the disruptive path over time, the entrant’s role 

in disruptive innovation (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018), and the lack of explanation for 

the identified anomaly of incumbents’ response heterogeneity in the face of disrup-

tive innovation (Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Christensen et al., 2018; Kammerlander 

et al., 2018). In addition, researchers continue to debate the still-standing criticism 

of the lack of predictive value of the disruptive innovation theory (Danneels, 2004; 

Hopp et al., 2018; King & Baatartogtokh, 2015). 

These debates opened a research agenda on the question of (1) disruptive innovation 

as a process or an outcome, (2) the role of the entrant and the interplay between the 

actors and contextual conditions that shape the process over time, and (3) the role of 

incumbents’ interpretation of disruptive innovation (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). For 

instance, Kumaraswamy et al. (2018) criticise the evolutionary definition of the dis-

ruptive innovation process, arguing that the step-by-step description does not ade-

quately account for the dynamics of recent innovations (e.g., Uber’s ride-hailing 

platform, Apple’s iPhone). By considering disruptive innovation as a dynamically 

constituted phenomenon, we can capture the relational dynamics that emerge due to 

the interplay between the entrant, other market actors, and context conditions (Ansari 

et al., 2016; Ansari & Krop, 2012; Snihur et al., 2018) and the aspects of framing 

and sensemaking that shape the process over time (Ansari et al., 2016; Kammerlan-

der et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018; Zietsma et al., 2018). The following paragraphs 

briefly introduce these trajectories for further research. 

1.3.1 Disruptive innovation as a process or an outcome? 

The theory of disruptive innovation, as originally framed, describes a process by 

which an entrant with fewer resources successfully challenges an established incum-

bent (Christensen, 1997). The process of disruptive innovation begins with a new 
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entrant offering more-suitable functionality at a lower price to overlooked (niche) 

segments, eventually moving upmarket by improving the innovation’s performance 

and appealing to incumbents’ mainstream customers. Incumbents pursue higher 

profitability and tend to ignore the emergence of such a disruptive threat. When 

mainstream customers begin to purchase the entrant’s offering in volume, disruption 

occurs (Adner, 2002). To maintain competitiveness and avoid displacement, incum-

bents are advised to engage in strategic renewal by structurally separating a new 

venture to respond to this type of innovation (Christensen & Raynor, 2003).  

While this process describes the steps and relevant conditions of disruptive innova-

tions from an evolutionary perspective, it remains vague regarding the dynamics of 

events and actions enabling entrants to successfully pursue a disruptive path (Ku-

maraswamy et al., 2018; Langley et al., 2013). As such, we know little about the 

temporal progression of activities and events to explain the emergence, development, 

growth, and eventual disruption of such innovations (Langley et al., 2013). Further, 

as Langley (2007, p. 273) suggests “actions to improve performance engender reac-

tions that feed back into further actions, often with consequences.” This recursive 

dynamic remains undertheorised in disruptive innovation literature (Christensen et 

al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). This may explain the continued focus of man-

agers and scholars on the outcome of disruptive innovations, the misunderstanding 

of disruptive innovation as an effect, and the lack of knowledge regarding temporal 

dynamics that arise due to the phenomenon’s inherent processual characteristics 

(Christensen et al., 2018).  

Building on previous research on the innovation journey, we know that innovation 

processes tend to be complex and nonlinear with serendipitous moments (Ansari & 

Garud, 2009; Garud et al., 2011). As Saunders et al. (2004) suggests, innovation 

rarely follows an “orderly, managerially imposed timeline and timetable comprised 

of discrete, measurable activities with predictable durations, sequencing, and inter-

actions” (p.24). In fact, the development of an innovation begins with seemingly 
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random events, transitions to chaotic interrelations of conditions shaping the path, 

and eventually ends in orderly patterns (Van de Ven, 2017). Kumaraswamy et al. 

(2018) propose to consider the development of disruptive innovations along the 

stages proposed by Usher (1954). Usher (1954) proposed that novelty emerges from 

the interrelation of the “perception of an incomplete pattern”, the “setting of the 

stage”, an “act of insight”, and “critical revision”. An understanding of these mech-

anisms can help to capture the relevant micro processes that underlie the process of 

disruptive innovation, yet they require further exploration (Kumaraswamy et al., 

2018). 

As such, it becomes relevant to study and conceptualise the disruptive path, that is, 

the process the innovation follows from the niche to the mainstream market (Chris-

tensen et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). Considering the path as shaped 

through different dynamics and playing out over time is an inherent part of Christen-

sen’s initial definition of disruptive innovation and yet, has received little scholarly 

attention (Christensen, 2006; Christensen et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). 

Considering disruptive innovation as a path allows to engage the idea of “potential 

disruption”, which has been used by researchers to refer to innovations that have not 

yet reached the mainstream (e.g., Ansari et al., 2016; Rafii & Kampas, 2002). In fact, 

“potential disruption” describes innovations in the initiation and niche market phase 

that possess the characteristic properties of disruptive innovations but may be dis-

suaded from the disruptive path due to subsequent dynamics (Petzold et al., 2019). 

The consideration of potential disruption allows a research focus on the dynamics 

underlying the disruptive path and opens a research agenda to consider disruption 

in-becoming.  

Inherent to a processual understanding of disruptive innovation is a consideration of 

the temporal aspects (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). Indeed, acknowledging different 

tempos, timing of underlying processes, and time as an empirical phenomenon in its 

own right may further the ex-ante view of disruptive innovation by considering the 
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presence of temporal synchronies, asynchronies, and diachronies (Bansal et al., 

2019; Garud et al., 2016, 2018; Reinecke & Ansari, 2017). Indeed, complementary 

technologies, products, and services on which the innovation’s progress depends 

may not evolve in symmetry but rather emerge at different times and evolve with 

different speed (i.e., asynchrony) (Ansari & Garud, 2009; Ansari & Krop, 2012; Ku-

maraswamy et al., 2018). This may slow the process or make ideas appear unfeasible. 

Thus, initial attempts at innovating may be considered false starts and dead ends but 

serve as the foundation for innovation when the time is right (i.e., diachrony) (Ansari 

& Krop, 2012; Downes & Nunes, 2013; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018; Reinecke & 

Ansari, 2017). Considering the right timing, different tempos, and inherent tempo-

ralities allows to surface the strategic importance of temporal fit between the envi-

ronment and the organisational rhythms (Bansal et al., 2019).  

