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6.1 General discussion 

The aim of this dissertation is to provide an in-depth understanding of the emergence, 

development, and growth of disruptive innovation. Specifically, it provides an un-

derstanding of the process of disruptive innovation as presented in extant literature, 

sheds light on the role of the entrant in manoeuvring a disruptive path in an interplay 

with incumbents, other market actors, and context conditions, and extends our un-

derstanding of incumbents’ ability to transform their organisations in the face of po-

tential disruption. It develops these insights by taking a process perspective to dis-

ruptive innovation, following a grounded theory approach and tracing back on de-

velopments over time. The general sensemaking logic was one of abduction, hence, 

the resulting contributions followed from a broad idea and refining this idea by cir-

cling back and forth between the data and useful theoretical frameworks (Gehman et 

al., 2018; Langley et al., 2013). The results are embedded in the theoretical streams 

of disruptive innovation, strategic alliance, platform, and identity and strategy liter-

ature.  

The following sections will shortly revert to the previously identified recent devel-

opments and current debates in the literature on disruptive innovation (Chapter 1.3) 

before discussing how the main findings of this dissertation contribute to these de-

bates (Chapters 6.1.1 to 6.1.3). In addition, this dissertation provides a short outlook 

on predicting disruptive innovation to advance the theory of disruptive innovation 

and its management as demanded by previous researchers (Chapter 6.1.4) (e.g., Dan-

neels, 2004; King & Baatartogtokh, 2015; Sood & Tellis, 2011; Yu & Hang, 2010). 

Finally, this dissertation reflects on theoretical and managerial implications, and 

ends with limitations and further research to advance our understanding of disruptive 

innovation as a process.  
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6.1.1 Disruptive innovation as a process: understanding the dynamics 

in-between  

This dissertation opened with the debate as to whether disruptive innovation should 

be viewed as a process or as an outcome. While we can arguably state that it is nec-

essarily both, a process and an outcome, the consideration of either shapes our in-

quiry, the methods we deem feasible to inquire, the theories we draw on, and the 

contributions to both research and practice we can make (Langley, 2007; Langley et 

al., 2013; Van de Ven & Poole, 2005).  

Viewing disruptive innovation as leading to incumbents’ failure lends itself to un-

derstanding disruptive innovation as an outcome (Christensen et al., 2018). We can 

identify correlations, that is, incumbents succeed in sustaining innovation and fail in 

disruptive innovation. And we can explain causal mechanisms, that is, incumbents 

fail to react due to constraints in their resource allocation (Christensen, 2006). And 

yet, while this understanding enables us to differentiate more precisely between the 

different types of innovation (Christensen, 1997; Dosi, 1982; Henderson & Clark, 

1990; Tushman & Anderson, 1986) and provides managerial implications, such as 

the creation of a separate venture to circumvent the resource dependence in the core 

organisation (Christensen & Raynor, 2003; Gilbert, 2005), it does little to explain 

the dynamics that underlie the path towards disruption. As such, criticism arose as 

to the theory’s predictive use in terms of which entrant with what business model 

will disrupt which industry at what time (Danneels, 2004; King & Baatartogtokh, 

2015; Markides, 2006).  

To respond to this criticism, Christensen and colleagues (Christensen et al., 2015, 

2018) took great care to clarify and describe the process in more detail. In essence, 

Christensen et al. (2018) clarified that “an innovation can be disruptive regardless of 

its outcome” (p. 1072). The process of disruptive innovation describes how an en-

trant begins by offering an inferior product or service to a fringe customer group, 

develops this offering over time, and eventually appeals to customers in the 
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mainstream. Once these customers purchase the entrant’s offering, disruption occurs 

(Christensen et al., 2015). This description provides a sequence of steps that does 

not acknowledge the underlying dynamics that shape the process in-between. In fact, 

it describes a performance improvement from the niche (A) to the mainstream (B) 

but does little to explain how to move from A to B (Langley et al., 2013). This dis-

sertation challenges this view by explicitly taking a process view to study the evolu-

tion of disruptive innovation and emphasising its emergence, development, and 

growth over time. 

By taking a process view, we open ourselves up to the messiness of everyday life 

(Tsoukas, 2017; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) and acknowledge change as a succession of 

movements of an entity over time (Langley et al., 2013). As such, studying disruptive 

innovation from a process view allows us to provide an understanding of how the 

patterns that lead to outcomes come to be. This is arguably more relevant for practi-

tioners and provides guidance on how to improve performance (Langley, 2007). In 

essence, we move closer to capturing, describing, and explaining how entrants move 

from A to B, how the interplay between entrants, incumbents, and other market ac-

tors influences this movement, and how incumbents can or cannot react to disruptive 

developments that emerge, develop, and grow over time.  

In this view, Chapter 2 proposes that the process of disruptive innovation is not a 

linear progression from niche to mainstream, but rather conceptualises it as a disrup-

tive path from the initiation, to the niche, to the mainstream that is influenced by the 

timing and temporal pacing of underlying developments in technologies, knowledge, 

and regulatory requirements. In alignment to insights from the innovation journey 

(Schroeder et al., 1986; Van de Ven, 2017; Van de Ven et al., 1999) and the under-

standing of innovation as a process (Garud et al., 2016), the role of synchrony, asyn-

chrony, and diachrony gain relevance. Chapter 2 further proposes to pay attention to 

and research the dynamics in-between, that is, the actions performed by the entrant, 

the incumbent, and other market actors that form recursive events and decide the 
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innovation’s final effect on the mainstream. This shows the relevance of understand-

ing disruptive innovation in more dynamic terms and stresses the idea of “potential 

disruption” when describing innovations with disruptive characteristics that have en-

tered the niche and are on their way to the mainstream. To explain how the insights 

from the previous chapters may enrich our understanding of disruptive innovation as 

a process, we can draw on our insights from the emergence and development of po-

tential disruption in the German automobile industry from an incumbents’ perspec-

tive (Chapter 5) and the development and growth of potential disruption in the Ger-

man insurance and retail industry from an entrant’s perspective (Chapter 3 and 4):  

Considering the emergence and development of potential disruption in the German 

automobile industry, we observed that disruptive technologies and business models 

began to emerge in fringe markets in the automobile industry from 2004 onwards, 

driven by universities, new entrants, and incumbents that were taking advantage of 

new technologies and changing customer needs. Upon the first wave of potential 

disruptive technologies (i.e., autonomous driving and connectivity technologies), au-

tomobile incumbents began to experiment, spun-off new ventures, and began to ac-

quire and ally with start-ups (Chapter 5). Given recent publications in disruptive in-

novation literature, this active response is something we would expect (Ansari et al., 

2016; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Gilbert, 2005; Zietsma et al., 2018). The responsive 

actions were largely motivated by consultants, media, and industry analysts empha-

sising the disruptive character of these start-ups and drawing bleak pictures for in-

dustry incumbents that remained inactive (McKinsey Report, 2016a). The heteroge-

neity of response actions can partly be explained by incumbents’ interpretation dif-

ferences, that is, differences in interpretive schemes that lead to differences in the 

abilities to enact strategic renewal (e.g., Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Kammerlander 

et al., 2018; Tripsas, 2009). 

