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Summary in English 

In a world of continuous change, companies’ conventional modes of doing business are being dis-

turbed at an ever-increasing pace. Hence, scholars from the innovation and management domains are 

discussing innovation-induced market changes. The concept of disruptive innovation captures a por-

tion of these changes. Disruptive innovation describes how new entrants gain a foothold in a niche 

market before moving upmarket and challenging powerful incumbents. From its emergence in the 

mid-1990s, the concept of disruptive innovation was first theorised with a focus on technology. Since 

2006, the debate has shifted focus, and the business model is acknowledged as the decisive vehicle 

that spurs related market dynamics. 

Given the complexity of disruptive innovation, this thesis builds on multiple theoretical streams to 

further extend our understanding of companies’ strategic management choices in the face of disrup-

tive innovation. An integration of elements from business model innovation, strategic alliances, plat-

form development and growth, and dynamic capabilities enables a complementary picture of the lev-

els of disruptive innovation. This research is guided by the following question: ‘how do companies 

manage business model innovation along the process of disruptive innovation?’ Following a sequen-

tial mixed methods approach, this research uses publications, interview data, archival data, and survey 

data. 

Chapter 2 presents a consolidation of lessons learned from previous waves of disruption. It furthers 

understanding of disruptive innovation by reviewing disruptive business models that have been dis-

cussed in the academic literature. Based on a qualitative content analysis, a classification framework 

proposes five archetypes: 1) matchmakers, 2) standardisers, 3) service providers, 4) open collabora-

tors, and 5) performance reducers.  

Chapter 3 adds to discussions on theorising the entrant as a proactive strategic actor. Drawing on the 

strategic alliance literature, the chapter explores how entrants strategically configure an alliance port-

folio to pursue a disruptive path despite an interplay with incumbents. Based on longitudinal research, 

the development trajectories of two disruptive entrants in the German fashion retail and insurance 



Summary in English 

X 

industries are studied. The findings demonstrate how entrants engage in early network building by 

configuring an alliance portfolio with partners unaffected by the disruption. Furthermore, how en-

trants have used the power of their alliance portfolios to combine social and timing defence mecha-

nisms to manage the interplay with incumbents and guard against dissuading influences is discussed. 

In Chapter 4, the discussion of the entrant as a strategic actor is extended. Specifically, dynamics 

involved in developing and growing a multi-sided disruptive platform are investigated. The longitu-

dinal study proposes three mechanisms through which the entrant leverages relationships with its 

multiple platform sides. 1) ‘Guarded inception’ involves collaboration with a knowledgeable partner 

unaffected by disruption to overcome the chicken-and-egg problem quickly. 2) ‘Activating force mul-

tipliers’ entails the strategic orchestration of complementors contractually tied to the entrant and 

working to extend the entrant’s value network. Enabled by these two mechanisms, the entrant is 3) 

‘building on others’ to develop the platform along a disruptive path while circumventing internal 

limitations and external resistance. 

Chapter 5 presents a general model in which relationships are integrated, as has been called for in 

disruptive innovation debates. According to survey data on German companies, it can be suggested 

that value proposition innovation activities regarding new offerings and channels fully mediate the 

relationship between dynamic capabilities and disruptive innovation. 

This thesis explores under-theorised facets of the disruptive innovation phenomenon while supporting 

attempts to generalise more established theoretical statements further. In addition to contributing to 

the construction of a theory of disruptive innovation, the thesis delivers prescriptive guidelines for 

corporate managers and entrepreneurs on how to manage business model innovation. This work thus 

paves the way for further studies on disruptive innovation, ultimately fostering this emerging intel-

lectual field. 
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1 Introduction 

In a world of continuous change, companies’ conventional modes of doing business are being dis-

turbed at an ever-increasing pace (Baaken & Teczke, 2014; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). In this ‘era 

of continual disruption’ (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018), scholars from the innovation and management 

domains are nurturing two streams of debate. On the one hand, they discuss how incumbents can 

prosper despite new entrants entering the mainstream market from niche markets. On the other hand, 

scholars debate how entrants are indeed able to move upmarket despite their confrontations with more 

powerful incumbents. The corresponding dynamics of these innovation-induced market changes have 

been captured by the concept of disruptive innovation (Christensen et al., 2018; Crossan & Apaydin, 

2010; Garcia & Calantone, 2002). In this regard, studies have discussed disruptive innovation in in-

dustry contexts of (among others) newspaper publishing (Cozzolino et al., 2018; Gilbert, 2005), hos-

pitality (Guttentag, 2015), photography (Tripsas & Gavetti, 2000), insurance (Braun & Schreiber, 

2017), and retail (Christensen & Raynor, 2003). While recent debates on disruptive innovation are 

regaining currency (Christensen et al., 2018; Hopp et al., 2018; Trabucchi et al., 2019), the theoretical 

roots of the concept date back to the mid-1990s (Christensen & Bower, 1996). 

Building on the concept of dominant designs (Tushman & Anderson, 1986), Christensen and col-

leagues studied how initially underperforming technological innovations are able to challenge hith-

erto established counterparts in mainstream markets. Their seminal contributions from empirical in-

vestigations of the disk drive industry initiated lively discussions around the development of a theory 

of disruptive innovation (Christensen, 1997; Christensen & Bower, 1996). In contrast to the initially 

prevailing technological focus, researchers started acknowledging the business model as the decisive 

vehicle that spurs market dynamics of disruptive innovation (Christensen, 2006; Markides, 2006). 

In this regard, debates underline the complexity and divergence of business model (innovation) re-

search (Wirtz et al., 2016). From their literature review, Foss and Saebi (2017) conclude that scholars 
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cannot afford to overlook the specificities of business model innovation. Hence, business model in-

novation represents a disentangled theoretical and empirical stream of debate (Crossan & Apaydin, 

2010; Foss & Saebi, 2017), arguably being useful to further the understanding of the disruptive inno-

vation phenomenon. Christensen and colleagues report that ‘no innovation is inherently disruptive. 

Firms make strategic choices to position an innovation in a disruptive way – most often by targeting 

non-customers in new markets’ (p. 1050). Given the complexity inherent in disruptive innovation 

dynamics (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018), this research integrates the following theoretical streams to 

further unfold companies’ strategic management choices made along the disruptive innovation pro-

cess: business model innovation, strategic alliances, platform development and growth, and dynamic 

capabilities. 

The thesis offers insights that help address three research gaps related to how companies manage the 

business model problem in disruptive innovation. First, this research adds to discussions of the only 

tentatively explicated construct of disruptive business models (e.g. Christensen et al., 2018; Go-

vindarajan & Kopalle, 2006b; Trabucchi et al., 2019). Second, contributions are made to discussions 

of the continuous business model innovation activities of entrants (e.g. Ansari et al., 2016; Kumaras-

wamy et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018). Third, the thesis attempts to integrate and generalise anteced-

ents and effects of business model innovation activities in the context of disruptive innovation (e.g. 

Christensen, 2006; Hopp et al., 2018; Si & Chen, 2020). To this end, this phenomenon-driven thesis 

works towards answering the following overarching research question: How do companies manage 

business model innovation along the process of disruptive innovation? 

The empirical studies of this thesis focus on the micro, meso, and macro levels of disruptive innova-

tion, thereby contributing to the construction of a theory (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010; Si & Chen, 

2020). Moreover, practical implications for how corporate managers and entrepreneurs can manage 

business model innovation along the process of disruptive innovation are presented. 
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1.1 Research objectives 

The main objectives of this dissertation are to obtain a more detailed understanding of, 1) how com-

panies manage business model innovation and 2) how the underlying mechanisms involved propel 

dynamics related to the process of disruptive innovation. Consequently, the following overarching 

research question was formulated to guide the four empirical studies of this thesis: 

How do companies manage business model innovation along the process of disruptive inno-

vation? 

This research question was further divided into four sub-questions, each related to ongoing theoretical 

debates: 

1: What archetypes of business models underlie disruptive innovation? 

2: How do entrants strategically (re)configure their alliance portfolios to grow their business 

models along a disruptive path despite interplays with incumbents in different contexts? 

3: How does an entrant leverage the relationships with its multiple platform sides to evolve 

along the disruptive path? 

4: What is the role of value proposition innovation-based (VPI) activities in the relationship 

between dynamic capabilities (DC) and disruptive innovation (DI)? 

1.2 Theoretical background 

This chapter provides a theoretical background by presenting fundamental concepts and the three 

main focuses of current debates related to how companies innovate with disruptive business models: 

(1) furthering understanding of disruptive business model characteristics; (2) theorising the entrant 

as a strategic actor who engages in continuous business model innovation; and (3) confirming rela-

tionships between organisational capabilities and business model innovation. 