As such, we need research that explores, describes, and explains the processual char-

acteristics underlying the process of disruptive innovation (Kumaraswamy et al., 

2018). The understanding of the dynamics that shape the process of disruptive inno-

vation over time may in turn provide us with relevant insights to explain recent in-

novations such as Uber’s ride hailing platform (McKinsey Report, 2019a), Airbnb’s 

flat sharing platform (WSJ, 2019b), or the success of Plaid’s fintech platform (WSJ, 

2020). These innovations do not threaten to dislodge a single incumbent but rather 

serve as platforms for others and disrupt existing relationships in industries and eco-

systems (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). This dissertation builds on the understanding 

of potential disruption to explore the dynamics that evolve during the initiation and 

niche market phase in Chapter 2 to 5, propose the importance of a temporal consid-

erations for entrants in Chapter 3 and 4, and discuss the relevance of temporal sense-

making for incumbents in Chapter 5.  
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1.3.2 Disruptive innovation as the innovator’s or disruptor’s di-

lemma? 

Previous research has largely focused on disruptive innovation from an incumbents’ 

perspective to explain the innovator’s dilemma (e.g., Adner & Snow, 2010; Chris-

tensen et al., 2018; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Gilbert, 2005). Yet, by investigating the 

disruptive path and the concept of “potential disruption,” researchers began to ex-

plore the entrant’s role in disruptive innovation and the influence of the entrant’s 

interplay with incumbents, other market actors, as well as context conditions (e.g., 

Ansari et al., 2016; Ansari & Krop, 2012; Marx et al., 2014; Snihur et al., 2018). 

Notable studies include Ansari et al. (2016), Marx et al. (2014) and more recent pub-

lications by Snihur et al. (2018). Yet, apart from these few studies the entrant’s 

manoeuvring along the disruptive path has rarely been explored. Indeed, the initial 

understanding of disruptive innovation is foremost a theory of incumbents’ failure 

without providing sufficient understanding of entrants’ success (Ansari et al., 2016). 

Thus, the process from the entrant’s perspective and the dynamics shaping the dis-

ruptive path remain undertheorised (Ansari et al., 2016; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018).  

This led to post-hoc criticism due to the theory’s gap of explaining the emergence, 

development, and growth of entrants’ business models along the disruptive path 

(Danneels, 2004; Govindarajan & Kopalle, 2006; Sood & Tellis, 2011). In fact, the 

theory was criticised on its lack of predictive value as to which entrant with what 

business model would disrupt which industry at what time (Danneels, 2004; King & 

Baatartogtokh, 2015). This gap motivated an exploration into the process of disrup-

tive technology development, entrants’ business model (re-) configuration, and the 

challenges that arise along the disruptive path (e.g., Ansari et al., 2016; Ansari & 

Krop, 2012; Lawlor & Kavanagh, 2015; Marx et al., 2014; Snihur et al., 2018). 

To this end, Ansari and Krop (2012) suggested to adopt an incumbent-challenger 

perspective and argued that the interactions between the different actors would be 

relevant in determining whether an innovation will become disruptive. Ansari et al. 
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(2016), Marx et al. (2014), Cozzolino et al. (2018), and Snihur et al. (2018) identified 

that entrants and incumbents eventually confront each other, which influences the 

entrant’s business model reconfiguration. Indeed, instances were observed in which 

incumbents did not neglect the entrant but responded vigorously by directly compet-

ing, acquiring, or allying with new entrants (Ansari et al., 2016; Cozzolino et al., 

2018; Zietsma et al., 2018). As such, Christensen’s findings that incumbents fail to 

react to the emergence of disruptive innovation seemed not to hold true in these cases 

(Christensen et al., 2018). This elicited an interest in how an incumbent’s response 

would influence the entrant’s path. 

In their research on the role of framing, Ansari et al. (2016) showed how TiVo, an 

entrant in the U.S. TV industry, changed its framing dynamically over time. TiVo 

entered the industry by framing itself as a disruptor perceived as destroying or ap-

propriating existing value. Over time, TiVo faced competitive responses from the 

TV industry that constrained the entrant’s ability to increase market share and de-

velop the business model. In fact, TiVo faced a disruptor’s dilemma as it was de-

pendent on the support of the incumbents it stood to disrupt. Realising this depend-

ence, TiVo changed its framing strategy from competitive towards cooperative, em-

phasising its sustaining and downplaying its disruptive effect on incumbents to en-

sure cooperation. This eventually resulted in a reconfiguration of TiVo’s business 

model in a sustaining way. A similar dynamic was observed by Marx et al. (2014) in 

the speech recognition industry. As such, Ansari et al. (2016) introduced the concept 

of coopetition, that is, the simultaneous competition and cooperation between com-

panies (Nalebuff & Brandenburger, 1997), into disruptive innovation literature to 

describe the entrant-incumbent relationship.  

While studies on the entrant-incumbent interplay began to emphasise the dynamics 

shaping the entrant’s business model in a sustaining way, Snihur et al. (2018) showed 

how Salesforce, an entrant in the CRM industry, was able to continue along its dis-

ruptive path through adapting its business model continuously and applying a 
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dynamic mixture of holistic framing to gain stakeholders’ support. They showed how 

underlying the entrant’s path towards disruption is a virtuous framing-adaptation cy-

cle: Initially, the entrant introduces its business model to the niche and announces its 

arrival by assuming a holistic distinctiveness frame to create visibility, develop cred-

ibility, and establish a relationship with relevant ecosystem members. If the incum-

bent neglects the entrant’s arrival, the entrant begins to adopt a holistic leadership 

frame, consolidating dominance of the newly emerging ecosystem and extending it 

to attract incumbents’ stakeholders. Snihur et al. (2018, p. 1280) labelled this the 

“disruptor’s gambit” to explain how the new entrant revealed its intentions early on 

through effective framing, which was followed by rapid business model adaptations 

to satisfy ecosystem needs. These findings show that disruptive new entrants, that is, 

entrants with business models that show disruptive characteristics and that embark 

on a disruptive path from the niche to the mainstream, are active and strategic par-

ticipants that can manoeuvre their business models along a disruptive path. 

However, these findings do not provide insights how entrants are capable to continue 

along a disruptive path despite an interplay with incumbents. Indeed, Snihur et al. 