Yet, the progression of these early developments was slow, and successes were mea-

gre. While venture capitalists supported some start-ups and some corporate entrants 
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and incumbents invested heavily, several new entrants and incumbents halted their 

developments as growth was too slow and they could not sustain operations (McKin-

sey Report, 2016a, 2019a). The slow progress was due to delays in underlying tech-

nologies and the hindering effects of regulatory requirements that either were not yet 

developed, not sufficiently advanced, or not prepared to support the entrants’ tech-

nologies or business models (Ansari & Krop, 2012; Christensen et al., 2018; McKin-

sey Report, 2016a, 2019a). As the speed of the disruptive innovation decreased and 

several entrants terminated their operations, incumbents’ perception of a disruptive 

threat lessened over time (Financial Times, 2019a; McKinsey Report, 2016a). As 

such, they stopped resource allocation into disruptive projects, which is in line with 

disruptive innovation literature (e.g., Bower & Gilbert, 2005; Christensen, 1997; 

Cozzolino et al., 2018). Chapter 5 further suggests that these decisions may follow 

from an inability of some incumbents to provide meaningful sensegiving narratives 

in form of alternative identity claims that could sustain resource commitments de-

spite difficult times. In fact, by failing to connect the learning initiatives in a mean-

ingful way to the organisation’s past while proposing a direction into the future, in-

cumbents’ attempts at transformation were short-lived and needed to yield to pres-

sures from the organisation’s daily business and core identity (Chapter 5).  

However, underlying technologies continued to develop, new regulatory require-

ments were initiated, entrants continued to develop and grow their businesses, and 

new business models emerged, especially technology platforms that provide fertile 

grounds for new entrants (Financial Times, 2019a; McKinsey Report, 2019a; Nikkei 

Asian Review, 2020). Thus, while the disruptive threat somewhat lessened over time, 

understanding disruptive innovation as a process and considering elements of syn-

chrony, asynchrony, and diachrony could now provide necessary insights into the 

potential developments within these industries. Terminating relevant learning initia-

tives could be a hasty decision. Essentially, continuing the experimentation and de-

veloping the necessary capabilities could provide incumbents with a head-start in a 

changed industry. But unfortunately, as the first round of disruptive new entrants 
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was slow to progress, the new wave of developments is not taken seriously and rather 

than continuing to learn and experiment, major automobile incumbents turned away 

from what may become the future of their industry (Financial Times, 2019a; Nikkei 

Asian Review, 2020). This may lead to errors of omission (Kumaraswamy et al., 

2018) that could well lead to the failure of major incumbents in a critical industry in 

Germany. 

In fact, observing the development and growth of disruptive new entrants in the in-

surance and retail industry, we learn that entrants can to continue their development 

trajectories along their disruptive paths despite slow growth or competitive pressure 

from incumbents or regulators. In fact, by strategically configuring and reconfigur-

ing alliance portfolios of powerful partners unaffected by disruption, entrants gain 

access to resources, reputation, and relationships of more established firms. They 

thereby become less dependent on incumbents’ support, can withstand competitive 

pressure, and even endure situations of slow growth (Chapter 3). As such, we show 

how entrants develop social and timing defence mechanisms (e.g., Hallen et al., 

2014; Katila et al., 2008) to continue along a disruptive path while remaining under 

the radar and await opportunities of synchrony to further propel towards the main-

stream market. This dynamic becomes even more forceful when these alliance port-

folios are configured in open platform models (Chapter 4). By developing and grow-

ing platforms with partners and complementors unaffected by disruption, entrants 

develop into strong competitors and incumbents may be forced to join as comple-

mentors. Over time, this may lead to a shift in incumbents’ business models. This 

supports the idea that platform business models are strong vehicles for disruption 

(e.g., Downes & Nunes, 2014; Ozalp et al., 2018; Trabucchi et al., 2019) but goes 

further in showing how these platforms can disrupt industries by conceptualising and 

building alliance networks of partners unaffected by disruption.  

The previous examples of incumbents’ response to potential disruption in the auto-

mobile industry and entrants’ strategies in the insurance and retail industry stress the 
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consideration of the non-linearity of the disruptive process. In fact, the process is 

performed by entrant’s continuous business model reconfiguration in an interplay 

with unaffected partners, incumbents, regulators, and underlying technological de-

velopments (Chapter 3 and 4) and is shaped by incumbents’ cognitive interpretations 

and strategic (re-) actions (Chapter 5). While incumbents initially responded to the 

threat of disruptive innovation, they disengaged and reverted to former ways of being 

and doing once the observed and perceived developments slowed down, and the pro-

posed disruption did not materialise in a short time (Chapter 5). In contrast, entrants 

continue to develop their business, albeit slowly and depending on the support of 

partners unaffected by disruption and the development of underlying processes 

(Chapter 3 and 4). Previous research showed that innovation requires continuous 

reconfiguration (Garud et al., 2016; Schumpeter, 1942; Usher, 1954). As such, a 

careful observation and study of the continuous reconfiguration of the entrant’s busi-

ness model in an interplay with relevant partners, technologies, and context condi-

tions along the disruptive path may draw a more realistic picture of disruptive inno-

vation and the dynamics in-between. If we only observe the outcome or certain 

points in the process of disruptive innovation, we may miss these developments. 

As such, to research and manage in an “era of continual disruption” (Kumaraswamy 

et al., 2018, p. 1026) requires a consideration of performance over time. We need 

research that emphasises “the disruptive path” or “potential disruption”. Yet, upon 

beginning this dissertation, these concepts have only been proposed by a minority of 

researchers (Ansari et al., 2016; Hüsig et al., 2005; King & Baatartogtokh, 2015). 

This made it difficult to choose a set of cases to explore the process of disruptive 

innovation, as the biggest limitation was the problem of “what would happen if the 

entrant does not disrupt the industry?” While this question is still relevant today and 

we did have attrition of sampled cases due to exits during or after the initiation phase, 

some of our studied cases are still in the niche phase and are yet to gather speed 

towards the mainstream market. As such, they did not yet achieve disruption. Nev-

ertheless, their business models show disruptive characteristics, their strategies are 
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those of disruption, and their paths have been disruptive ones. Studying their pro-

gression, the activities and events and comparing this to other potential and success-

ful cases of disruptive innovation provides us with relevant insights. And thus, while 

we follow Snihur et al.’s (2018) statement that disruptive innovations only become 

observable over time, we do see opportunity for studying a disruptive innovation in-

becoming.  

The following paragraphs provide a more in-depth description of the entrants’ con-

tinuous reconfiguration of the business model in performing disruptive innovation 

and the relevance of the recursivity of incumbents’ cognition and strategy in shaping 

the process of disruptive innovation. 

6.1.2 Performing the process: the entrant’s ability to circumvent the 

disruptor’s dilemma  

While previous research focused on incumbents’ failure in the face of disruptive in-

novation, the role of entrants remains largely undertheorised (Kumaraswamy et al., 

2018). In fact, while the innovator’s dilemma received increasing attention from 

scholars and practitioners over time (Christensen et al., 2018), the disruptor’s di-

lemma requires further investigation (Ansari et al., 2016). The traditional focus on 

incumbent’s failure is explainable by the interest of Christensen to account for the 

failure of leading incumbents in the hard disk drive industry (Christensen, 1997). 