Introduction 

4 

1.2.1 Disruptive innovation: conceptual roots and subsequent developments 

The concept of disruptive innovation has gained considerable currency amongst scholars and practi-

tioners alike because innovation is considered a ‘critical source of competitive advantage in an in-

creasingly changing environment’ (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010, p. 1154). This prevailing interest is 

indicated by an increase in academic publications citing the original works of innovation scholar 

Clayton Christensen (Christensen, 1997; Christensen et al., 2018; Danneels, 2004; Kumaraswamy et 

al., 2018). Disruptive innovation describes a particular type of innovation, which is a process in which 

a new entrant challenges the hitherto dominant industry incumbent (Ansari et al., 2016; Christensen 

et al., 2018; Crossan & Apaydin, 2010). Hence, debates around disruptive innovation are concerned 

with specific dynamics contributing to understanding of why certain companies prosper while others 

fail under the domain of ongoing change (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018; Tushman & Anderson, 1986). 

Christensen and Bower (1996) argue based on the notion of dominant designs (Anderson & Tushman, 

1990) that incumbents ‘led the industry in developing technologies of every sort – even radical ones 

– whenever the technologies addressed existing customers’ needs’ (p. 197). Interestingly, entrants 

with fewer resources lead in innovations that initially underperform on established performance at-

tributes but offer new performance attributes. These innovations target a.) market niches, where cus-

tomers are overserved by incumbent offerings (Adner, 2002; Christensen et al., 2018), or b.) new 

markets, where customers are overlooked by incumbents (Schmidt & Druehl, 2008). 

Entrants with inferior market positions aim to continuously improve their innovations’ performance 

to grow their business towards the mainstream market while pursuing higher profitability and attract-

ing more customers, eventually reaching the mass market and eroding incumbents’ market share (Ad-

ner, 2002; Christensen et al., 2018). Seminal contributions culminated in a basic model depicting the 

different performance trajectories of sustaining versus disruptive innovation and the performance de-

mands of different market segments over time (Figure 1.1). 
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Figure 1.1: Concepts of performance trajectories: sustaining and disruptive innovation 

 

Christensen et al. (2018) argue that ‘no innovation is inherently disruptive’ (p. 1050). The scholars 

further elaborate that ‘firms make strategic choices to position an innovation in a disruptive way – 

most often by targeting non-customers in new markets’ (Christensen et al., 2018, p. 1050). Conse-

quently, an innovation becomes disruptive by strategically managing business model innovation to 

follow a disruptive path. Hence, the dynamic ‘disruptive path’ is understood as a strategic process 

that begins with the initiation of a disruptive business model based on disruptive technology in a niche 

market. In a subsequent growth phase, the disruptive business model is grown upmarket before it 

reaches the mass market and as soon as it sufficiently complies with mainstream performance de-

mand. Thus, current debates highlight the process of disruptive innovation, thereby challenging po-

sitions that see disruptive innovation as an outcome (Adner, 2002; Christensen et al., 2018). It is 

underlined that an innovation only becomes disruptive when complying with the disruptive innova-

tion criteria relative to existing mainstream alternatives; this implies continuous (re) positioning of 

the innovation relative to existing mainstream alternatives (Christensen et al., 2018; Govindarajan & 

Kopalle, 2006a).

Consistent with the process understanding of disruptive innovation, movement from the niche market 

to the mainstream market has been stressed as an essential dynamic. In fact, ‘conventional’ market 

movements starting from a high-end market challenge incumbents to a different degree because the 
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corresponding innovation first displaces the hitherto established alternative before it diffuses down 

the market, ultimately reaching low-end niches (Schmidt & Druehl, 2008). 

Consequently, Christensen and Bower (1996) initially proposed that ‘the inability of some successful 

firms to allocate sufficient resources to technologies that initially cannot find application in main-

stream markets, but later invade them, lies at the root of the failure of many once-successful firms’ 

(p. 198). Put differently, incumbents focus on high-profit customer segments, which leads them to 

rationally decide against pursuing a disruptive path, which creates opportunities in low-end market 

niches (Henderson, 2006). 

In 2006, however, a lively discussion in a Special Issue of the Journal of Product and Innovation 

Management on the ‘Effects of Disruptive Technology on Firms and Industries’ culminated in a 

ground-breaking revisiting of the disruptive innovation concept. To this end, the initial understanding 

of disruptive innovation as a technology problem was revised as Christensen (2006), based on anom-

aly seeking research, clarified that disruptive innovation is a business model problem and not a tech-

nology problem. 

Consequently, researchers started to underscore that market incumbents are disrupted due to a lack 

of business model innovation (not technology innovation) (Christensen, 2006; Markides, 2006). Hab-

tay’s (2012) longitudinal study of IT innovations and Cozzolino et al.’s (2018) in-depth study of the 

newspaper industry conclude that disruptive technology and disruptive business models are two dis-

parate phenomena. Specifically, whereas disruptive technologies often precede disruptive business 

models, because technological developments open new markets, a disruptive technology alone is not 

sufficient to spur disruptive dynamics. Instead, a business model built on this disruptive technology 

is needed for the emergence of disruptive innovation. Hence, disruptive business models generate 

profit from underlying (new) technologies and are frequently associated (in relation to established 

business models of incumbents) with altered profit formulas and a focus on lower-level customer 

segments (Teece, 2018). In conclusion, disruptive business models are not coherent with established 
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ways of doing business, thereby creating substantial challenges for industry incumbents (Christensen, 

2006; Cozzolino et al., 2018). 

This thesis builds on recent reviews in the business model domain and understands business models 

as activity systems that integrate the following business dimensions: (1.) value proposition, or the 

offering that is delivered to customers; (2.) value creation, or the processes needed to produce the 

value proposition; and (3.) value capture, or associated cost and revenue structures related to the 

business model (Spieth et al., 2016; Teece, 2010). Coherent with this understanding, Foss and Saebi 

(2017) define business model innovation as ‘designed, novel, and nontrivial changes to the key ele-

ments of a firm’s [business model] and/or the architecture linking these elements’ (p. 216). The reader 

is referred to Foss and Saebi (2017), Schneider and Spieth (2013), and Wirtz and colleagues (2016), 

who provide comprehensive reviews of current theoretical and practical debates related to the concept 

of business model (innovation). 

Recent debates have emerged around the phenomenon of disruptive innovation, spurring the devel-

opment of a theory of disruption. Christensen and colleagues (2018), Hopp and colleagues (2018), 

and Si and Chen (2020) provide comprehensive reviews of the most recent discussions. Against this 

background, corresponding debates are currently facing a new ground-breaking phase in the devel-

opment of disruption theory (Christensen, 2006) as indicated by the 2018 Special Issue of the Journal 

of Management Studies on ‘Managing in the age of disruption’. While this Special Issue contributes 

insights into how disruptive innovation is performed by the various actors involved (Kumaraswamy 

et al., 2018), researchers likewise argue for the merits of consolidating available research. To this 

end, current discussions call for classification and confirmatory statements, ultimately fostering the 

legitimacy of the theory (Hopp et al., 2018; Si & Chen, 2020). 

1.2.2 Understanding the characteristics of disruptive business models 

Classifying and characterising phenomena of interest are foundational elements of building theory. 

Only when phenomena are described coherently can more advanced stages of theory building be 
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entered, which is a precondition for establishing an intellectual field (Chaffee, 1991; Si & Chen, 

2020). 

Early attempts to characterise and measure the construct of disruptive innovation induced a continu-

ous critical discussion (Danneels, 2004; Yu & Hang, 2010). Moreover, with the rapid development 

of digital technologies and associated changes in the business environment (Downes & Nunes, 2014; 

Trabucchi et al., 2019), the terminology of disruptive innovation has been increasingly applied inac-

curately (Chaffee, 1991; Chase, 2016; Christensen et al., 2018). Nevertheless, the phenomenon of 

disruptive innovation has remained a relevant matter of discussion among scholars and practitioners. 

Scholarly debates continuously contribute to classifications related to disruptive innovation, thereby 

working towards a more robust construct explication. 

Based on their empirical investigations of the disk drive industry, Christensen and colleagues laid the 

conceptual ground for the theory of disruptive innovation by classifying sustaining and disruptive 

innovation (Christensen, 1997). This classification was decisive in differentiating the particular char-

acteristics of disruptive innovation against the ‘common counterpart’ of sustaining innovations (i.e. 

innovations targeting existing mainstream customers with profitability enhancing improvements). 

Simultaneously, this classification allowed us to differentiate disruptive innovations from other types 

of innovation (e.g. Crossan & Apaydin, 2010; Garcia & Calantone, 2002). 

Consistently, Govindarajan and Kopalle (2006a) contributed a comprehensive review of existing def-

initions, thereby underlining their argumentation on how to characterise disruptive innovations. In-

deed, their list of characteristics is well referenced and frequently serves as a basis to argue for case 

selection when pursuing in-depth studies and field-based research (e.g. Pandit et al., 2018; Yu & 

Hang, 2011). Precisely, Govindarajan and Kopalle (2006a) list the following five characteristics: (1) 

the innovation underperforms on the attributes that are valued by mainstream customers; (2) the new 

features offered by the innovation are not valued by mainstream customers; (3) the innovation is 
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typically simpler and cheaper than existing alternatives; (4) at the time of its introduction, the inno-

vation appeals to a niche customer segment; and (5) over time, the innovation’s performance is im-

proved to attract more customers from the mainstream market. 