(2018) did not provide empirical evidence on a competitive interplay between 

Salesforce and Siebel, the market leader that Salesforce stood to disrupt. In fact, 

Siebel initially remained dismissive of Salesforce’s entry into the market and later 

was reluctant to respond to Salesforce’s advances. Thus, researchers called for more 

empirical evidence on disruptive innovation from an entrant’s perspective to further 

our understanding of entrants’ strategic manoeuvres to circumvent coopetitive dy-

namics and use the disruptor’s dilemma to their advantage (Ansari et al., 2016; Hopp 

et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). This would ultimately advance our under-

standing of disruptive innovation from a relational view (Kumaraswamy et al., 

2018). Chapter 3 and 4 address this gap and show how entrants remain on the dis-

ruptive path by strategically orchestrating a network of partners unaffected by dis-

ruption, essentially “building on others” to circumvent the disruptor’s dilemma.  



Chapter 1: Introduction 

 23 

1.3.3 Disruptive innovation as a problem of strategy or cognition?  

The research on the entrant-incumbent interplay is influenced by observations of in-

cumbents’ response heterogeneity in the face of disruption (e.g., Adner & Snow, 

2010; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Kammerlander et al., 2018; Zietsma et al., 2018). In 

fact, some incumbents (1) invested heavily in disruptive technologies and (2) ac-

quired or allied with new entrants. For instance, GEDI, an Italian newspaper com-

pany initially experimented with online newspaper platforms and later acquired and 

allied with the Huffington Post, a disruptive new entrant (Cozzolino et al., 2018). 

Other incumbents entered (3) framing contests, such as U.S. television incumbents 

facing the entry of TiVo (Ansari et al., 2016) as well as Canadian technology com-

panies responding to the emergence of cleantech start-ups (Zietsma et al., 2018). Yet 

again, other incumbents (4) actively retreated from the market to develop alternative 

strategies or focus on more profitable niches. For example, Cisco developed a new 

platform to respond to the growth of the cloud platform and Ultratech decided to 

remain focused on the 1x stepper technology and to retrench to a lower end position 

in its home market (Adner & Snow, 2010; Khanagha et al., 2020). This stands in 

contrast to original claims that incumbents are unable to detect disruptive opportu-

nities (Henderson, 2006) and allocate sufficient resources to disruptive innovation 

projects (Christensen et al., 2018). 

To account for this observed response heterogeneity, researchers began to investi-

gate incumbents’ interpretive processes (Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Gilbert, 2006; 

Kammerlander et al., 2018; Tripsas & Gavetti, 2000) by drawing on cognition liter-

ature, sensemaking, and prospect theory (e.g., Daft & Weick, 1984; Kahneman & 

Tversky, 1979, 1984; Kaplan, 2011; Weick, 1995). In fact, researchers explored in-

cumbents’ interpretive schemes regarding disruptive innovation (Daft & Weick, 

1984; Dutton & Jackson, 1987; Gilbert, 2006) and examined the suitability of organ-

isational frames to induce a sense of urgency to overcome organisational inertia 
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(Kammerlander et al., 2018; Lettice & Thomond, 2008; Tripsas, 2009; Tripsas & 

Gavetti, 2000).  

To this end, researchers explored the role of organisational identity to make sense of 

disruptive innovation (e.g., Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Kammerlander et al., 2018; 

Tripsas, 2009). Organisational identity, defined as the organisation’s claim as to 

‘who we are, as a company’ is a strongly embedded cognitive scheme (Anthony & 

Tripsas, 2016; Gioia et al., 2013; Kogut & Zander, 1996) that influences incumbents’ 

attention, interpretation, and action (Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Daft & Weick, 1984; 

Kammerlander et al., 2018; Kogut & Zander, 1996). Hence, what the organisation 

perceives itself to be, affects what the organisation perceives itself capable of doing. 

In this regard, Anthony and Tripsas (2016) propose a recursive relationship between 

identity and innovation, arguing that identity influences the innovation activities and 

innovation activities influence identity evolution.  

Anthony and Tripsas (2016) further propose to differentiate between identity-en-

hancing, identity-stretching, and identity-challenging innovation to explain organi-

sations’ response. Applying these concepts, the disruption in the hard disk drive in-

dustry is an identity-enhancing innovation as the new technologies enhanced the do-

main identity of the disk drive incumbents (Anthony & Tripsas, 2016). However, 

incumbents in the hard disk drive industry repeatedly failed when new generations 

of hard disk drives emerged (Christensen, 1997). Kammerlander et al. (2018) ex-

plained this inconsistency by proposing the concept of organisational role identity. 

Studying 14 incumbent publishing firms, they found that incumbents interpret 

changes not only based on their organisational domain identity, that is, members’ 

perception of the category to the which the organisation belongs (Livengood & Re-

ger, 2010). They further use their organisational role identity, that is, members’ per-

ception of the long-standing impact on the development of the organisation’s cate-

gory, to make sense of the disruptive innovation. Hence, they argue that hard disk 

drive incumbents might not have perceived their domain identity but their role 



Chapter 1: Introduction 

 25 

identity as challenged by the new technology, which led to the observed resource 

rigid responses by hard disk drive incumbents.  

While an investigation into organisational interpretive schemes helped to explain the 

heterogeneity in incumbents’ response to disruption, this research further surfaced 

that organisations might need to actively attempt to change their identities to respond 

to disruption (Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Kammerlander et al., 2018; Tripsas, 2009). 

And while previous research repeatedly emphasised strategic renewal as a way for 

incumbents to respond to disruption (e.g., Christensen et al., 2015; Christensen & 

Raynor, 2003; Gilbert, 2005), such a strategic renewal may be inhibited by incum-

bents’ identities. Thus, the question arises how organisations may change their iden-

tity to be able to initiate such strategic renewal in an adequate and timely manner. 

Chapter 5 builds on this question and draws on research on the strategy-identity 

nexus (Ravasi et al., 2017; Schultz & Hernes, 2019) to explain how incumbents were 

able to transform their organisations to respond to the emergence and development 

of potential disruption. 

In what follows, this dissertation describes the methodological approaches used to 

explore the identified research gaps.  

1.4 Methodology 

1.4.1 Ontology 

Underlying any type of study is a philosophical consideration as to the nature of the 

phenomenon being examined (ontology) and the methods applied to understand it 

(epistemology) (Van de Ven, 2007). This requires an answer as to what is reality 

(ontology), which influences the researcher’s approach to capture this reality (epis-

temology). As such, ontology defines the researcher’s stance on the origin, nature, 

and constitution of reality and informs the study design (Flick, 2006; Van de Ven, 

2007). In essence, ontology “has to do with our assumptions about the nature of the 

beast we are studying” (Gioia & Hamilton, 2016, p. 21).  
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As this research aims to explain the dynamics in-between, that is, the emergence, 

development, and growth of disruptive innovations, this dissertation follows the un-

derstanding of ‘things’ as being constituted, reproduced, adapted, and defined 

through processes. Thus, this research takes a process view following Langley (1999, 

2007). A process view considers phenomena as dynamically constituted through 

movements, activities, events, change, and temporal evolution. It thus makes visible 

“how things come to be” (Langley, 2007, p. 271) by studying how and why things 

evolve. In this regard, researchers differentiate between two views: a weak and a 

strong process view (Chia & Langley, 2004; Tsoukas, 2005; Van de Ven & Poole, 

2005).  