But recent research increasingly emphasised the role that both actors play in shaping 

disruptive innovation over time (Christensen et al., 2018; Hopp et al., 2018; Kumar-

aswamy et al., 2018). Indeed, without the emergence, development, and growth of 

disruptive new entrants, incumbents could continue to innovate in a sustaining fash-

ion along their existing trajectories for a long time. As such, the story of disruptive 

innovation requires a challenger that can capture a significant share of the value by 

innovating along an alternative value trajectory. Thus, both actors are necessary for 

a disruptive innovation and the path of each is influenced by the actions of the other 

(Chapter 2). This draws attention to the relational perspective on disruptive 
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innovation and requires a consideration of the dynamic interplay between the inno-

vator’s and the disruptor’s dilemma (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). As the incum-

bent’s perspective has received ample attention in previous publications, this disser-

tation focuses on this interplay from the entrant’s perspective. 

In fact, new entrants oftentimes face a liability of newness and/or smallness upon 

entering the industry (Ansari et al., 2016; Baum et al., 2000; Katila et al., 2008; 

Stinchcombe, 1965). As such, they are dependent on a network of partners that can 

supply critical resources, reputation, and relationships to develop and grow the en-

visioned business model. Indeed, we found that the entrant has difficulties to muster 

the resources to develop in-house and simultaneously increase the speed of innova-

tion when necessary (Chapter 2). This network may, at one point, include the incum-

bents which the entrant stands to disrupt (Ansari et al., 2016). As entrants may de-

pend on the resources and the market access that incumbent partners provide, they 

may yield to the competitive pressure and shape their business model in a sustaining 

way. Thus, a cooperation with incumbents dissuades entrants from the disruptive 

path (Ansari et al., 2016; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Marx et al., 2014). Yet, this regards 

entrants as targets that have little to hold against incumbents’ pressure. In contrast, 

we followed studies by Snihur et al. (2018) and Lawlor and Kavanagh (2015) in 

Chapter 3 and 4 and suggest that entrants, as proactive actors, have unique strategies 

to create and develop their business models along a disruptive path. 

Drawing on literature on strategic alliances (Chapter 3) (e.g., Baum et al., 2000; Hal-

len et al., 2014; Katila et al., 2008) and platform literature (Chapter 4) (e.g., Downes 

& Nunes, 2014; Ozalp et al., 2018; Trabucchi et al., 2019), we show how entrants 

configure an alliance portfolio of partners unaffected by disruption that help to alle-

viate incumbents’ pressure during the entrant’s development. In fact, by strategically 

configuring a portfolio of partners whose interests are more aligned with the entrant, 

the entrant gains access to resources, reputation, and relationships of more estab-

lished firms. This allows to overcome situations of slow growth, attract additional 
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partners, and increase the entrant’s relative bargaining power (Chapter 3 and 4). In 

fact, we identified that the entrant strategically stacks its alliance portfolio and 

thereby holds off incumbents’ strategic interference for as long as possible during 

the initiation and niche market phase (Chapter 3). In addition, by configuring these 

partners unaffected by disruption in an open platform model, these dynamics become 

more forceful in propelling the entrant along a disruptive path (Chapter 4). Further, 

these platform models open the industry to additional new entrants that can now use 

the entrant’s disruptive platform as a steppingstone into the industry. 

Yet and in line with previous research, the entry into the mainstream market requires 

an interplay with incumbents that can be competitive or cooperative (Ansari et al., 

2016; Marx et al., 2014), depending on the entrant’s strategy and the incumbents’ 

perception and expectation (Chapter 2). By anticipating this encounter in advance, 

we identified that entrants guard against misappropriation and competitive pressure 

by using what studies on strategic alliances have termed social and timing defence 

mechanisms (Hallen et al., 2014; Katila et al., 2008). For instance, the entrants stra-

tegically applied social defences by using the parents’ or venture capitalist partners’ 

strength to keep incumbents’ equity investments in check. This allowed the entrant 

to benefit from the additional financial resources but limited the incumbent’s ability 

to influence the entrant’s strategy (Chapter 3). Additionally, we identified that en-

trants used partners unaffected by disruption as intermediaries between themselves 

and incumbent partners to limit the competitive pressure. Further, by relying on re-

sources, reputation, and relationships of partners unaffected by disruption, the en-

trant could apply timing defence mechanisms by actively suspending partnerships 

with incumbents during the initiation and niche market phase. When suspending in-

cumbents’ influence was impossible, due to, for example, regulatory requirements, 

the entrant reverted to social defence mechanisms to reduce incumbents’ influences 

on the entrant’s business model (Chapter 3).  
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Chapter 3 and 4 thus contribute to disruptive innovation literature by conceptualising 

the entrant as a strategic actor that manoeuvres the dynamics that occur along the 

disruptive path. By using the strength of partners unaffected by disruption and stra-

tegically (re-) configuring an alliance portfolio that provides access to resources, 

reputation, and relationships akin to established players during the initiation and 

niche market phase, the entrant increases its bargaining power. Thus, when faced 

with the disruptor’s dilemma, the entrant can continue along its disruptive path de-

spite an interplay with incumbents.  

These insights stress the role of the entrant’s network, which extends the phenome-

non of disruptive innovation to include not only the customer, the entrant, and the 

incumbent, but other actors (e.g., venture capitalists, start-ups, incumbents from out-

side the industry, parents, and regulators) that take on a decisive role in shaping the 

disruptive path. The availability of these actors needs to be considered in order to 

assess the viability of disruptive innovation and its emergence, development, and 

growth. In fact, by including additional actors in its network, the entrant can sub-

stantially speed up or slow down the process and make disruption more or less likely. 

We argue that this advances our understanding of the relational view and provides 

knowledge on how entrants develop and grow disruptive innovation over time. 

6.1.3 Shaping the process: the recursivity of incumbent’s cognition 

and strategy in overcoming the innovator’s dilemma 

While the entrant is the focal actor in performing the process of disruptive innova-

tion, the incumbent has a decisive role in shaping its occurrence over time. In fact, 

when incumbents decide to react to the emergence, development, and growth of dis-

ruptive innovations, previous research showed that this may shape the disruptive in-

novation into a sustaining way (Ansari et al., 2016; Christensen & Raynor, 2003; 

Cozzolino et al., 2018; Gilbert, 2005). However, incumbents’ responses to disruptive 

innovation are constrained by strategic considerations of resource availability and 

allocation (e.g., Bower & Christensen, 1995; Christensen et al., 2018; Christensen & 
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Raynor, 2003). As such, researchers foregrounded strategic renewal as a way for 

incumbents to respond to disruption. This involved the development of structurally 

separated internal or external ventures to take advantage of the opportunities of dis-

ruptive innovations whilst avoiding a status-quo reversion due to resource dependent 

resource allocation processes (Burgelman, 1983; Christensen & Raynor, 2003). Over 

time, researchers began to surface anomalies that showed incumbents as capable of 

responding to disruption by experimenting with disruptive technologies and allying 

or acquiring disruptive new entrants (e.g., Christensen & Raynor, 2003; Cozzolino 

et al., 2018; Gilbert, 2005). This led to an extension of disruptive innovation theory 

by emphasising the role that interpretive schemes play in incumbents’ response to 

disruptive developments. Especially the role of the organisational identity as a prom-

inent and widely shared cognitive belief system (Ashforth & Mael, 1996; Whetten 

& Mackey, 2002) captured researchers interest.  