Despite efforts to characterise disruptive innovation and work towards construct explication, re-

searchers have constantly critiqued the concept for several reasons (Yu & Hang, 2010). For instance, 

Danneels (2004) critiqued the cherry picking of cases, ultimately biasing the observational basis de-

scribing the phenomenon of disruptive innovation. Moreover, discussions have arisen around the 

question of whether disruptive innovation is a process or an outcome (Tellis, 2006; Yu & Hang, 

2010), whereas recent studies consolidate that disruptiveness exists independent of its outcome 

(Christensen, 2006). Last, discussions argue that the concept of disruptive innovation is inadequate 

because it subsumes multiple subconcepts, thereby hampering the development of the theory. Conse-

quently, efforts have been made to differentiate disruptive technology from disruptive business model 

innovation (Markides, 2006). This differentiation finds resonance in recent empirical studies (Cozzo-

lino et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018) and in Christensen’s (2006) seminal statement that disruptive 

innovation is considerably spurred by the underlying business model and not the technology. 

Building on these debates, researchers have continuously engaged in discussions about the scope of 

the construct of disruptive innovation. Whereas some positions call for a broadening of disruptive 

innovation (Chase, 2016), recent studies argue for the merits of consolidating and abstracting existing 

descriptions and understandings to allow for progression in theory development (Hopp et al., 2018; 

Si & Chen, 2020). Consequently, concerning the contingency inherent in the complex phenomenon 

of disruptive innovation, researchers have begun to classify and characterise the essence of disruptive 

innovation, which is the underlying business model (innovation) (Christensen et al., 2018; Trabucchi 

et al., 2019). 

There is a considerable ongoing debate surrounding the foundational characteristics and classifica-

tions related to the phenomenon of disruptive innovation (Christensen et al., 2015; Hopp et al., 2018; 

Si & Chen, 2020). Related research is working towards more construct explicability while abstracting 
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from the messy details of this complex phenomenon (Christensen, 2006). Given the manifoldness of 

the phenomenon, which not only affects firms but also entire industries and surrounding ecosystems, 

recent conceptual studies argue for a contingent approach, which has already found application in 

first empirical papers (Christensen et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018; Trabucchi et al., 2019). 

Hence, discussions around the characteristics of disruptive innovation are important to provide re-

searchers common ground.  

In addition to discussions around the construct explication of disruptive innovation, ongoing studies 

are concerned with the underlying tensions of the relative phenomenon. The next chapter will elabo-

rate on related debates. 

1.2.3 Theorising the entrant as a proactive strategic actor 

Based on the process understanding of disruptive innovation, researchers are interested in how dis-

ruptive innovations emerge, develop, and grow over time (Christensen et al., 2018; Petzold et al., 

2019). In this regard, recent conceptual arguments underline the relativity of the phenomenon. Indeed, 

as no innovation is inherently disruptive, firms are argued to make strategic choices to position their 

business models in a disruptive way, which ultimately challenges industry incumbents (Christensen 

et al., 2018). Consequently, to further the debates around how disruptive innovation comes to be, it 

is necessary to deepen understanding of how involved strategic actors engage in corresponding busi-

ness model innovation activities given the particular contextual factors (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). 

In this regard, the interplay between the main actors who perform disruptive innovation (i.e. incum-

bents versus entrants) is of particular interest within scholarly discussions (Ansari et al., 2016; Snihur 

et al., 2018). 

Due to the initial empirical puzzle regarding the failure of seemingly well-managed firms, however, 

early research on disruptive innovation had a clear focus on more established businesses (i.e. incum-

bents) (Christensen, 1997; Christensen & Overdorf, 2000; Christensen & Raynor, 2003; Yu & Hang, 

2010). Indeed, the conceptualisation of the ‘innovator’s dilemma’, which captures the inability of 
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successful incumbents to pursue disruptive opportunities, paved the way for research on underlying 

explanations for incumbents’ failure. As a consequence, subsequent studies tend to perceive the en-

trant, who steers a disruptive business model, as a resource-poor target (Cozzolino et al., 2018; Katila 

et al., 2008). Through anomaly seeking research (Christensen, 2006), however, researchers have con-

tributed attempts to further theorise the role of the entrant as a strategic actor, thereby unfolding the 

incumbent-challenger dynamics inherent in disruptive innovation (Ansari et al., 2016; Ansari & Krop, 

2012). 

In conceptualising the complementary ‘disruptor’s dilemma’, Ansari et al. (2016) conclude from their 

study of TiVO that entrants similarly face obstacles in manoeuvring their business models along the 

disruptive path. In their particular case study, the entrant needed to secure access to complementary 

assets and infrastructure, which were held by the incumbent. Consequently, to access these assets, the 

entrant positioned its business model in a sustaining manner, which released challenger-incumbent 

tensions and transformed the entrant’s business model into a compatible service provider for the in-

cumbent, ultimately losing the characteristics of disruptive innovation. 

Based on this argumentation, subsequent case-based field research consistently began to engage in 

further understanding how entrants as strategic actors can overcome their liability of smallness and 

newness to manoeuvre their business models along the disruptive path (Stinchcombe, 1965). Snihur 

et al. (2018) contribute with a first attempt showing how Salesforce was able to disrupt incumbent 

counterpart Siebel in the CRM industry. However, their study does not discuss the dynamics inherent 

to the interplay between entrants and incumbents, thereby only partially tackling challenges related 

to the disruptor’s dilemma. Indeed, when taking into account the manifoldness of factors shaping the 

complex process of disruptive innovation, current debates posit the need to discard ambitions to pre-

dict the actual occurrence of disruptive innovation in favour of deepening understanding of how firms 

perform the phenomenon through their ‘sayings and doings’ (Austin, 1975). 

Regarding the core of disruptive innovation research (i.e. ‘it is a business model problem, not a tech-

nology problem’ (Christensen, 2006)), taking a business model perspective appears to be fruitful 
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when further studying how entrants perform disruptive innovation. Indeed, Magretta (2002) defines 

the business model as the story of ‘how enterprises work’, thereby referring to representation with 

text that (re) describes and (re) constructs social reality in one’s image (Austin, 1975; Callon, 2007). 

Consequently, business models can act as narratives, providing an important orientation for managers 

and entrepreneurs seeking to infuse uncertain and ambiguous situations with meaning while persuad-

ing sceptical stakeholders that their constructions of reality is plausible (Brown, 2000). Thus, business 

models are argued to serve as recipes for managers and entrepreneurs in guiding their actions along 

the disruptive path (Baden-Fuller & Morgan, 2010; Perkmann & Spicer, 2010). Indeed, such guiding 

narratives are particularly relevant in early stages of the disruptive process when the entrant’s busi-

ness model suffers from legitimacy deficits. In this phase, entrants might borrow legitimacy from 

known categories to ultimately mobilise resources to grow their business models along the disruptive 

path (Garud et al., 2014). 

To further develop the theory of disruptive innovation, more empirical evidence of entrants’ strategic 

business model innovation along the disruptive path is required. Indeed, researchers call to further 

explore the underlying dynamics and understand how these dynamics pose challenges to entrants and 

incumbents alike (Ansari et al., 2016; Habtay, 2012; Marx et al., 2014). Thus, there is a particular 

need to provide knowledge about how entrants perform disruptive innovation. 

In particular, studies must investigate how entrants remain strategically independent despite their 

interplays with incumbents. We must further understand how entrants withstand tensions arising from 

coopetitive dynamics and how entrants continuously innovate the business model in compliance with 

disruptive characteristics (Ansari et al., 2016; Christensen et al., 2018; Habtay, 2012; Lawlor & Ka-

vanagh, 2015; Rafii & Kampas, 2002). 
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1.2.4 Confirming relationships between organisational capabilities and business model inno-
vation 

In addition to the current debates exploring additional facets of the disruptive innovation phenome-

non, recent reviews of the topic argue for the merits of testing proposed statements, ultimately work-

ing towards the generalisation of disruptive innovation theory (Hopp et al., 2018; Si & Chen, 2020). 

Consequently, researchers call for studies that test fundamental relationships to foster theoretical 

grounding, further legitimising the theory of disruptive innovation (Danneels, 2004; Si & Chen, 

2020). Indeed, such a consolidation of existing research stemming mostly from in-depth studies 

would work towards a management theory that provides more prescriptive knowledge for company 

representatives and entrepreneurs (Bazerman, 2005). Despite recent calls underlining the advantages 

of generalisation, it must be emphasised that corresponding studies should focus on aspects that pre-

vious case-based research has made enough progress on to allow for statistical analyses (Christensen, 

2006). 