The differentiation between a weak and a strong process view is ontological and 

carries important epistemological considerations (Tsoukas, 2005; Van de Ven & 

Poole, 2005). Following Chia and Langley (2004), a weak process view considers 

processes as important but reducible to the action of things, reflecting a substantive 

metaphysics wherein change happens to organisations. As such, it considers “the 

world as made of things in which processes represent change in things” (Van de Ven 

& Poole, 2005, p. 1379) enabling us to empirically research processes by considering 

organisations as social actors and real entities (Langley et al., 2013; Van de Ven, 

2007). In contrast, a strong process view sees things as secondary and instantiated 

through processes, based on process metaphysics in which entities are only tempo-

rary instantiations (Langley et al., 2013; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). Thus, it considers 

“a world of processes in which things are reifications of processes” (Van de Ven & 

Poole, 2005, p. 1379), which allows for an appreciation of the nature of processes in 

and of themselves. Consequentially, the strong process view regards organisations 

as processes in an emergent flux and as such, reflects the notion of becoming (Tsou-

kas & Chia, 2002; Van de Ven & Poole, 2005).  

While a weak and strong process view follow different ontologies, one could argue 

that they complement each other and can be combined to yield a more holistic 
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appreciation of complex organisational dynamics (Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). 

Tsoukas and Chia (2002) acknowledge different levels of change: while a strong 

process view emphasises organisational change as constituted through changes per-

formed by organisational members on a daily basis, a weak process view considers 

organisations as social actors that are in and of themselves capable of changing. They 

propose that while organisational members’ activities as performed could change the 

organisation, these changes may never become institutionalised. The institutionalis-

ing of local changes depends on the structural context espoused by organisations’ 

top management.  

Overarchingly, taking a process view enables the researcher to see and capture what 

occurs in-between snapshots (Reinecke & Ansari, 2017) and allows to incorporate a 

dynamic dimension that acknowledges time as an integral part of organisational 

change. To answer the overarching research question of this dissertation, this re-

search follows Langley (2007) in her understanding of process thinking “to study 

temporally evolving phenomena” (p.272) and considers the world as socially con-

structed by its members at a variety of different levels.  

1.4.2 Epistemology 

While ontology is concerned with the philosophical questions as to what we consider 

the nature of reality, epistemology requires an answer as to how we understand and 

know reality (Flick, 2006). A researcher’s epistemological consideration concerns 

the study of nature and the scope of knowledge (Van de Ven, 2007). As such, it 

requires an answer to the question of “how do we know the beast we are studying” 

(Gioia & Hamilton, 2016, p. 21). This influences the way the researcher inquirers 

into the world using multiple apparatuses (Garud et al., 2018). As such, the episte-

mological consideration defines the methods used to understand the phenomenon we 

are studying (Van de Ven, 2007). 

Several epistemological perspectives have been proposed to examine organisation 

and management processes, stemming from different understandings of change in 
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organisation studies (Langley et al., 2013). On the one hand, researchers define 

change as an observed difference in an organisational entity on specific dimensions 

over time. On the other hand, it is considered a narrative of a sequence of events on 

how change unfolds (Poole et al., 2000). Thus, Mohr (1982) proposed to differentiate 

between two main epistemologies to the study of change in organisation: variance 

and process theories. While variance theories seek explanation in change driven by 

deterministic causation, analysing the influence of independent variables causing 

change in dependent variables, process theories tell narratives about a sequence of 

events producing an observed outcome (Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). Van de Ven 

and Poole (2005) follow a critical realism perspective and propose that variance and 

process perspectives can be combined to provide a richer understanding of complex 

organisational dynamics. However, this dissertation follows Langley (2007) in her 

understanding of process thinking that excludes a variance-approach.  

Overarchingly, this research follows in the process tradition and takes a social con-

structivist view. This view denies a solution to the demarcation problem, emphasises 

the intertwinement between the genesis and validity of theory, sees reality as socially 

constructed and is interested in understanding what meanings people give to reality 

(Van de Ven, 2007, p. 47). As such, this dissertation views reality as socially con-

structed through our experiences and interactions with others (Creswell, 2012). It 

thus posits that the researcher is likewise immersed in this world and thus cannot 

provide an objective account but rather strives to co-construct reality together with 

the respondents (Creswell, 2012; Van de Ven, 2007). While social constructivism 

sometimes focuses on the individual level, this dissertation follows Langley (2007) 

in that process thinking “does not necessarily demand a micro focus and can be ap-

plied to temporally evolving phenomena at a variety of different levels (individual, 

organisational, sector, field)” (p.272).  

Consequently, the following studies provide narratives of sequences of activities and 

events as performed by entrants and incumbents to strategically manoeuvre along 
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the disruptive path, manage the interplay with other market actors and context con-

ditions, and develop and grow the business model towards disruption. As such, the 

chapters provide narratives of “sequences of events, stages, or cycles of change in 

the development of an entity” (Van de Ven & Poole, 2005, p. 1387). 

1.4.3 Research setting 

As this research is phenomenon driven, the focus is on relevant instances of disrup-

tive innovation. Previous research has identified a confusion as to what signifies a 

disruptive innovation due to a mis- or overly broad application of disruptive innova-

tion to any threat or change and a misunderstanding of the definition of disruptive 

innovation to describe any innovation that led to the displacement of incumbents 

(Christensen et al., 2018). Thus, to ensure the selection of exemplary and theoretical 

useful cases of disruptive innovation (Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 

2007), this dissertation focuses on cases that have been discussed in prior scientific 

publications. It thereby follows a procedure for case selection similar to King and 

Baatartogtokh (2015). To this end, we created a matrix of disruptive technologies 

that disrupted established industries as described in extant literature (e.g., Christen-

sen et al., 2018; Christensen & Raynor, 2003).  

To ensure access to the respective cases and to ensure a basic level of comparability, 

we transferred the identified cases to disruptive innovations in German industries. 