Thus, incumbents may not only be required to adapt their strategy but further might 

need to change their identity to enable a timely and adequate response to disruption 

(Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Kammerlander et al., 2018; Tripsas, 2009). Yet, while 

previous research in disruptive innovation has largely examined the role of strategy 

(Christensen, 1997; Snihur et al., 2018) or identity (Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Kam-

merlander et al., 2018), we show that a successful response requires a simultaneous 

consideration of strategy and identity and a mindful transformation of both to avoid 

dysfunctional tensions (Chapter 5).  

By investigating incumbents’ transformation in the German automobile industry, we 

show that similarly well-embedded original equipment manufacturers transformed 

their organisations at different times and in different ways to respond to the emer-

gence of connectivity, autonomous driving technologies, and shared mobility busi-

ness models (Chapter 5). We identified that incumbents first learn about disruptive 

developments by experimenting in heavyweight teams, spin-offs, and through the 

acquisition of start-ups and alliances with universities and research centres. This 
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confirms literature on disruptive innovation that incumbents initially experiment 

with disruptive innovations in internal or external ventures (e.g., Christensen & Ray-

nor, 2003; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Gilbert, 2005) and supports previous studies in 

strategy and identity that actors probe the future through learning (Bojovic et al., 

2020; Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Corley & Gioia, 2003; Kaplan & Orlikowski, 

2013). Yet, we further show that these learnings surfaced new insights and ques-

tioned previously held assumptions about future directions. As such, the early learn-

ing initiatives opened alternative paths and began to diverge from the organisation’s 

core strategy and past trajectories (Garud & Karnøe, 2013).  

This divergence confronted the organisation’s claimed belief about “who we are, as 

an organisation” (Whetten & Mackey, 2002). To give sense and legitimise this di-

vergence from the core, Chapter 5 identifies that incumbents’ top management 

evoked alternative identity claims that combined the past with a direction for the 

future through temporal sensemaking (Gephart et al., 2010; Wiebe, 2010). In fact, 

our study shows that without such alternative identity claims, the strategic renewal 

directly confronted the core identity of the organisation, which led to a crisis or a 

reversion to previous ways of doing and being. Our concept of alternative identity 

claims connects to previous research on identity as a powerful sensemaking and 

sensegiving tool to direct identification, interpretation, and action (Gioia & Chitti-

peddi, 1991; Schultz & Hernes, 2013). In fact, framing the divergence from the core 

did not necessitate a new identity but rather required evoking a narrative that uses 

the organisation’s past to make the future appear as something which the company 

has always done. This gave sense to the continuation along a new path.  

Although outside the scope of Chapter 5, subsequent developments at Daimler and 

BMW support our analysis of the role of alternative identity claims. In fact, a change 

in CEO in mid-2019 in both companies led to the termination of the communication 

of alternative identity claims (i.e., “pioneering mobility provider” (Daimler) and 

“mobility service provider” (BMW)) as sensegiving narratives to legitimise 
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exploration units. Daimler and BMW both began to foreground their identities of 

being automobile companies in mid-2019 and reverted to a focus on efficiency and 

propulsion technologies rather than shared mobility business models (Financial 

Times, 2019a). This led to the gradual phasing out of disruptive projects, the termi-

nation of the companies’ joint venture ShareNow in North America, and the reduc-

tion of resources allocated to the exploration units (Bloomberg, 2019). While we do 

not argue that the discontinuation of the alternative identity claims was the sole rea-

son for the termination of the future-oriented strategy, we do propose that without 

such sensegiving mechanisms a divergence from the core identity and strategy lacks 

legitimacy and may be more at risk of a status-quo reversion.  

We thereby contribute to disruptive innovation by proposing that incumbents’ re-

sponse to disruption necessitates a change in strategy and identity. Yet, while previ-

ous research has largely discussed identity as an interpretive frame to make sense of 

disruptive developments (Kammerlander et al., 2018; Tripsas, 2009), we build on an 

understanding of identity as an enduring guide that specifies appropriate behaviour 

(Anthony & Tripsas, 2016). We connect to Schultz and Hernes (2019) that any action 

disconnected from the organisation’s core identity may be considered illegitimate 

and may be terminated. Thus, considering identity as a cognitive frame that gives 

sense to strategy and the necessity to keep strategy and identity aligned during stra-

tegic renewal (Ravasi et al., 2017; Ravasi & Phillips, 2011; Schultz & Hernes, 2019) 

allows us to propose that a structural separation may not be enough to respond to 

disruptive innovation. In fact, organisations may need to evoke powerful narratives 

from the past that provide a direction for the future to give sense to structural sepa-

ration activities. Thus, alternative learning trajectories require alternative identity 

claims to create and sustain legitimate exploration units that probe a potentially dis-

ruptive future. This may make incumbents more adept at identifying and acting on 

disruptive innovations, which, in turn, may shape the process of disruptive innova-

tion.  
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6.1.4 The limitation of predicting disruption 

In recent times, the concept of disruptive innovation has increasingly gained aware-

ness, as different start-ups proved the concept and how it emerges, develops, and 

grows over time in different industries in similar ways (e.g., AirBnB, Spotify, Wire-

card, N26, Lemonade). This has led to a rise in scholarly publications (Christensen 

et al., 2018) and consultancies to publicise whitepapers how to predict and prepare 

for disruption (e.g., Hagel et al., 2016; McKinsey Report, 2019a).  

And yet, while the phenomenon of disruptive innovation is intriguing for researchers 

and managers alike, we find inconsistencies in the understanding and use of the term 

and its underlying theoretical concepts (Christensen et al., 2018). For researchers, 

disruptive innovation describes a process of change from one value trajectory to an-

other with the effect of incumbents being replaced by new entrants with different 

formulas for value creation, delivery, and capture (e.g., Christensen et al., 2006; Coz-

zolino et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). For managers, the concept of dis-

ruptive innovation is oftentimes connected to the threat of new technologies and new 

competitors that offset current ways of working and challenge the industry’s status-

quo in a revolutionary and speedy fashion (e.g., Christensen et al., 2018; Downes & 

Nunes, 2014; Trabucchi et al., 2019). Hence, disruptive innovation has often been 

mistaken to be a quick displacement of the status-quo. And while research showed 

that the speed of disruptive developments can differ between industries (Christensen 

et al., 2018) the outcome of these developments can be disastrous for those unable 

to adequately identify, interpret, and act on disruptive developments in their envi-

ronment.  