As in innovation research in general (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010), disruptive innovation research has 

previously focused predominately on the organisational level (Christensen et al., 2018; Si & Chen, 

2020). Against this background and because previous studies are argued to have sufficiently explored 

and investigated related empirical and theoretical questions, recent calls for theory testing are likewise 

anchored at the organisational level (Hopp et al., 2018). Consequently, it appears promising to further 

study the business model problem inherent to disruptive innovation and to focus on the organisational 

level when working towards generalisable statements. 

In this regard, Hopp et al. (2018) conclude that the ‘concept of capabilities has been central to the 

field [of disruptive innovation] until the redefinition of the disruption theory and has shifted to a 

peripheral role’ (p. 476). Hence, to enable convergence between existing research streams, Hopp et 

al. (2018) propose analysing the interrelations between organisational capabilities and business mod-

els. Precisely, alongside research on individual capabilities (Kiel, 2014) and in line with the advance-

ments of in-depth studies in the disruptive innovation domain, current studies call for confirmatory 
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research related to organisational capabilities (Foss & Saebi, 2017; Si & Chen, 2020). Companies 

who are steering disruptive innovations need the capabilities to gain a foothold in low-end markets 

(Reinhardt et al., 2018). Furthermore, companies must continuously innovate their business models’ 

value propositions throughout the disruptive process, which is shaped by a complex interplay between 

involved actors and context factors (Hopp et al., 2018; Laaksonen & Peltoniemi, 2018). Given this, 

disruptive innovation constitutes a continuous and complex change for which companies must equip 

themselves (Radnejad & Vredenburg, 2019). 

For strategic choices to continuously position innovation in a disruptive way, capabilities of strategic 

renewal and activities related to continuous business model innovation become focal in understanding 

underlying dynamics. Consequently, Danneels (2011), based on his in-depth case study, argues for 

the merits of generalising relationships between a company’s capabilities and of managing disruption. 

Likewise, Wan et al. (2015), in their multi-case study of Chinese companies, stress the relevance of 

‘capabilities that enable the realisation of opportunities for disruptive cost, application, and business 

model innovation’ (p. 101). To this end, Wan et al. (2015) call for modelling mechanisms that facili-

tate (impede) disruptive innovation. Against the background of available in-depth studies, future re-

search is asked to provide confirmatory statements that are untied from contextual specificities (Si & 

Chen, 2020). Consequently, current research argues for a consolidation of findings and presentation 

of theory falsification (Hopp et al., 2018; Si & Chen, 2020). 

1.3 Methodology 

1.3.1 Research context 

Phenomenon-driven research requires adequate empirical contexts. Recent reviews conclude that dis-

ruptive dynamics have entered a myriad of industry contexts (Christensen et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy 

et al., 2018), and available (in-depth) studies focus on particular industries (e.g. Ansari et al., 2016; 

Cozzolino et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018). Hence, a wide range of potential empirical contexts could 

be identified. 
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To purposefully select industry contexts for empirical studies, the following activities have been un-

dertaken. First, for the first study (Chapter 2) of this thesis, disruptive business models that have been 

discussed in the scientific literature since 2006 were systematically identified, approximating an over-

view of past research contexts. Second, in-depth conversations held with more than 70 German man-

agers and company representatives and a review of German practitioner publications (e.g. Frankfurter 

Allgemeine Zeitung, Süddeutsche Zeitung, Handelsblatt, and Manager Magazin) generated further 

insights. Third, observations of practitioner events and fairs (e.g. HubBerlin 2017; e-commerce Day 

NRW 2017, 2018; Digital Insurance/SZ-Fachkonferenz: Insurance and Internet, 2017; Smart City 

Convention 2018; Digital Future Congress 2018) provided an overview of potential research contexts. 

These activities arguably allowed for the selection of theoretical and revelatory settings (Eisenhardt 

& Graebner, 2007). 

In the interest of practicability (i.e. data collection), we focused on German equivalents of the identi-

fied industry contexts because the reviewed material described similar disruptive dynamics. Addi-

tionally, we carefully evaluated all selected cases for their compliance with the established disruptive 

innovation characteristics (Govindarajan & Kopalle, 2006a). The following table confronts the em-

pirical studies examining the selected industry contexts. 
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Table 1.1: Empirical studies and selected industry context(s) 

Chapter Study Industry context(s) 

2 Study #1: 
Disruption by design 

For systematic review: industries covered in scientific 
studies on disruptive business models (2006-2019) 

3 Study #2: 
Waltzing in from a different dancefloor 

Fashion retail, insurance 

4 Study #3: 
Growing with others 

Fashion retail 

5 Study #4: 
Uncovering disruptors’ business model inno-
vation activities 

Manufacturing and construction, information and com-
munication, automotive and transportation, energy and 
utilities, health, education and scientific services, finan-
cial services, hospitality and entertainment 

1.3.2 Mixed method approach 

Spurred by the question of how companies innovate with disruptive business models, this thesis ap-

plies a pragmatic view in adopting a mixed-method approach to account for the different phases of 

theory construction. Precisely, this research follows a pragmatist credo of ‘what works’ (Tashakkori 

& Teddlie, 1998, p. 21) and considers the research question to be of superior importance to either the 

method or the applied worldview. 

Following Christensen (2006), we applied explorative qualitative research designs (e.g. in-depth case 

studies) for inductive theory building. Additionally, we relied on deductive quantitative research de-

signs (e.g. statistical analyses) for theory testing (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 

1998). Since research has argued for the merits of including multiple methods and perspectives to 

deepen understanding of complex process phenomena, such an approach appears suitable (Christen-

sen, 2006; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Teece et al., 1997; Venkatesh et al., 2013). 

While there are multiple terminologies for mixing methods and data, we use the term ‘mixed-meth-

ods’(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). In particular, we follow Creswell and 

Creswell (2018) and apply an explorative sequential combination of methods. Consistently, the four 

empirical studies follow either a qualitative or quantitative paradigm. The following table gives an 

overview of the collected data and applied methods while relating these to the focus of theory con-

struction. 
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Table 1.2: Data, methods, and focuses of theory construction 

Study Data Research pa-
radigm 

Methods Focus of theory 
construction 

#1 Scientific articles  
(n = 78 articles) 

 

Qualitative Systematic review of scienti-
fic articles 

Inductive theory buil-
ding: 

Categorising the phe-
nomenon based on at-
tributes 

#2 In-depth interviews  
(n = 20 interviews) 

Archival data  
(n = 1,261 pages) 

Qualitative Historical longitudinal com-
parative case study 

Inductive theory buil-
ding: 

Working towards state-
ments of causality 

#3 Professionally generated data 
(n =197,744 words) 

User-generated Twitter data  
(n = 223,233 words) 

Qualitative Historical longitudinal case 
study 

Inductive theory buil-
ding: 

Working towards state-
ments of causality 

#4 Survey data  
(n = 98 questionnaires) 

Quantitative Cross-sectional structural 
equation modelling 

Deductive theory tes-
ting: 

Working towards con-
firmatory statements 

1.3.3 Research designs for inductive theory building 

The first three empirical studies presented in this thesis contribute to the inductive stage of construct-

ing a theory of disruptive innovation. Consistent with the process understanding of the disruptive 

innovation phenomenon (Christensen et al., 2018; Petzold et al., 2019), the corresponding research 

designs follow a qualitative paradigm. We gradually made sense of a social phenomenon by con-

trasting, comparing, replicating, cataloguing and classifying the object of study (Miles et al., 2014). 

Additionally, we were particularly interested in how things occur (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

In study #1, we cycled back through the theory development process to classify disruptive business 

models (Christensen, 2006). To this end, we applied a methodological approach based on qualitative 

analysis. We systematically searched for business models described in the scientific literature. Thus, 

we collected data on disruptive business models using a highly transparent, systematic and replicable 

methodological approach to minimise bias. We conducted a qualitative content analysis of the re-

trieved data. In the first analysis phase, we developed a coding strategy based on the theoretical 
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framework and developed initial coding criteria to identify relevant data segments (Creswell, 2013). 

In the second coding cycle, we sorted the data into smaller segments for inductive coding. This pro-

cedure allowed us to identify underlying generative mechanisms (Miles et al., 2014). 

In studies #2 and #3, we likewise followed a qualitative research design focused on uncovering pro-

cesses that underlie disruptive dynamics (Van de Ven & Poole, 1995). In further theorising the role 

of the entrant’s business model innovation activities throughout the disruptive process, we conducted 

two longitudinal studies to identify the generative mechanisms that allow for the circumvention of 

the disruptor’s dilemma. Indeed, the empirical studies advance theory construction by working to-

wards causality statements about how entrants can steer their business models upmarket, ultimately 

providing circumstance-contingent explanations (Christensen, 2006). Following Snihur et al. (2018), 

we based studies #2 and #3 on historical longitudinal research designs. In particular, we argue that an 

‘a priori’ selection of respondents and years-long observation of disruptive developments are difficult 

to achieve. 