To this end, we cross-referenced previously identified cases of disruptive innova-

tions with reports from leading business newspapers on disruptive developments in 

Germany (e.g., Handelsblatt, Manager Magazin, Financial Times Deutschland). 

Eventually, we identified nine possible industries (automobile, energy, higher edu-

cation, insurance, publishing, photography, printing, consultancy, and retail) in 

which disruptive innovations were emerging, developing or had already disrupted 

leading incumbents (Table 1.1.). Within each industry, we identified entrants with 

disruptive business models or incumbents whose business models were threatened 

by the disruptive innovation. Each case was assessed on its fit to previously defined 
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disruptive innovation characteristics (Govindarajan & Kopalle, 2006) and described 

in great detail in each study (Chapter 3-5).  

Table 1.1. Overview of industries in which disruptive innovations have been studied. 

No. Industry Author(s) and year 

1 Automobile Dyerson and Pilkington (2005), Von Pechman et al. (2015), Yin et al. 
(2017)  

2 Energy Green and Newman (2017), Majumdar et al. (2018), Zietsma et al. 
(2018) 

3 Higher edu-
cation 

Christensen (2006), Christensen et al. (2005), Downes and Nunes 
(2013), Flavin (2016)  

4 Insurance Braun and Schreiber (2017), Pauly (2008), Perks et al. (2012), 
Stoeckli et al. (2018) 

5 Publishing Cozzolino et al. (2018), Gilbert (2003, 2005, 2006), Kammerlander et 
al. (2018)  

6 Photography Ansari and Krop (2012), Christensen (2006), Lucas and Goh (2009), 
Sandström et al. (2009), Tripsas (2009), Tripsas and Gavetti (2000) 

7 Printing Christensen and Raynor (2003), Majumdar et al. (2018), Rayna and 
Striukova (2016)  

8 Consultancy Christensen et al. (2013), Molina-Morales et al. (2019)  

9 Retail Christensen and Tedlow (2000), Slywotzky et al. (2000), Trabucchi 
et al. (2019) 

 

Furthermore, as the aim is to develop the understanding of the emergence, develop-

ment, and growth of disruptive innovations, this research focuses its inquiry along a 

“spectrum of maturity” (Christensen, 2006, p. 45) (see Figure 1.1.). Specifically, we 

chose three of the nine cases as exemplary industries in which entrants with disrup-

tive business models were emerging and developing (automobile industry), 
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developing and growing (insurance industry), and have disrupted large incumbent 

businesses (retail industry) in Germany.  

 

Figure 1.1. Three exemplary industries to study the emergence, development, and 

growth of disruptive innovation. Illustration based on Christensen et al., 2018. 

1.4.4 Research design 

As the aim of this research is to understand the process of disruptive innovation with 

an emphasis on the dynamic progression of actors’ activities and the unfolding of 

events over time, it follows a qualitative research approach. The aim of qualitative 

research is to provide a theoretical understanding that acknowledges the complexity 

and messiness of everyday life through presenting the findings that derive from an 

analytical synthesis of different data (Flick, 2006; Miles et al., 2014; Saldaña, 2011; 

Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). To this end, qualitative research focuses on analysing 

cases in their temporal and local particularities and emphasises the role of people’s 

expressions and activities in a given context (Flick, 2006). Thus, the focus is on ex-

ploring the everyday life of individuals, groups, societies, and organisations by draw-

ing on textual (e.g., interviews, fieldnotes, documents) or visual materials (e.g., ar-

tefacts, photography, video recordings), or internet sites (Miles et al., 2014; Saldaña, 

2011). This approach allows to provide a detailed illustration of the particular events 
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and actions and enables “richness and holism, with strong potential for revealing 

complexity” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10). Additionally, a qualitative approach 

is preferred if the research aims to develop theory rather than test it (Flick, 2006), 

which is the overarching approach for this dissertation as little research has been 

conducted on the dynamics underlying the disruptive path (Christensen et al., 2018; 

Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). 

As this research is guided by the overarching question of how disruptive innovations 

emerge, develop, and grow over time, Chapter 2 begins with a systematic literature 

review (Tranfield et al., 2003). The aim was to integrate extant literature on disrup-

tive innovation to surface relevant events and actions shaping the process over time. 

This was motivated by the observation that studies on disruptive innovations are 

largely based on qualitative case study research and often provide thick narrative 

descriptions (Christensen et al., 2018). We coupled this systematic literature review 

with a content analysis to ensure the inclusion of complex research questions and a 

deep reading of the content (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008; Saldaña, 2016). Analysing 

the findings and discussion section of previously published research on disruptive 

innovation provided insights into dynamics during the initiation, niche, and the main-

stream market phase. We surfaced the aspects of the entrant’s strategy, the incum-

bents and other market actors’ perception and expectation, and the role of underlying 

technologies that shape the disruptive path. Overall, we propose the process of dis-

ruptive innovation as being shaped by the timing of entry and underlying processes 

that influences the synchronisation of events and actions, which requires a continu-

ous adaptability of strategic actions to remain on the disruptive path. These insights 

were used the guide the exploration in the subsequent studies.  

Chapter 3 to 5 explore the aforementioned topics by following the approach of qual-

itative process research as outlined in Langley (1999). A such, we conducted histor-

ical longitudinal studies of single cases (retail) or multiple, embedded cases (auto-

mobile, insurance, and retail) to provide in-depth accounts of processual dynamics 
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and acknowledge different context conditions (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Geh-

man et al., 2018; R. K. Yin, 2012). We combined the collection of historical and 

real-time longitudinal data at the organisational level with a grounded theory, narra-

tive, and visual mapping strategy (Berends & Deken, 2020; Burgelman, 2011; Cor-

bin & Strauss, 1990; Glaser & Strauss, 2009; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Pentland, 

1999). We aimed to explore the patterns and mechanism of activities and events 

shaping the entrants’ business model reconfiguration in the interaction with other 

market actors and context conditions in the insurance and retail industry (Chapter 3), 

the retail industry (Chapter 4) and incumbents’ transformational activities in the au-

tomobile industry (Chapter 5). As such, we entered each chapter with a preliminary 

yet broad question in mind that was motivated by the current debates in the disruptive 

innovation literature. We then followed a grounded theory approach to allow the data 

to guide us in the direction of the relevant theoretical frameworks. Hence, our theo-

rising was abductive in nature (Gehman et al., 2018; Langley et al., 2013). 