Given this negative outcome for incumbents, researchers and practitioners have 

asked for a way to predict disruption (Danneels, 2004; King & Baatartogtokh, 2015; 

Sood & Tellis, 2011; Yu & Hang, 2010). While Christensen’s initial and subsequent 

advancements to the theory of disruptive innovation can explain that incumbents fail 

when faced with a disruptive innovation and further provide explanation as to why 
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they fail (Christensen et al., 2006), the outcome of interest changed towards predict-

ing which entrant with what business model will upset what industry at what time 

(Danneels, 2004; King & Baatartogtokh, 2015). As such, several researchers en-

gaged in the puzzle of how to predict disruption (e.g., Danneels, 2004; King & Baa-

tartogtokh, 2015; Klenner et al., 2013; Sood & Tellis, 2011). This led to different 

views regarding the underlying causal mechanisms of disruptive innovation (e.g., 

Danneels, 2004; Markides, 2006; Tellis, 2006) and different tools and methods to 

identify and react to disruptive innovations early on (Hüsig et al., 2005; Klenner et 

al., 2013; Rafii & Kampas, 2002).  

Other researchers critiqued this approach to prediction, arguing that incumbents are 

ill-equipped to see disruptive innovations in the first place (Henderson, 2006), are 

unable to make sense of it even when they see it (e.g., Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; 

Danneels, 2011; Kammerlander et al., 2018; Lettice & Thomond, 2008; Tripsas, 

2009), and are incapable of reacting to it in an adequate and timely manner (e.g., 

Christensen et al., 2018; Gilbert, 2005; Snihur et al., 2018). As such, incumbents are 

unlikely to benefit from any predictions (Garud et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 

2018).  

This dissertation attempts to provide an outlook on this debate based on the insights 

from Chapter 2 to 5 and recent publications in the field of disruptive innovation (e.g., 

Cozzolino et al., 2018; Kammerlander et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018; Sni-

hur et al., 2018). Taking these learnings and the overarching perspective of this dis-

sertation into consideration, we would agree with the latter understanding of a lim-

ited benefit that comes from predicting disruption. First, disruptive innovation is a 

process that emerges through the co-creation of several actors involved within and 

across industries with different conditions, capabilities, and cognitions shaping the 

phenomenon over time. Thus, the process is created, re-created, and un-created by 

different, socially embedded and materially embodied actors who attempt to make 

sense of the unfolding process (Bruner, 1986; Garud et al., 2018, p. 61). As such, 
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disruptive innovation is continuously in the making, or “becoming” (Tsoukas & 

Chia, 2002, p. 570), with no definite start- or endpoint and an inherent complexity 

(Van de Ven, 2017) that make attempts to grasp it “in flight” (Pettigrew, 1992, p. 

11) rather uninformative.  

Following this scholarly understanding, a prediction of disruption is unlikely to yield 

the necessary information that incumbents require or yearn for in order to make their 

strategising less ambiguous. For instance, if one would argue that German automo-

bile companies are going to disappear and be replaced by Google, Apple, Tesla, and 

Co., nobody would have considered this likely, let alone engage in the thought of 

autonomous vehicles, which rather belonged in the realms of science fiction (WSJ, 

2018). Today, the idea is not as absurd, as German companies changed from auto-

mobile manufacturers to mobility providers and the threat of large tech companies 

encroaching on the automobile industry appears imminent (Financial Times, 2019a; 

McKinsey Report, 2019a). Who will win this race is still unknown. In a similar vein, 

challenger banks that offer online payment and online banking such as Apple Pay 

and N26 have largely re-defined how we understand and what we want from banking 

(e.g., Economist, 2019; Financial Times, 2018; WSJ, 2019a). Several years ago, who 

would have supposed that customers would trust a pure online player with their bank-

ing details (e.g., EIU, 2015)? And yet, it is becoming reality.  

These cases make but one point: the understanding of what is possible changes with 

every event and action that actors engage in, be it industry incumbents, new entrants, 

or other market actors (Chapter 3 and 4). As such, industries and organisations are 

in a constant state of becoming, which ultimately shapes their capacity to identify, 

interpret, and act on disruptive changes. Throwing the line too far and predicting an 

outcome from the current point of view is unlikely to result in meaningful infor-

mation (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). Reality is continuously constructed in an inter-

play of imaginations of actors involved. Indeed, the process of disruptive innovation 

is rather a performing of a vision (Garud et al., 2018) than deciding on a recipe and 
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following the proposed steps closely and obediently. As such, the process of disrup-

tive innovation can be understood “not in terms of navigation but in terms of way-

finding” (Nayak & Chia, 2011, p. 299). 

Secondly, one could further question the ability to predict disruption in general. In 

fact, any prediction of disruption will most likely lead to a change in behaviour, 

which may change the predicted outcome. As such, any framework that is holistic 

enough to make a robust prediction by considering all the relevant factors and their 

inherent dynamism that shape a disruptive innovation over time, would be proven 

wrong when the disruptive effect does not materialise. In fact, given incumbents 

ability to respond to disruption in heterogenous ways (e.g., Christensen et al., 2018; 

Gilbert, 2005; Kammerlander et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018; Zietsma et al., 2018), 

one can assume that they would construct competitive countermeasures to prevent 

disruption from happening to their business models and their industries. Thus, dis-

ruption would not happen precisely because its occurrence was predicted.  

Thus, strategising under these circumstances is, per definition, ambiguous and un-

certain. Exploring and thus, risking and failing are ultimately part of this new con-

text. However, not exploring and thus, not risking equally involves the possibility of 

failure. As boundaries blur, value trajectories are re-defined, and positions are re-

negotiated, those that do not move or wait to move for too long may slowly float out 

of the picture or quickly become redundant, depending on the speed of change. Tak-

ing a conscious decision, imagining a future by reflecting on the past and performing 

in the present could be one way to deal with the uncertainty and ambiguity surround-

ing todays industries (Chapter 5). The performing in the present was found to involve 

adaptive strategising (e.g., Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Garud & Karnøe, 2013; 

Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2013) or a “disruptor’s gambit” (Snihur et al., 2018, p. 1280). 

The idea is to be able to flexibly adjust one’s path given the circumstances that con-

tinuously evolve around the organisation (Chapter 2), partly being shaped by oneself 

but partly being not of one’s own making.  
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From this point of view, what was, what is, and what will be is rather a product of 

collective imagination and action rather than a predetermined point in time. Thus, to 

predict disruption means to imagine a future, building on the past while performing 

in the present. However, these imagined futures might just provide a starting point 

to make sense of an ever-changing environment while admitting that these imagined 

futures look different tomorrow still.  

6.2 Theoretical implications 

From the foregone discussion, we can distil some theoretical implications for our 

understanding of disruptive innovation as a process and its emergence, development, 

and growth over time. Previous literature has largely regarded the process of disrup-

tive innovation as a step-by-step evolution without providing insights into the dy-

namics that shape its occurrence over time (Christensen et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy 

et al., 2018). This dissertation provides a more holistic picture by surfacing the role 

of temporality in shaping the dynamics of underlying processes, the relationality be-

tween the entrant as the focal actor, the incumbent, other market actors, and relevant 

context conditions, and the role of incumbents’ interpretation and action on disrup-

tive innovation (Chapter 2 to 5).  