For study #2, we conducted 20 formal interviews with representatives from eight companies and two 

industry experts. Additionally, we accessed rich, time-stamped archival data to enrich our historical 

analysis of events and actions performed by the entrants and incumbents, ultimately limiting potential 

for retrospective bias (Burgelman, 2011; Langley, 2007). Furthermore, we presented emerging find-

ings to the board members and employees of the respective companies while performing member 

checks to validate and refine our findings (Miles & Huberman, 1994). We analysed the data using a 

grounded theory approach to explain phenomena and their conditions, actions and interactions, and 

consequences (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). First, we explored the data by performing open coding before 

we iterated between open, axial, and selective coding to identify core categories and performed inter- 

and intracase analyses (Glaser & Strauss, 2009). 

Moreover, we explored the data using visual maps to order events and actions chronologically (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994). Furthermore, we developed thick narrative descriptions to aid our sensemaking 
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(Langley, 1999). Thus, grounded theory, visual mapping, and narratives enabled us to identify pat-

terns underlying disruptive developments found in the selected industry contexts. 

For study #3, we built on a large quantity of retrospective and real-time data drawn from profession-

ally generated content (i.e. company press releases, blog articles, and newspaper articles) and Twitter 

entries (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). As a result, the collected data are arguably relatively free of 

recall bias (Barr et al., 1992). We applied topic modelling as a preceding step to analyse the data 

while mitigating the drawbacks of pure qualitative content analysis (resource-intensive data asphyx-

iation). Following Schmiedel, Müller, and vom Brocke (2019), this approach enabled a gentle entry 

into the selected case. We accumulated profound knowledge while moving between refining topic 

modelling regarding various questions of investigation and the subsequent qualitative content analy-

sis. Indeed, for the subsequent qualitative content analysis, we followed grounded theory-based re-

search (Gioia et al., 2012). We began with in vivo coding, eventually comparing codes for similarities 

and differences to arrive at 1st order concepts. Through further abstraction, we conceptualised 2nd 

order themes, which we confronted with theoretical explanations to distil aggregate dimensions (Gi-

oia et al., 2012). Ultimately, the combined analysis approach allowed for an investigation into gener-

ative mechanisms underlying the processes of the selected case (Miles et al., 2014). 

In summary, for the inductive portion of theory construction, we followed a qualitative paradigm. 

Referring to respective methodological guidelines, we took great care in establishing coherence, trust-

worthiness, and transferability, which is the degree to which findings can be extended to other con-

texts (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). We provide thick descriptions of the research context and present in 

detail how we performed theoretical sampling. Furthermore, to ensure construct validity, we collected 

data from multiple sources, including in-depth interviews held with knowledgeable representatives, 

user-generated content (i.e. Twitter entries), observations, and rich archival data (Eisenhardt & Grae-

bner, 2007). Taken together, empirical studies #1 - #3 contribute to ongoing debates by further ex-

ploring facets of the disruptive innovation phenomenon. 
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1.3.4 Research design for deductive theory testing 

Sequential to the first empirical studies, we take a different position for study #4. We contribute to 

deductive theory testing and work towards confirmatory statements on disruptive innovation research. 

Indeed, by building on the previous empirical studies from within the scope of this thesis (i.e. studies 

#1, #2, and #3) and by anchoring in further in-depth and conceptual studies on disruptive innovation, 

hypotheses are proposed and tested by analysing data from a large quantitative sample (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). 

To this end, we administered a quantitative, cross-sectional online survey and collected data between 

October and December 2018. To recruit participants for the survey, we sent out invitation emails to 

1,250 German companies that have installed innovation or strategy positions at the management level. 

Hence, we collected data about companies, not data on individuals. In total, 98 respondents partici-

pated in the survey. To allow for a consistent and reliable analysis, we applied empirically tested 

measures. Because perceptual measures are arguably highly correlated with objective measures in the 

innovation domain (Jennings & Young, 1990), we argue for the suitability of using subjective 

measures for data collection. To test our proposed hypotheses, we applied partial least squares struc-

tural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) using SmartPLS software (Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 

2017). Ultimately, we referred to accepted criteria for quantitative studies to evaluate the quality of 

our empirical study (Chin, 1998; Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Hair et al., 2017). 

In summary, we applied statistical methods to test previously posited relationships inherent in dis-

ruptive dynamics, ultimately spurring the deductive portion related to the construction of a theory of 

disruptive innovation. 

1.4 Overview of the dissertation chapters 

This thesis consists of six chapters. The focal chapter provides an introduction to the field of disrup-

tive innovation research. The following four chapters present the empirical studies (Table 1.3) inves-

tigating complementary levels of disruptive innovation. Building on the understanding that business 
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models integrate ‘boundary-spanning activities’ (Zott et al., 2011, p. 1038), in study #1, we take an 

overarching position in working towards a better understanding of the characteristics of disruptive 

business models. The following studies are designed to focus on three complementary levels, thereby 

aiming to further theorise on the phenomenon of disruptive innovation from a business model per-

spective. For study #2, we consider the macro level in investigating entrants from two industries while 

focusing on strategic alliances at the meso level. For study #3, we concentrate on how an entrant 

leverages relationships with multiple platform sides, thereby furthering understanding of the devel-

opment and growth of multi-sided disruptive platforms at the meso level. Last, for study #4, we focus 

on the micro level of disruptive innovation in working towards confirmatory statements related to 

dynamic capabilities and business model innovation activities at the organisational level. Chapter 5 

presents a conclusion along with implications, limitations, and avenues for future research. Figure 2 

provides an overview of the empirical studies and the complementary levels investigated. 
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Figure 1.2: Overview of empirical studies and multiple levels 
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Abstract 

Multi-sided platforms are becoming increasingly relevant in understanding industry changes. The 

literature has focused on the inception and growth of platforms, neglecting how entrants develop and 

grow disruptive platforms. To address this shortcoming, we study an entrant that was spun off from 

an established catalogue retailer and is steering a multi-sided disruptive platform in the German fash-

ion retail industry. We conduct a longitudinal study on how the entrant leverages the relationships 

with its multiple platform sides during 2014–2019 by analysing secondary data using topic modelling 

and qualitative content analysis. We propose three levers: (1) ‘guarded inception’, which is the col-

laboration with a knowledgeable partner unaffected by disruption to quickly overcome the chicken-

and-egg problem; (2) ‘activating force multipliers’, which is the strategic orchestration of comple-

mentors being contractually tied to the entrant and working to extend the entrant’s value network. 

Enabled by these two levers, the entrant was (3) ‘building on others’ to develop the platform along a 

disruptive path while circumventing internal limitations and external resistance. We contribute to the 

intersection of the literature strands on platform and disruptive innovation by showing how the entrant 

strategically leveraged its different platform sides over time to develop and grow a disruptive plat-

form. 

 

Keywords: Business model, disruptive innovation, platform, process, topic modelling 

4.1 Introduction  

Scholars have recently proposed an ‘era of continual disruption’ (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018) by re-

ferring to the rise of digital platforms (e.g. Spotify, Airbnb, Uber, and Alibaba) that speed disruptive 

changes in hitherto established industries (Christensen et al., 2018; Downes & Nunes, 2014; Trabuc-

chi et al., 2019).  
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Indeed, disruptive innovation literature has begun to increasingly research the role of digital technol-

ogies in enabling disruptive platforms (Cozzolino et al., 2018; Ozalp et al., 2018). Disruptive plat-

forms combine the properties of disruptive innovations (i.e. cheaper, more convenient, underperform-

ing on established performance attributes, see Govindarajan & Kopalle (2006b) with their platform 

characteristics. The latter are understood as market intermediaries that facilitate the interaction among 

multiple sides and thus, reduce transaction costs and internalize externalities at zero marginal cost 

(Eisenmann et al., 2009; Evans, 2009; Hagiu & Spulber, 2013). Additionally, by connecting custom-

ers with complementors, platform providers (i.e. the firm developing and growing the platform) can 

take advantage of network effects, that is, customers prefer platforms with a large number of com-

plementors, while complementors value platforms with large customer bases (Katz & Shapiro, 1985; 

Van Alstyne et al., 2016). These network effects are linked to a winner-take-all dynamic (Schilling, 

2002), which explains a platform’s appeal to potential disruptors. Taken together, these characteris-

tics allow for a speedy progression of platforms along a disruptive path (Trabucchi et al., 2019).  

Yet, to take advantage of these platform characteristics, platform providers must first attract and in-

crease the number of participants (i.e. complementors and customers) on multiple platform sides 

(Katz & Shapiro, 1985; Van Alstyne et al., 2016). Many firms fail in platform creation and develop-

ment because of technology or business aspects (Cusumano & Gawer, 2002). In this regard, the lit-

erature on platforms proposes levers for platform development, which are strategic mechanisms a 

provider can use to influence the platform’s evolution (Cusumano & Gawer, 2002).   