To explore the phenomenon of disruptive innovation and to follow its evolution over 

time, previous researchers advocated the mix of real-time and archival data (Ansari 

et al., 2016; Burgelman, 2011; Kammerlander et al., 2018). Indeed, conducting year-

long real-time observations and interviewing of top management facing potential 

disruption is difficult, as disruptive innovations only become identifiable over time 

(Snihur et al., 2018). As such, our approach to process research is rather one of trac-

ing back than following forward (Langley, 2007).Thus, we pursue a research ap-

proach similar to previous studies on disruptive innovation and collect real-time in-

terview data and historical archival data from various sources (e.g., Ansari et al., 

2016; Burgelman, 2011; Danneels, 2011; Snihur et al., 2018). A combination of in-

terviews and archival data underlies the study in Chapter 3. This allowed us to ex-

amine contemporary processes in depth (Langley et al., 2013). In contrast, Chapter 

4 and 5 draw mainly on archival data, that is, time-stamped data entries in official 

company communication, which is suitable to trace event chronologies, meanings, 

and discourse over a long time (Langley et al., 2013). Data collection was ended 
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upon reaching theoretical saturation, however, acknowledging that some processes 

are still ongoing (Gehman et al., 2018; Gioia et al., 2012; Glaser & Strauss, 2009). 

Specifically, Chapter 3 explores the dynamics shaping the entrants’ path towards 

disruption in the German insurance and retail industry over time. To this end, we 

conducted a historical longitudinal study of four embedded cases (Eisenhardt & 

Graebner, 2007; R. K. Yin, 2012) to explore the interplay between the entrants, in-

cumbents, and other market actors as well as contextual conditions. Our data analysis 

followed a process approach and thus combined a grounded theory approach to cod-

ing (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Glaser & Strauss, 2009), together with the organising 

strategy of visual maps and narratives, and the replicating strategy of temporal brack-

eting (Langley, 1999; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Pentland, 1999). Comparing the 

processes of the entrants’ paths towards disruption between the four embedded cases 

and the different temporal brackets allowed us to test and deepen our theoretical 

ideas while a grounded theory approach to data analysis surfaced data-driven cate-

gories that stay close to the observed process dynamics and are therefore high in 

accuracy (Langley, 1999; Langley et al., 2013). In this study, we proposed the role 

of the entrants’ (re-) configuration of an alliance portfolio, that is, all alliances of the 

focal firm, with partners unaffected by disruption and use insights from strategic 

alliance literature regarding social and timing defence mechanisms to circumvent or 

reduce the tensions arising due to the disruptor’s dilemma.  

While Chapter 3 focussed specifically on the development of the entrants’ alliance 

portfolio, we further identified the role of platforms as vehicles for disruption in this 

study. However, a consideration of the platform literature (e.g., Gawer, 2009; Rochet 

& Tirole, 2003; Van Alstyne et al., 2016) and the distinct dynamics of platform’s 

development and growth (e.g., Eisenmann et al., 2009; Gawer & Cusumano, 2008; 

Parker & Van Alstyne, 2018) would have exceeded the scope of Chapter 3. To ex-

plore the role of disruptive platforms further, Chapter 4 focused on a single exem-

plary case in the German retail industry (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; R. K. Yin, 
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2012) to explore in-depth the dynamics underlying platform evolution. We applied 

a historical longitudinal research approach as proposed by Burgelman (2011) and 

built on archival data from different company sources, newspaper articles, tran-

scribed video content, blogs, and micro-blogs to capture time-stamped data entries 

on activities and events contemporaneously. As such, we followed the research de-

sign applied by previous studies on disruptive innovation (e.g., Ansari et al., 2016; 

Danneels, 2011; Snihur et al., 2018). We analysed the data by applying a process 

approach, combining the strategies of grounding, organising, and replicating (Lang-

ley, 1999). In addition and to aid our sensemaking, we further used the method of 

topic modelling for a first overview of the data and a visualisation of the evolution 

of topics over time (Schmiedel et al., 2019).  

Additionally, we know that the entrant’s path towards disruption is interpreted by 

incumbents in different ways, eliciting heterogeneous actions (Ansari et al., 2016; 

Cozzolino et al., 2018; Kammerlander et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018). To further 

our understanding of incumbents’ abilities to respond to disruption, we explored the 

underlying dynamics of German automobile incumbents’ transformations to respond 

to potential disruption in their industry. We performed a historical longitudinal re-

search combined with grounded theorising (Burgelman, 2011; Corbin & Strauss, 

1990; Glaser & Strauss, 2009). We collected archival data in the form of annual 

reports, press releases, newspaper articles, and video transcripts on three embedded 

exemplary cases of incumbents that could transform their identity and strategy to 

respond to the potential disruption. Archival data is appropriate for our study as it 

provides a fertile ground to surface changes in identity and strategy over time (e.g., 

Burgelman, 2011; Chreim, 2005; Snihur et al., 2018; Tripsas & Gavetti, 2000). Fur-

ther, as incumbents began their transformations in 2004, interviewing respondents 

on decisions from 15 years ago might induce recall bias. By drawing on archival 

data, we could perform a historical analysis of events and actions with limited po-

tential for retrospective bias (Burgelman, 2011). Again, we analysed the data 
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following Langley’s (1999) grounding, organising, and replicating strategies for pro-

cess data.  

1.4.5 Quality consideration 

In order to establish trustworthiness for the accounts described in the four studies, 

this dissertation applies the criteria brought forward by Lincoln and Guba (1985, 

1986) for rigor in qualitative inquiries: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability.  

First, we ensured the credibility of our inquiry, the analogue to internal validity in 

qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). We established credibility through tri-

angulation and prolonged engagement in the field. In all four studies, we used several 

sources of data for triangulation purposes. Chapter 2 compares and critically exam-

ines the analysed papers’ definitions, characterisations, and descriptions of disrup-

tive innovation to the understanding of disruptive innovation in prominent books and 

well-cited conceptual studies. Chapters 3 to 5 combines retrospective and real-time 

data from diverse archival sources and observations at conferences for triangulation. 