In fact, emphasising temporality and dynamisms allows to understand and research 

disruption in-becoming and to explore the dynamics in-between. We can study po-

tential disruption and entrants that manoeuvre along the disruptive path and identify 

moments of diversion and conversion, situations of synchrony, asynchrony and dia-

chrony, and the value of performing disruptive innovation over time. We thereby 

connect the literature on disruptive innovation to long-standing research traditions 

on the innovation journey and innovation as a process that emphasise temporality 

and process (Garud et al., 2016, 2018; Langley et al., 2013; Schroeder et al., 1986; 

Van de Ven, 2017). We see this dissertation as a first step towards surfacing how a 

temporal and processual perspective on disruptive innovation can help in under-

standing and managing disruptive innovation.  
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For research, this means that we can embark on new research trajectories with new 

perspectives, new methodologies, and new theories. We can observe disruption in-

becoming, that is, potential disruption and the disruptive path without being depend-

ent on its outcome. Just as the creation of an innovation in-becoming deserves atten-

tion, studying disruptive innovation from a process perspective allows us to move 

closer to what is experienced by practitioners on a daily basis (Langley et al., 2013; 

Tsoukas, 2017; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). Studying a disruptive innovation in-becom-

ing allows us to immerse ourselves more deeply in the context, enables to take an 

ethnographic approach and thus opens new theories, such as strategy-as-practice or 

organisational identity. This could develop disruptive innovation from a theory that 

provides know-that type of knowledge. In fact, previous literature informed us that 

entrants move from niche (A) to mainstream (B) and that incumbents remain inactive 

because of resource allocation problems (C) but can overcome these problems by 

performing strategic renewal (D). By studying disruptive innovation from a process 

view, we can offer know-how type of knowledge and provide insights into how to 

move from A to B and how to actually perform D and whether D is sufficient to 

overcome C (Langley, 2007). Although the knowledge that entrants disrupt and in-

cumbents get disrupted is a relevant insight, it is a simplification of reality that may 

– if taken for granted – lead to wrong assumptions and false strategies (Christensen 

et al., 2018). As such, following a disruptive innovation project over time enables us 

to surface how to perform the activities that management theorists consider desirable 

(Langley et al., 2013). Further research is required that explicitly acknowledges the 

role of temporality, different tempos, and becoming. In fact, while this dissertation 

was tracing back in time to study disruptive innovation as a process, we propose that 

future research could explore the disruptive path by following forward. This may 

ultimately develop a more fine-grained understanding of the developments of dis-

ruptive innovation and could surface relevant microfoundations (see also, e.g., Ku-

maraswamy et al., 2018).  
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We further follow Kumaraswamy et al. (2018) in that the understanding of the dy-

namics that are involved in the process of disruptive innovation may require a rela-

tional perspective. In fact, studying the entrant and its manoeuvring along a disrup-

tive path surfaced the role that incumbents and other market actors (e.g., venture 

capitalists, other start-ups, incumbents from outside the industry, parents, and regu-

lators) play in performing and shaping disruptive innovation. We draw on strategic 

alliance literature (e.g., Baum et al., 2000; Hallen et al., 2014; Katila et al., 2008) 

that provided relevant insights on start-up-incumbent interplays to explain our find-

ings with regard to disruptive new entrants. We further borrow from platform litera-

ture (e.g., Gawer, 2009; Gawer & Cusumano, 2008; Parker & Van Alstyne, 2018) to 

explain the dynamics that occur when entrants aim to develop and grow a disruptive 

platform over time. These studies showed that entrants are strategic actors that build 

on resources, reputation, and relationships of third-party partners that are unaffected 

by the disruption to develop and grow along a disruptive path and guard against in-

cumbents’ pressure. This contributes relevant insights to the relational view on dis-

ruptive innovation from an entrant’s perspective.  

However, this leaves open a consideration of the relational dynamics from an incum-

bent’s perspective. In fact, our research shows that incumbents tend to respond to 

disruption by learning through alliances, acquisitions, and experiments in structur-

ally separated ventures. Thus, incumbents’ ability to react to disruption seems to be 

related to the availability of start-ups and new entrants and their willingness to co-

operate. Further, incumbents may need to consider the role of new networks that 

form into ecosystems across industry boundaries and threaten to disrupt existing re-

lationships (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). In fact, comparing the network the entrant 

configures and reconfigures over time to the network on which the incumbent de-

pends may provide interesting insights into network dynamics. This may ultimately 

develop our understanding of the relational view and inform our understanding of 

how the innovator’s and the disruptor’s dilemma influence each other and play out 

over time.  
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From such a relational perspective on disruptive innovation, a subsequent step in-

volves considering the innovator’s dilemma and how this dilemma shapes the pro-

cess of disruptive innovation over time. Previous research explained the failure of 

incumbents by surfacing the role of resource dependence, resource allocation prob-

lems, and interpretive schemes that inhibit incumbents to respond to the emergence 

of innovations in fringe markets (Christensen, 1997; Christensen et al., 2018; Kam-

merlander et al., 2018; Tripsas, 2009). To this end, current disruptive innovation lit-

erature proposes to create structurally separated ventures to circumvent any rigidities 

in the core business and explore disruptive innovations in unencumbered ways 

(Burgelman, 1983; Christensen & Raynor, 2003; Gilbert, 2005). From our research, 

we propose that structural separation is effective in enabling incumbents to learn, but 

due to a recursive relationship between strategy and identity it may not suffice to 

allow for a continued effort to respond to disruptive developments. In fact, experi-

menting and learning about disruptive developments may question the very identity 

of the incumbent and may thus lead to status-quo reversion to avoid dysfunctionali-

ties. To continue learning, incumbent top management may thus need to evoke 

sensegiving narratives, in the form of alternative identity claims, to extend the iden-

tity of the organisation to incorporate future visions that build on the organisation’s 

past.  

However, these sensegiving narratives are interpreted and negotiated between dif-

ferent hierarchical levels. In fact, our study showed the vulnerability of the alterna-

tive identity claims to changes in top management. Further research may explore the 

role of these alternative identity claims as negotiated between top management and 

the incumbent’s employees to see whether these claims can become a shared under-

standing over time or whether these alternative identity claims are only temporary 

bridges between the core and the occasional appearance of initiatives that probe into 

the future.  
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6.3 Managerial implications 

This dissertation offers several implications for entrepreneurs and managers of en-

trant and incumbent organisations by offering suggestions on how to manoeuvre 

along a disruptive path or how to transform the organisation in an adequate and 

timely manner to respond to emerging and developing disruptive innovations. We 

propose these implications first for entrants and then for incumbents by drawing on 

the previous discussions along the framework of disruptive innovation as a process, 

the disruptor’s dilemma in an interplay with the incumbent’s dilemma and other mar-

ket actors, and the recursivity between strategy and cognition.  