While these levers generally offer insights into strategic mechanisms for platform development, they 

do not consider the specific circumstances and restrictions that arise in a disruptive context (Ansari 

et al., 2016; Christensen et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). In fact, building a critical base of 

platform participants is especially challenging for disruptive entrants, as they lack the resources, le-

gitimacy, and critical knowledge to attract externals during platform inception (Snihur et al., 2018). 

Further, the literature on disruption particularly emphasizes the externals’ influence on the entrant’s 



Growing with others: A longitudinal study of an evolving multi-sided disruptive platform 

99 

disruptive path (Ansari et al., 2016; Snihur et al., 2018). The entrant may be dependent on a collabo-

ration with incumbent complementors, yet, incumbents may refrain from cooperating with new en-

trants who stand to disrupt their industry (Ansari et al., 2016). Thus, while platforms provide charac-

teristics enabling speedy disruption , creating these characteristics is difficult for new entrants (Gawer 

& Cusumano, 2008).  

Consequently, researchers call for studies on disruptive platforms from an entrant’s perspective (Ku-

maraswamy et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018; Trabucchi et al., 2019). Hence, we study in-depth how 

an entrant is able to evolve its platform along the disruptive path despite its internal limitations and 

external resistance. We thereby take the perspective of the entrant as a strategic actor performing 

disruption (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018) by leveraging multiple sides of the platform (Cusumano & 

Gawer, 2002; Perks et al., 2017; Trabucchi et al., 2019). Thus, we answer the following research 

question: How does an entrant leverage the relationships with its multiple platform sides to evolve 

along the disruptive path?  

To answer this question, we conduct a longitudinal study of About You (AY), a German fashion-

discovery platform that was spun-off from an established catalogue retailer and disrupted brick-and-

mortar fashion retailers, through orchestrating knowledge of external complementors to deliver in-

spiring and individualized content via its application software (app). We perform topic modelling 

combined with a qualitative content analysis of secondary data and show how AY leveraged relation-

ships with its platform sides to drive the evolution of the platform during the period of 2014 to 2019. 

In particular, we propose that AY used three levers: (1) ‘guarded inception’, which is the early col-

laboration with a knowledgeable partner unaffected by disruption to circumvent the internal limita-

tions and quickly overcome the chicken-and-egg problem; and (2) ‘activating force multipliers’, 

which is the strategic orchestration of complementors being contractually tied to the entrant and work-

ing to extend the entrant’s value network. Enabled by these two levers, the entrant was (3) ‘building 

on others’ to develop the platform along a disruptive path while circumventing internal limitations 

and external resistance.  
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4.2 Theoretical background 

4.2.1 Platform inception and growth 

The literature defines platforms as intermediary systems enabling transactions between two or more 

sides (Gawer & Cusumano, 2008; Parker & Van Alstyne, 2018). These platforms deliver value via 

proprietary digital channels, create value through facilitating interactions in the communities, and 

capture a commission fee for matchmaking at the customer’s or complementor’s side (Trabucchi & 

Buganza, 2019; Van Alstyne et al., 2016). 

Platforms can be two- or multi-sided, depending on the number of distinct platform sides (i.e. plat-

form provider, complementors, and customers) (Eisenmann et al., 2009; Rochet & Tirole, 2003). This 

n-sidedness of platforms has been associated with direct and indirect network effects (Cennamo, 

2018; Gawer & Cusumano, 2008). Indeed, participants perceive a higher value for platforms with a 

large base of same side participants for social interaction and knowledge spill-overs (direct), and a 

higher motivation to join platforms with a larger base of other side participants to ensure a critical 

demand for or supply of products/services (indirect) (Katz & Shapiro, 1985). These network effects 

have further been associated with a winner-take-all paradigm, predicting that the platform with the 

largest installed base dominates the market (Cennamo & Santalo, 2013; Schilling, 2002). 

To create and develop platforms, entrants must resolve technological problems (Cennamo & Santalo, 

2013; Gawer & Cusumano, 2008) while on boarding a critical mass of customers and complementors 

connected via indirect network effects. This on boarding process has been associated with a chicken-

and-egg problem on how to incentivize one complementor side to join the platform, while other com-

plementors have not yet joined the platform (Caillaud & Jullien, 2003). Resolving this problem re-

quires a balancing act between (1) opening versus closing the platform to third-party complementors 

(Eisenmann et al., 2009; Parker & Van Alstyne, 2018; West, 2003), and (2) framing the platform as 

distinct versus conforming to build legitimacy and gain external cooperation (Garud et al., 2014; 

Navis & Glynn, 2010; E. Y. Zhao et al., 2017). In this regard, Cusumano and Gawer (2002) propose 
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four levers that organisations can use to sustain platform leadership: they differentiate between (1) 

the ‘company scope’, which refers to the number of activities performed in-house versus externally, 

(2) ‘technology design and intellectual property’, which are the features included in the platform, (3) 

‘external relationships with complementors’, which refer to the process of encouraging complement-

ors to contribute to the platform, and (4) the ‘internal organisation’, which uses the organisational 

structure and processes to assure complementors they are working towards the benefit of the platform.   

However, the balance that enabled the inception and development of the platform may be unsuitable 

for platform growth. Thus, ongoing debates revolve around platform evolution (Muzellec et al., 2015; 

Parker et al., 2016; Teece, 2017; Trabucchi & Buganza, 2019). While these studies propose different 

evolutionary models, they consistently acknowledge an underlying shift of the raison d’être of the 

platform over time, making a dynamic change of the platform necessary (Gawer & Cusumano, 2008).  

Hence, relating to the levers of ‘scope’ and ‘product technology’ (Cusumano & Gawer, 2002; Gawer 

& Cusumano, 2015), ongoing debates on platform evolution discuss the relative merits of open versus 

closed platforms (Eisenmann et al., 2009; Kende, 1998; Parker & Van Alstyne, 2018). Whereas some 

authors propose to open the platform early to encourage wide acceptance from complementors 

(Cennamo & Santalo, 2013; Parker & Van Alstyne, 2018) and to create momentum (West, 2003), 

others warn against surrendering control too early, as it is associated with the risks of second-mover 

attacks from powerful incumbents (Eisenmann et al., 2009) and the loss of control over the platform’s 

development (Cennamo & Santalo, 2013). For instance, Cennamo (2018) found that in-house com-

plements allow to overcome uncertainty and facilitate knowledge spill overs to external complement-

ors in the early stages. However, during the growth stage, restricting in-house complement develop-

ment becomes necessary to avoid discouraging externals from high-quality complement develop-

ment. Indeed, Schilling (2002) argues that closing a once-open platform reduces the complementor’s 

incentive to provide additional complements and may induce a sense of lock-in. Gawer and Hender-

son (2007) conclude that ongoing development of in-house complements during the growth phase 

can create coopetitive tensions with external complementors. 
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Moreover, how platform providers perform framing over time to develop and grow their platform is 

currently a topic of debate. In fact, Zhao et al. (2017) conclude from their review on optimal distinc-

tiveness that there is increasing literature dealing with the firm-level problem of realizing a distinctive 

strategic positioning while not breaching the norms (i.e. realizing conformity) in order to achieve 

optimal performance. Whereas the authors posit different patterns regarding the evolution from con-

formity to differentiation (and vice versa) over time, they conclude that legitimacy-building is a major 

concern to achieve performance. Indeed, legitimacy-building is decisive because entrants need to 

sufficiently demonstrate a similarity with viable market categories in order to be recognized and to 

gain the support of relevant stakeholders (i.e. complementors). In this regard, Navis and Glynn (2010) 

show that entrants initially claim a shared collective identity to manifest the meaning of their new 

market category and then later shift toward claiming distinctiveness to differentiate themselves from 

competitors. Further, Zhao et al. (2017) argue for the decisive role of relevant stakeholders as medi-

ators that influence the relationship between an entrant’s framing and resulting market performance. 

However, Garud et al. (2014) propose that entrants will likely revise their storytelling to achieve 

legitimacy and set fresh stakeholder expectations. Indeed, while the revision of such stories is con-

tingent upon prior achievements, a failure to meet previously set expectations likely threatens the 

entrant’s legitimacy in the future. As such, which story to tell whom and when requires careful con-

sideration.  

In conclusion, developing and growing a platform requires balancing optimal openness (Boudreau, 

2010; Parker & Van Alstyne, 2018) and optimal distinctiveness (E. Y. Zhao et al., 2017) over time.   