Additionally, as the dissertation was started in 2016 and data collection began in 

2017, we have been engaged in the field of disruptive innovation and empirically 

examined disruptive developments in the automobile, insurance, and retail industry 

in Germany from 2016 onwards. We further attended relevant industry conferences, 

talked to, interviewed and validated emerging findings with industry representatives, 

and read on recent industry developments in the trade press (Creswell, 2013; Miles 

& Huberman, 1994). While this does not grant us a similar immersion in the field as 

available to ethnographers, we drew on relevant data and aimed to engage and im-

merse ourselves in the context as often as possible (Van de Ven, 2007). Additionally, 

we provided thick descriptions of the findings and validated identified generative 

patterns through member checks, that is, informal discussions with industry repre-

sentatives (Langley, 2007). What is more, we attended relevant scientific confer-

ences and presented our studies at PhD workshops and during visits to other 
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universities. As such, we used the discussions with industry representatives and peers 

to develop, test, and adapt our emerging findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). Further, 

we provided a data structure in each chapter to show how we progressed from raw 

data to core categories or dimensions in all four studies to present rigor in conducting 

the analysis (Garud et al., 2018; Gehman et al., 2018).  

Second, we aimed to establish transferability for our findings, the analogue to exter-

nal validity in qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). To this end, we provided 

detailed description of the studied context in order to permit the comparison with 

other contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). Within the case narratives, we aimed to pro-

vide thick narrative descriptions of the sequence of events and activities to enable 

the reader to assess the appropriateness for their own settings (Lincoln & Guba, 

1986; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Additionally, by moving from the particular to 

more abstract theoretical ideas through the coding strategy employed in each paper, 

we aimed to make abstractions that transfer to a more general case of which our 

studies are instances (Langley et al., 2013; Van de Ven, 2007). Further, we aimed to 

increase the generality by employing a mix of sensemaking strategies to analyse the 

process data. By using grounded theory for a grounding, narrative and visual map-

ping for organising, and temporal bracketing for replicating, we attained a medium 

level of generality as viewed by Langley (1999).  

Third, to ensure dependability of the findings, as an analogue to reliability (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1986), we worked together on the coding of the data and used the intercoder 

reliability score calculated with Cohen’s kappa (Cohen, 1960) to identify differences 

and similarities in our coding. This score was used as a ground for discussion and to 

further our understanding of the codes, their relation, and the identified categories 

that emerged from the data (Gioia et al., 2012). In all studies, the inter-coder relia-

bility was computed as over 70%. To ensure that coders were reasonably trained, we 

developed a codebook defining the overarching core categories, sub-categories, and 

concepts used in the analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Additionally, we presented 
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drafts of the final manuscripts of the studies at academic, peer-reviewed conferences, 

doctoral conferences, PhD workshops, and PhD lunches and send them out for 

friendly reviews to obtain comments and feedback from peers that judged our re-

search process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Fourth, we engaged in detailed descriptions of the research approach to data collec-

tion, data analysis, and data display to ensure the confirmability of our research, the 

analogue to objectivity in qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). Indeed, we 

aimed to provide an audit trail to the study’s methods and procedures by explaining 

in great detail the selection of the research setting, data collection, data analysis, and 

findings (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Further, as the studies follow a grounded theory 

approach to data collection and analysis, we strived towards collecting as much rel-

evant data as possible, explicitly looking for pieces of information that could con-

front our emerging findings. This included utilising various sources for data collec-

tion, discussing with industry representatives, accessing accounts published in the 

trade press, and visiting industry conferences. Further, as no study is a single author 

study, we always worked together in coding the data, discussing the emerging find-

ings, and possible contributions to the literature. As such, great care was taken to 

consider alternative explanations for the findings and challenge previously held 

views about generative mechanisms (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This was addition-

ally supported by working in inter-disciplinary teams for all chapters. Further, by 

continuously engaging with the scientific community through conferences, work-

shops, seminars and by actively asking for friendly reviews on our findings, we 

aimed to achieve an external audit to judge our data and our findings (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). 

1.5 Outline and explanation of chapters 

This dissertation includes four chapters (see Table 1.2.) that each explore one previ-

ously identified sub-research question. The chapters are organised according to the 

previously identified debates in the disruptive innovation literature. 
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As this dissertation follows a grounded theory approach, the theoretical concepts and 

literature streams that formed the basis of each chapter emerged during data analysis. 

Although we entered each chapter with a provisional and broad question motivated 

by the debates in the literature, we allowed the data to guide our exploration into 

relevant theoretical frameworks that could explain the identified dynamics and in-

terplays (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Gehman et al., 2018). As such, our theorising was 

abductive (Gehman et al., 2018; Langley et al., 2013). Chapter 2 aimed to explore 

processual dynamics underlying the process of disruptive innovation as identified in 

extant literature, Chapter 3 aimed to explore dynamics emerging along the entrant’s 

disruptive path with a specific focus on the interplay with incumbents, other market 

actors, and contextual conditions, Chapter 4 focused on entrant’s development and 

growth of a disruptive platform in the interaction with its multiple platform sides, 

and Chapter 5 explored incumbents’ transformational activities in response to poten-

tial disruption. However, while the theories that we use to explain the observed dy-

namics were grounded in the data, the type of data we collected and the type of ana-

lytical strategy that we applied for each chapter determined what kind of theory we 

could draw on and develop (Gehman et al., 2018). 
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Table 1.2. Outline of chapters and relevant information. 

Chapter Debate Authors and title Research question Research 
design 

Theoretical streams Paper trajectory 

2 Disruptive 
innovation 
as a  
process or 
an  
outcome? 

Petzold, Landinez, 
Baaken: 
Disruptive Innova-
tion from a Process 
View. A Systematic 
Literature Review 

SQ1: How does the ex-
tant literature describe 
the process leading to 
a disruptive innovation 
over time? 

Systematic 
literature  
review 

Process theory (Lang-
ley et al., 2013; Van 
de Ven & Poole, 
2005); Disruptive in-
novation (Christensen, 
1997; Christensen et 
al., 2018) 

Presented at PROS 2017 
Published in Creativity 
and Innovation Manage-
ment Journal, April 2019 

3 Disruptive 
innovation 
as the in-
novator’s 
or the dis-
ruptor’s 
dilemma? 

Petzold, Schmidt, 
Scaringella: 
Waltzing in from a 
different dancefloor. 
Circumventing the  
disruptor's dilemma 
with unaffected part-
ners 

SQ2: How do entrants 
strategically (re-) con-
figure their alliance 
portfolio to grow their 
business model along a 
disruptive path despite 
an interplay with in-
cumbents? 

Historical 
longitudinal 
comparative 
case study 

Strategic alliances 
(Baum et al., 2000; 
Hallen et al., 2014; 
Katila et al., 2008); 
Disruptive innovation 
(Christensen, 1997; 
Christensen et al., 
2018) 

Presented at European 
Academy of Management 
2019 
Submitted to an indexed 
journal in 2020 

4 Disruptive 
innovation 
as the in-
novator’s 
or the dis-
ruptor’s 
dilemma? 

Schmidt, Petzold, 
Lahme-Hütig, Tie-
mann: 
Growing with others: 
A longitudinal study 
of an evolving multi-
sided disruptive  
platform 

SQ3: How does an en-
trant leverage the rela-
tionships with its mul-
tiple platform sides to 
evolve along the dis-
ruptive path?  