For entrants, this dissertation provides relevant practical suggestions by advancing 

from know-that to know-how type of knowledge. In fact, the innovator’s dilemma 

as proposed and advanced by Christensen and colleagues (1997; 2018) provides rea-

sons for incumbents’ failure and shows a possible path into the mainstream for en-

trants. Yet, it did not articulate how to move along this path. Within this dissertation, 

we attempt to surface relevant mechanisms and patterns that may enable entrants to 

follow a disruptive path towards the mainstream (Chapter 3 and 4). The strategic 

manoeuvring along the disruptive path is essential as progress may be hindered by 

delays in underlying technologies on which the entrant’s business model is based or 

regulatory requirements that may be unsupportive at times. In fact, when observing 

recent dynamics in industries such as banking, insurance, or automobile, we can see 

how the absence or asynchrony of underlying processes is slowing down or hinder-

ing disruptive developments. In fact, a delay in underlying technologies may make 

it difficult for entrants to sustain their operations.  

As such, entrants become dependent on access to resources, reputation, and relation-

ships to endure situations of slow growth. This dissertation surfaced the role of alli-

ance portfolios that can provide this access for entrants. However, the composition 

and timing of such alliance portfolios becomes a strategic consideration to continue 

along a disruptive path. In fact, partnering with incumbents unaffected by disruption 
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for resources and reputation, tapping the resources, networks, knowledge, and repu-

tation of venture capital firms, and collaborating with like-minded start-up firms to 

innovate may be a sensible first step. These partners can provide the entrant with the 

necessary resources, reputation, and relationships to enter the niche and manoeuvre 

along the disruptive path. Eventually, however, the entry into the mainstream market 

may involve partnering with the same incumbents that the entrant stands to disrupt. 

Yet, by having previously configured a strong portfolio of partners whose interest is 

more aligned with the entrant, the entrant may have gained in bargaining power and 

may be able to withstand incumbents’ competitive pressure. This may allow the en-

trant to negotiate its way into the mainstream without dissuading from the disruptive 

path. As such, entrants should not only focus on providing a disruptive offer to a 

fringe customer group and then continuously improve this offering along a disruptive 

path. Rather, entrants should pay attention and strategically reconfigure a portfolio 

of partners that enable the entrant to improve its offering while enduring slow growth 

and incumbents’ competitive pressure.  

In addition, this dissertation further surfaced the role of disruptive platforms. In fact, 

the role of platforms extends the foregone implications on the role of partnering for 

disruptive innovations. Entrants can benefit from the role of a strong partner unaf-

fected by disruption to circumvent the initial chicken-and-egg problem and provide 

first in-house complements to develop the entrant’s platform and attract first com-

plementors and users. In addition, the entrant can strategically leverage the role of 

“force multipliers” to propel the entrant forward and further extend the platform’s 

reach among relevant customers and complementors. Eventually, the entrant can 

“build on others” that are unaffected by disruption by offering their complements 

and benefiting from their reputation to grow the platform. At the point in time when 

the entrant needs to persuade the incumbents to join, the entrant’s platform has al-

ready grown in strength that make a competition difficult. As such, platforms provide 

interesting vehicles for disruption as they enable a winner-take-all dynamic 
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(Cennamo & Santalo, 2013; Gawer, 2009; Schilling, 2002) that gives the entrant an 

upper-hand when entering negotiations with incumbents.  

For incumbents, this dissertation also offers relevant implications by providing ad-

ditional insights in incumbents’ ability to adequately and timely respond to disrup-

tion. In fact, this dissertation shows that incumbents can respond to disruption when 

made aware of technological or business model threats. This triggers a variety of 

responses (e.g., experimenting, allying, acquiring) to learn about the disruptive de-

velopments. However, once the tempo of the disruptive developments decreases, the 

incumbents’ threat perception diminishes, resource and routine rigidities become 

more forceful, and errors of omission may occur (e.g., Christensen et al., 2018; Gil-

bert, 2005; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). This dissertation shows how incumbents 

that failed to provide relevant legitimisation to the initial learning activities may now 

stop experiments, alliances, and sell off previous acquisitions and revert to their core 

business. However, such a reversion to the status-quo may prove to be fatal.  

In fact, this dissertation shows that disruptive innovation is not a big-bang event, it 

is not a revolution but rather an evolution that is hard to predict as it is continuously 

performed by the relevant actors involved and influenced by the temporality of un-

derlying developments that shape a diachronic process of emergence, development, 

and growth. As such, we propose that incumbents may need to adopt a process view 

to interpret disruptive developments. While this may enable them to engage more 

with the socially embedded side to organisational life (Reinecke & Ansari, 2017, p. 

8), it may become more difficult to rely on prediction and control (Thompson, 2011). 

Seeing disruptive innovation as entrants that ‘muddle through’, considering the dia-

chronic development patterns, and the process as performed by the actions and reac-

tions of various actors that may be unrelated to the industry ultimately draws a more 

realistic picture.  

However, this dissertation surfaces that incumbents understanding of these develop-

ments is shaped by their identity and strategy. As such, even if incumbents can 
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consider disruptive innovation as a continuously performed process, it may still be 

difficult to sustain a response once the threat perception decreases. In fact, while the 

spinning-off of new ventures, the building up of internal innovation units, or alli-

ances and acquisitions of entrants allow incumbents to embark on a learning trajec-

tory that may eventually enable a strategic renewal, this learning trajectory needs 

legitimising to withstand internal pressure and external difficulties. Here, a strong 

sensegiving narrative that provides an alternative identity claim that encompasses 

the disruptive developments might provide the necessary legitimacy. However, these 

alternative identity claims are fickle and may be abandoned by top management 

when changes occur. Although this dissertation was unable to provide relevant strat-

egies to make these claims more enduring, it may prove fruitful to ensure a shared 

understanding of these claims rather than to merely evoke them in official commu-

nication. This may be achieved through engaging in internal developments and long-

term transformation projects that foster these alternative identity claims. However, 

it takes time to achieve such shared understanding (Gioia et al., 2013). Thus, incum-

bents may be advised to engage in long-term strategising when deciding to transform 

their organisations. This may further involve an open communication of this trans-

formation to relevant stakeholders that may otherwise pressure the organisation into 

reverting to its status-quo once performance becomes unsatisfactory. 

6.4 Limitations and further research 

This dissertation has theoretical as well as methodological limitations.  

By following a process perspective, this dissertation focuses on how events and ac-

tions play out over time that necessitates a deep immersion in the processes of emer-

gence, development, and growth of disruptive innovations (Gehman et al., 2018; 

Langley, 1999; Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). Closely connected to this is the impli-

cation of collecting fine grained longitudinal qualitative data, attempting to develop 

theory from the ground up, and drawing on theories that account for a dynamic pro-

gression over time (Langley, 2007; Langley et al., 2013). As such, this dissertation 
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does not attempt to offer a generalisable understanding as provided by variance re-

search, that is, the systematic patterns of relationships that surround organisational 

phenomenon in terms of dependent and independent variables (Langley, 2007; 

Mohr, 1982; Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). Rather, by emphasising processual dy-

namics and providing temporally embedded accounts of how certain patterns come 

to be, this dissertation provides an understanding of how to produce the changes that 

evidence suggests as desirable (Langley et al., 2013).  

Yet, by taking a process view, this dissertation limits the generality of the theories 

that we derived from the research (Langley, 1999). In addition, process research is 

often critiqued to lack predictive power (Van de Ven, 1992). In fact, following a 

process perspective, this research is qualitative in nature, limited to dynamics in sin-

gle cases or embedded case studies, and draws on different sensemaking strategies. 