4.2.2 Disruptive innovation and platform business models 

In recent times, scholars have increasingly connected the literature on platforms with insights from 

the literature on disruptive innovation to explain the emergence and growth of new entrants with new 

business models that challenge incumbents (Cozzolino et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018; Ozalp 

et al., 2018; Trabucchi et al., 2019). Corresponding studies build on disruptive innovation as a process 
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that describes how an entrant with fewer resources effectively challenges established incumbents in 

the mainstream market (Christensen et al., 2018). The concept was initially understood as a techno-

logical problem and mostly studied from the incumbents’ perspective (Christensen et al., 2018). Since 

2006, researchers have begun to explore the role of business models (Christensen, 2006; Cozzolino 

et al., 2018; Markides, 2006; Trabucchi et al., 2019) and the entrant’s role in manoeuvring along the 

disruptive path (Ansari et al., 2016; Snihur et al., 2018).  

Downes and Nunes (2014) found that platforms, based on fast maturing and openly available disrup-

tive technologies, allowed resource-poor entrants to quickly develop disruptive innovations at rela-

tively low costs. Building on the business model perspective, Trabucchi et al. (2019) characterized 

this type of disruptive innovation as a multi-sided platform delivering value to two or more sides, 

enabling a reduction of transaction costs, creating value by internalizing externalities, and capturing 

value based on a zero-marginal-cost structure. 

The understanding of platform dynamics that give rise to disruption has been advanced further by 

Ozalp et al. (2018) and Cozzolino et al. (2018). Ozalp et al. (2018) argue that multi-sided platforms 

depart from the traditional contexts in which the disruptive innovation theory has developed. By con-

sidering the interdependencies in the complementor ecosystem to explain disruption, Ozalp et al. 

(2018) identified that complementors face challenges in supplying new generation platforms, poten-

tially disaffecting toward easier to supply and technically less-advanced platforms. The authors 

thereby extend the disruptive innovation theory by proposing the disaffection of complementors as a 

cause of disruption in the context of platform-based ecosystems. Similarly, Cozzolino et al. (2018) 

highlighted the role of platforms in disrupting the Italian newspaper industry. They observed an emer-

gence of entrants with disruptive business models creating value by orchestrating external knowledge 

and capturing value through controlling specialized platforms and customer data.  

While current research on the reason platform business models enable disruption has greatly advanced 

our understanding of disruptive innovation as a business model problem, there is a lacuna in the un-

derstanding of how entrants develop and grow platform business models. In other words, research on 
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platform evolution along the disruptive path is limited (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018; Trabucchi et al., 

2019). Two notable exceptions are studies by Ansari et al. (2016) on TiVo’s attempt in disrupting the 

U.S. TV industry and Snihur et al. (2018) on Salesforce disrupting Siebel. These studies show that 

entrants dynamically change their framing strategies, moving from a disruptive to a sustaining fram-

ing strategy (Ansari et al., 2016), or from a distinctive to a leadership framing (Snihur et al., 2018) 

strategy, in order to deal with the challenges that arise along the disruptive path. As such, an entrant’s 

creation and development of a disruptive platform necessitates a different framing strategy than what 

was proposed by Navis and Glynn (2010). This supports previous scholars who state that the devel-

opment of disruptive innovations requires a different strategic approach compared with other types 

of innovations (Christensen et al., 2018). The different strategic approaches become relevant due to 

an entrant’s lack of resources, legitimacy, and domain knowledge as well as coopetitive tensions that 

arise along the disruptive path (Ansari et al., 2016; Christensen et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018). 

Additionally, while previous research on disruptive platforms has provided an understanding of fram-

ing strategies, the entrant’s strategy in leveraging various platform sides to develop and grow a dis-

ruptive platform has not been explored (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018; Trabucchi et al., 2019). Conse-

quently, building on Cusumano and Gawer’s (2002) concept of ‘platform levers,’ we ask how an 

entrant leverages the relationships with its multiple platform sides to develop and grow its platform 

along a disruptive path. Answering this question may ultimately develop the current knowledge on 

how to perform disruptive innovation (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). 

4.3 Method 

4.3.1 Research context and case reasoning  

To answer our research question, we investigated About You (AY), a German fashion retail entrant 

offering a multi-sided platform. We collected secondary data from AY’s different platform sides (i.e. 

platform provider: AY; complementors: brands, influencers, developers; customers) to understand 

how AY developed and grew the platform during 2014–2019. 
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AY is one of the fastest-growing European e-commerce retailers and was spun off in 2014 as part of 

an internal project named Collins, from the established fashion catalogue retailer Otto. While the idea 

for the entrant was conceptualized by the catalogue retailer, the spin-off was granted strategic inde-

pendence from the beginning but relied on its parent for an exchange of knowledge, relationships, 

and resources. On 19 July 2018, AY achieved a market value of more than US$1 billion, becoming a 

unicorn company. Considering itself a fashion and technology company, AY aims to digitalize the 

shopping stroll, providing an inspiring and personalized shopping experience. By June 2019, AY’s 

platform offered more than 1,200 fashion brands and had more than 4.5 million active customers per 

month, making it one of the largest online fashion retailers in Germany. 

We argue that the selected case is a ‘revelatory case’ of an entrant developing and growing a disrup-

tive platform (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) several reasons. First, previous studies emphasize the 

role of e-businesses in disrupting traditional brick-and-mortar stores (Amit & Zott, 2001; Christensen 

et al., 2018; Christensen & Raynor, 2003; Markides, 2006).  

Second, the disruptive innovation criteria hold for our case (Govindarajan & Kopalle, 2006b). Rela-

tive to established brick-and-mortar retailers, AY offers innovative performance attributes such as 

all-time and location-independent access to products via digital channels (BOF & McKinsey, 2020; 

Slywotzky et al., 2000; Zott et al., 2000). Further, AY’s platform offers a higher level of convenience, 

as the AY app combines the breadth of a department store with the depth of a specialist (Slywotzky 

et al., 2000). AY also benefits from higher margin flexibility, which allows offerings at relatively 

lower prices (Slywotzky et al., 2000). Moreover, it initially underperformed in terms of established 

performance attributes because of a disadvantage in delivering products at the right time and in com-

municating the feel of the products, and face-to-face shopping advice by friends or styling consultants 

(Slywotzky et al., 2000; Zott et al., 2000). Despite this initial underperformance, AY is continuously 

excelling at getting the right products at the right place at the right price, which is typical for disruptive 

innovation. Further, at its market launch in May 2014, AY targeted young, digitally savvy customers, 

and offered a small selection of products, thereby limiting the overall profit potential. However, over 
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time, a growing number of brands, an increase in marketing activities, and a continuous improvement 

of the platform’s underlying technology led to higher acceptance amongst a wider customer range 

(BOF & McKinsey, 2020; Slywotzky et al., 2000). Summarizing the disruptive innovation character-

istics, AY’s fast growth in turnover, customer base, and brands, combined with its unicorn status, 

makes it a case of a speedy evolution along the disruptive path (Downes & Nunes, 2014; Trabucchi 

et al., 2019). 

Third, beyond the characteristics of disruptive innovation, AY’s platform further comprises multiple 

distinct sides, including complementors (i.e. brands, influencers, developers) and customers. This 

complex network structure qualifies it for studying how the entrant develops and grows a disruptive 

multi-sided platform. 

Fourth, while AY is a spin-off of an established catalogue retailer, the catalogue retailer is relatively 

unaffected from AY’s disruptive platform. Further, AY was granted strategic independence from the 

beginning, and despite enjoying the support of a strong partner in the form of a parent, AY entered 

the market of online retailing by itself. This is reflective of Christensen’s (2006) understanding of a 

disruptive entrant, which includes any type of firms whose business model underperforms on the 

attributes valued by the mainstream customers and in relation to the leading incumbent’s business 

model. 

4.3.2 Data collection  

To investigate AY’s leveraging of the disruptive multi-sided platform, we used a longitudinal re-

search design and collected data from and about AY and its platform sides. Besides data from the 

platform provider AY, we collected data from four additional platform sides (i.e. complementors: 

brands, influencers, developers; customers), which we identified through analysing company reports 

and press releases (Figure 1):  
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Figure 4.1: Platform and platform sides of AY case 

 

Following the previous research on disruptive innovation from an entrant’s perspective (Ansari et al., 

2016; Snihur et al., 2018) and the research on the evolution of platforms over time (Hein et al., 2019), 

we systematically collected archival data in the form of professionally generated content (PGC) (i.e. 