Historical 
longitudinal 
case study 

Platform literature 
(Gawer, 2009; Gawer 
& Henderson, 2007); 
Disruptive innovation 
(Christensen, 1997; 
Christensen et al., 
2018) 

Under review at Creativity 
and Innovation Manage-
ment Journal 2020, Spe-
cial Issue “Digital two-
sided platforms: Unveiling 
research and business op-
portunities” 
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5 Disruptive 
innovation 
as a prob-
lem of 
strategy or 
cognition? 

Petzold, Ansari, Van 
der Sijde: 
Alternative Identity 
Claims Enabling 
Strategic Renewal in 
the Face of Potential 
Disruption 

SQ4: How do incum-
bents circumvent their 
core (constraining) 
identity to shift the or-
ganisation’s strategy in 
the face of potential 
disruption? 

Historical 
longitudinal 
case study 

Identity theory 
 (Whetten & Mackey, 
2002); Strategy-iden-
tity nexus (Ravasi et 
al., 2017; Schultz & 
Hernes, 2019); Dis-
ruptive innovation 
(Christensen, 1997; 
Christensen et al., 
2018) 

Presented at Winter Doc-
toral Conference, Cam-
bridge Judge Business 
School 2019  
Accepted in revised ver-
sions at ETDW 2020, 
EGOS 2020, and AOM 
Annual Meeting 2020 
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Chapter 2, “Disruptive Innovation from a Process View. A Systematic Literature Re-

view” addresses the debate whether disruptive innovation is a process or an outcome. 

It provides a systematic review of previous cases on disruptive innovation and sur-

faces processual dynamics that influence the disruptive innovation process. To this 

end, we performed a systematic literature review (Tranfield et al., 2003) combined 

with a critical content analysis (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008) on case studies on dis-

ruptive innovation. In this study, we discerned activities and events that shaped dis-

ruptive innovations during the initiation, niche, and mainstream market phase, and 

abstracted the processual dynamics in-between. Drawing on process theory (Langley 

et al., 2013; Van de Ven & Poole, 2005), disruptive innovation literature (Christen-

sen, 1997, 2006) and research on the innovation journey (Garud et al., 2016; 

Schroeder et al., 1986; Van de Ven, 2017; Van de Ven et al., 1999), this study pro-

poses that the process of disruptive innovation is shaped by the interaction of the 

timing of entry and underlying processes that influence the synchronisation of events 

and actions and demand an adaptability of strategic actions. This study served as a 

compass for this dissertation to guide the subsequent explorations into the field of 

disruptive innovation.  

Chapter 3, “Waltzing in from a different dancefloor. Circumventing the disruptor's 

dilemma with unaffected partners” addresses the debate on the disruptor’s dilemma 

(Ansari et al., 2016) and the entrant’s liability of smallness and newness (Ansari et 

al., 2016; Marx et al., 2014; Stinchcombe, 1965) which contrasts the view of the 

entrant as a capable and strategic actor that proactively manages the path towards 

disruption (Lawlor & Kavanagh, 2015; Snihur et al., 2018). To this end, we con-

ducted a historical longitudinal study on four embedded cases in two German indus-

tries (insurance and retail) from 2014-2019. We compared and contrasted entrants’ 

business model developments in both industries and identified that entrants (re-) con-

figure an alliance portfolio of partners, that is, all the alliances of the entrant (Hoff-

mann, 2007), unaffected by disruption to circumvent or guard against incumbents’ 

pressure. By drawing on strategic alliances literature (Baum et al., 2000; Hallen et 
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al., 2014; Katila et al., 2008), we emphasise the role of composing a portfolio of 

partners that are unaffected by disruption and how these serve to construct social and 

timing defence mechanisms that enable the entrant to circumvent the disruptor’s di-

lemma.  

Chapter 4, “Growing with others: a longitudinal study of an evolving multi-sided 

disruptive platform” also addresses the debate on the strategic activities performed 

by an entrant in an interplay with other market actors (Christensen et al., 2018; Ku-

maraswamy et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018). It further develops our idea of partners 

unaffected by disruption by studying how an entrant develops and grows a disruptive 

platform by leveraging different platform sides. To this end, we studied the develop-

ment of a German retail entrant that successfully developed and grew a disruptive 

platform into the mainstream. We conducted a historical longitudinal case study 

from 2014-2019 and show how the entrant used a combination of a concept we la-

belled “guarded inception” and strategically activated “force multipliers” to “build 

on others” and grow its platform quickly towards the mainstream market.  

While Chapter 3 and 4 focused on the entrant’s perspective and explored the en-

trant’s strategic activities to manoeuvre along the disruptive path, Chapter 5, “Alter-

native Identity Claims Enabling Strategic Renewal in the Face of Potential Disrup-

tion” took the incumbent’s perspective. As developed in Chapter 2 and 3, the per-

ception, expectation, and strategic actions of incumbents and other market actors 

influence the entrant’s path. Previous studies observed a heterogeneity in incum-

bents’ response due to differences in incumbents’ interpretive schemes and abilities 

to enact strategic renewal in the face of disruption (e.g., Adner & Snow, 2010; Ansari 

et al., 2016; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Gilbert, 2005; Kammerlander et al., 2018; 

Zietsma et al., 2018). To this end, we explored how automobile incumbents were 

able to transform their organisations to respond to the emergence of automotive and 

connectivity technologies and shared mobility business models. We conduct a his-

torical longitudinal study of three embedded cases (Volkswagen, Daimler, and 
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Porsche) from 2002-2019 and surface how incumbents initially engaged in experi-

mentation to learn and adapt their strategy to encompass the ongoing changes. Yet, 

these learning initiatives surfaced insights that challenged previously held assump-

tions and questioned former ways. To sustain their renewal trajectory, the incum-

bents needed to give sense to these learning initiatives. The study identifies that in-

cumbents accomplished this by evoking alternative identity claims rooted in the or-

ganisation’s past yet providing a direction into the future. Without these alternative 

identity claims, incumbents either reverted to former ways of being and doing or 

confronted an identity crisis as the organisation’s core identity claim was unfit to 

give sense to the ongoing learning initiatives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