These include (1) narratives, that tend to provide idiosyncratic accounts of events 

and activities which lead to high accuracy but provide neither a simple nor a general 

theory (Langley, 1999; Pentland, 1999). However, these thick narrative descriptions 

provide contextual details that allow readers to judge the transferability of the ideas 

to other or their own situations (Langley, 1999, 2007). For example, Chapter 4 pro-

vides a thick description of the development and growth of a disruptive platform 

entrant, About You, in the German retail industry that details the decisions and ac-

tions performed by the entrant to leverage the resources and relationships of its mul-

tiple platform sides. As such, readers may transfer how these decisions and actions 

could be performed within their context or how their specific conditions may inhibit 

such strategies. 

In addition, (2) we applied a grounded theory approach to our research, which tends 

to lead to dense theories and difficulties of developing more general formal theories 

(Glaser & Strauss, 2009). Yet, combining the richness of the narrative with the rig-

orous development of theoretical insights, allowed to enhance the generality of our 

theorising (Gehman et al., 2018; Langley et al., 2013). In fact, by first answering the 
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questions relating to our particular case, we then attempted analytical generalisations 

to a more general case of which the study is an instance of (Langley et al., 2013; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This increases the transferability to other contexts. For in-

stance, Chapter 5 provides a narrative description of strategic renewal attempts of 

German automobile incumbents to respond to the emergence and development of 

disruptive innovations. We combined this with a grounded theory approach to data 

collection and analysis and surfaced the role of alternative identity claims as sense-

making and sensegiving devices (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 

2015) to legitimise the strategic renewal attempts. We further connected this insight 

to the role of temporal sensemaking (Gephart et al., 2010; Wiebe, 2010) to explain 

how a narrative that evoked the organisation’s past yet provided a direction into the 

future enabled the incumbent to pursue its strategic renewal despite difficulties. As 

such, we connected the idiosyncratic narratives of the automobile incumbents with 

more general, theoretical discussions on identity as a sensemaking and sensegiving 

frame and the role of temporal sensemaking.  

Further, we relied on the organising strategy of (3) visual mapping. While this al-

lowed us to represent certain types of information, it limited the representation of 

other types of information, such as cognition or perception of developments as these 

were less easy to temporally pin down (Langley, 1999). We combined the visual 

mapping with (4) temporal bracketing, which tends to be moderate in accuracy and 

generality until tested on more data (Langley, 1999).We used temporal bracketing 

as a replicating strategy to define successive periods which are not phases but con-

stitutions of comparative units of analysis for the exploration and replication of the-

oretical ideas (Langley, 1999). Following Langley (1999), the sample size of our 

process studies is thus not the number of cases but rather the number of temporal 

observations. Deconstructing a narrative into several temporal brackets enables the 

researcher to identify recurrence and accumulation of specific theoretical mecha-

nisms over time (Van de Ven, 1992). By combining these different sensemaking 
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strategies, we were able to improve the generality, accuracy, and simplicity of our 

process research (Langley, 1999). 

However, conducting process research requires time and process data is complex, 

eclectic, and collected from various sources. As such, this research relies on a variety 

of data sources and combines retrospective interviews (Chapter 3 and 5), recurring 

interviews (Chapter 3), time-stamped archival data (Chapter 3, 4, and 5), and real 

time observations (Chapter 3, 4, and 5). While this allows for triangulation to cor-

roborate evidence and validate emerging findings (Creswell, 2012; Miles & Huber-

man, 1994), our data collection strategy was to trace back rather than to follow for-

ward (Langley, 2007). This limits the theories that we could draw on and the dynam-

ics we were able to surface. In fact, Chapter 5 focuses on the recursivity between 

strategy and identity to explain how incumbents could perform strategic renewal in 

the presence of an enduring and core identity claim. Yet, the study remains limited 

as we could not surface the strategy as performed by organisational members nor the 

discussions and negotiations pertaining to the sensemaking of the alternative identity 

claims or shared understanding of the organisational identity over time (Garud & 

Karnøe, 2013; Gioia et al., 2013; Gioia & Hamilton, 2016). While this limitation 

arose due to the time span of the observed transformation (we identified first trans-

formational activities in 2004), it limited our theorising.  

In addition, researchers proposed that observing disruptive innovations necessarily 

requires a tracing back, as a following forward is difficult to achieve given that dis-

ruptive innovation only becomes identifiable over time (Burgelman, 2011; Snihur et 

al., 2018). However, this makes it difficult to conduct studies on a micro-level and 

inhibits our theorising of incumbent members’ interpreting of disruptive innovation 

and performing of transformational processes as well as entrants’ strategising over 

time. This limits our understanding and the contribution we can make to researching 

and managing in an era of disruption (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). As such, we pro-

pose to consider research that focuses on “potential disruption” and the “disruptive 



Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 239 

path”. This may enable projects that follow a disruptive innovation in real-time to 

surface relevant insights regarding microfoundations and the role of performing and 

thus, may consequently advance the theory of disruptive innovation (Kumaraswamy 

et al., 2018).  

Further, the dynamics that shape the entrant’s path towards disruption stem from a 

single case on About You (Chapter 4) and embedded cases in the insurance and retail 

industry in Germany (Chapter 3). While the embedded case studies and the utilisa-

tion of replicating strategies enabled us to compare and contrast processual dynamics 

and emerging theoretical mechanisms, our insights remain limited in generality 

(Gehman et al., 2018; Langley, 1999). As such, we propose that future research 

might find it useful to combine the insights from previous studies on the entrant’s 

path in a qualitative meta-analysis (Habersang et al., 2019; Hoon, 2013) that 

acknowledges their contextual characteristics, temporal embeddedness, and idiosyn-

cratic details. This may advance our understanding of disruptive innovation theory 

by conceptualising a more generalisable process model of the entrant’s path towards 

disruption and may provide a first step towards testable hypotheses.  

In addition, while we specifically propose the relevance of temporality in under-

standing the emergence, development, and growth of disruptive innovations in Chap-

ter 2, the subsequent studies remain limited as they consider temporality implicitly 

(i.e., timing defence mechanisms, temporal sensemaking) rather than theorising ex-

plicitly on temporal dynamics. An explicit attempt to surface the role of temporality 

could advance our understanding of disruptive innovation as a process (Kumaras-

wamy et al., 2018; Langley et al., 2013; Reinecke & Ansari, 2017). Further research 

may thus explore temporality by researching how the incumbents’ pasts influence 

their future and how this enables or constrains strategic renewal in the face of dis-

ruption (e.g., Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2013; Schultz & Hernes, 2013, 2019), how the 

understanding of different tempos and underlying temporal developments enable or 

constrain disruptive developments (e.g., Ansari et al., 2016; Garud et al., 2016; 
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Reinecke & Ansari, 2017), or how entrants’ timing shapes their performing of dis-

ruptive innovation (e.g., Clarke, 2019; Garud & Karnøe, 2013; Gavetti & Levinthal, 

2000). This may ultimately develop the theory of disruptive innovation and provide 

relevant managerial implications by providing knowledge on how to take advantage 

of windows of opportunities for disruptive innovation.  
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