AY’s press releases, TechBlog articles, newspaper articles via LexisNexis). This archival content 

captures strategic decisions, actions, and opinions of the involved platform sides contemporaneously 

(Table 1). 
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Additionally, we programmatically collected user-generated Twitter content (UGC) by using the 

Twitter application-programming interface (API) to capture the development of topics of (1) the plat-

form provider: AY, (2) the complementors: developers, and influencers, and (3) the customers (Table 

1). Further, we harvested (re-) actions (i.e. posts, comments, likes) to include the platform partici-

pants’ intentions, habits, and opinions. In total, we collected 306 documents (197,744 words) of pro-

fessionally generated content and 14,274 unique Twitter entries (223,233 words) (Table 1). 
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Table 4.1: Sources of secondary data 

Classi-
fica-
tion 

Source Time frame Search query, 
found location 

Sum of 
docu-
ments  

Word 
count 

A
bo

ut
 Y

ou
 

C
us

to
m

er
s 

D
ev

el
op

er
s 

In
flu

en
ce

rs
 

B
ra

nd
s 

Profes-
sion-
ally  
genera-
ted 
content 
(PGC) 

AY press 
releases 

17.06.2013–
15.07.2019 

corpo-
rate.aboutyou.de/de/
newsroom/press-re-
leases 

53 28,593 x x x x x 

AY Tech 
Blog 

04.08.2014–
01.07.2019 

medium.com/about-
developer-blog 95 78,213 x  x   

Lexis 
Nexis 

01.01.2014–
01.07.2019 

"About You", Ger-
many 158 90,938 x x x x x 

      Total 306 197,744      

User-
gener-
ated 
content 
(UGC) 
  

Twitter 
  

01.05.2012–
31.05.2019 
  

@ABOUTYOUDE 
OR 
from:ABOUTYOUD
E 

10,067 150,030 x x x x x 

@Aboutyou_tech 
OR 
from:Aboutyou_tech 
OR @codetalkshh 
OR from:codetalkshh 
OR #aboutyoucloud 

7,224 118,384 x  x   

@Youandidol_de 
OR from:Youandi-
dol_de OR 
#AboutyouAwards 
OR 
#AboutyouAward 

5,297 74,110 x   x x 

(@ABOUTYOUDE 
OR 
from:ABOUTYOUD
E) ((@TarekMueller 
OR from:Ta-
rekMueller OR #ta-
rekmueller) ("about 
you" OR aboutyou 
OR otto)) 

533 8,233 x     

Total (incl. dupli-
cates) 23,121 350,757      

Total (excl. dupli-
cates)  14,274 223,233      

 

Thus, we used retrospective and real-time data from diverse archival sources (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 

2007). Archival data are appropriate to investigate our research question, as the large quantity of 

professionally generated content and Twitter entries provide insights about the evolution of the multi-

sided disruptive platform. As a result of collecting secondary, archival data, our data are relatively 
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free of recall bias (Barr et al., 1992). Ultimately, we follow Snihur et al. (2018) and argue that an a 

priori selection of respondents and years-long observation of disruptive developments are difficult to 

achieve. 

4.3.3 Data preparation 

Figure 2 shows the data preparation stage, necessary to remove noise and allow the data processing 

in our subsequent topic modelling analysis. 

Figure 4.2: Data preparation process 

 

Two researchers manually cleaned the articles retrieved via LexisNexis according to their relatedness 

to the topic and the availability of statements regarding strategic choices, actions, and opinions. Then, 

we built two groups of documents based on whether the content was user-generated (i.e. published 

by individual representatives of the investigated platform sides) or not. This step allowed us to analyse 

the documents separately, as we assumed that they differ significantly in quality and content cover-

age. We performed language filtration in Python by analysing the text but not using the available 
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metadata, as we noticed a mismatch between the content and its metadata for a significant number of 

tweets. Furthermore, we added a data aggregation step to cope with the issue that topic modelling 

techniques do not work well for short tweets (W. X. Zhao et al., 2011). In fact, researchers have 

proposed several methods for aggregating tweets, among others, an aggregation by author (Hong & 

Davison, 2010), by time (Mehrotra et al., 2013), and by conversation (Alvarez-Melis & Saveski, 

2016). We recognized that aggregating by author or time would combine tweets with different topics. 

However, tweets of the same thread tended to be topically homogeneous and hence, combining tweets 

by conversation helped in yielding longer documents without reducing their thematic coherence. We 

performed steps 6 to 13 (Figure 2) to reduce the overall vocabulary and improve the data analysis. 

Hence, we aimed to not mislead the analysis by including different forms of the same word or very 

low/high-frequency words, which typically do not carry any special meaning. 

4.3.4 Data analysis 

We used a two-step approach to analyse the two text corpora, as shown in Figure 3. First, we per-

formed topic modelling to reveal latent semantic structures within the corpora. Second, we conducted 

a qualitative content analysis of the documents, guided by the result of the identified topics. 

Figure 4.3: Analysis procedure 
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4.3.4.1 Topic modelling 

Methodologically, we applied topic modelling as a preceding step to analyse our secondary data. 

Hence, we follow Schmiedel, Müller, and vom Brocke (2019), who recently proposed topic model-

ling being a complementary method to qualitative research, as the drawbacks of qualitative content 

analysis (resource-intensive, data asphyxiation) can be mitigated. Topic modelling is a text mining 

technique to discover latent semantic structures in a corpus characterizing each document not by its 

terms but by the underlying concepts (topics), which are in turn, characterized by the corpus terms. 

This technique allows for discovering topics in texts without having to predefine categorizations and 

assign documents to them beforehand (Quinn et al., 2010). Little human intervention is needed so 

that the results are less affected by researcher subjectivity bias (Debortoli et al., 2016). Thus, this 

technique helps to identify relevant topics and their related documents and allows for the observation 

of the evolution of topics through identifying the frequency of related documents over time. Because 

little knowledge is needed at the beginning of the analysis, topic modelling further enables a gentle 

entry into new case studies, while profound knowledge is built in iteratively while moving between 

refining the topic modelling regarding various questions of investigation and the subsequent qualita-

tive content analysis.  

Several methods for topic modelling have been proposed, including latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA) 

(Blei et al., 2003) and non-negative matrix factorization (NMF) (Lee & Seung, 1999). None of these 

methods are consistently superior over the other, as the quality of the resulting topics depends, on the 

coherence measure and the corpus to analyse, among others (O’Callaghan et al., 2015). While several 

coherence measures have been proposed, the gold standard is still human topic coherence evaluation 

(Röder et al., 2015).  

Thus, we applied LDA and NMF to the two text corpora and manually examined the resulting topics 

regarding interpretability and topic coherence. As a result, we chose NMF over LDA, as the identified 

topics were both easier to interpret and more coherent compared to the topics identified by LDA. This 

can be illustrated by comparing the top 10 words of two corresponding topics identified by NMF and 
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LDA on the same German corpus (described as ‘professionally generated content’ above) for the 

same number of topics: 

� NMF: app, feed, youidol, warenkorb, feeds, outfit, empfehlung, news, nutzer, apps (English: 

app, feed, youidol, shopping basket, feeds, outfit, recommendation, news, user, apps) 

� LDA: passwort, benutzer, datum, idol, feed, app, möglichkeit, abfrage, tabelle, user (English: 

password, user, date, idol, feed, app, opportunity, query, table, user) 

Common to all topic modelling methods is the necessity to provide the number of topics in advance. 

We performed a k-means cluster analysis on each corpus for a range of 5 to 50 clusters and calculated 

the silhouette score for each cluster in order to identify candidates for the number of topics for each 

corpus. We performed topic modelling for each candidate, rated the resulting topics independently 

regarding interpretability and coherence, and discussed our assessments until we reached consensus. 

Finally, we chose the highest-rated candidate. 

Labelling the resulting topics is another manual task in the topic modelling process. Hence, for each 

topic, we analysed the top ten terms with their relative importance (the weights) to derive a label that 

captures the semantics of the top terms. We improved the quality of our labelling by including the 

top five documents per topic that provided further information in the labelling process. The quality 

of the labelling further improved through the domain knowledge of the researchers. In fact, from 

September 2017 onwards, we increased our domain knowledge by accessing additional material (e.g. 

openly accessible recorded interviews, informal interviews with industry representatives and technol-

ogy experts, and reviewing white literature) and by iteratively moving between reading the documents 

and labelling the topics. In effect, a complex timeline, showing the topics over time (Figure 4), has 

been derived.  
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Figure 4.4: Topics over time 

 

4.3.4.2 Qualitative content analysis 

Subsequently, we conducted a qualitative content analysis of the retrieved topics and accompanying 

documents. This allowed an investigation into the generative mechanisms underlying the entrants’ 

leveraging of the different platform sides along the disruptive path (Miles et al., 2014). Three inde-

pendent researchers performed the content analysis, facilitated by the qualitative data analysis soft-

ware MAXQDA18. We used diverging coding for discussions to enhance the reliability of the anal-

ysis (Gioia et al., 2012). Additionally, we performed member checks in three informal discussions 

with AY managers who are knowledgeable about AY’s past strategic and platform development de-

cisions to ensure the trustworthiness of our data (Langley, 2007).  

Following grounded theory-based research (Gioia et al., 2012), we began by in-vivo coding, eventu-

ally comparing codes for similarities and differences to arrive at 1st order concepts. Through further 

abstraction, we conceptualized 2nd order themes, which we confronted with theoretical explanations 

to distil aggregate dimensions (Gioia et al., 2012). We iteratively cycled between the topic modelling 

results, the data, themes, concepts, dimensions, and the related literature to check whether we had 
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identified new concepts. This iterative analysis procedure culminated in a data structure (see the ab-

breviated version, Figure 5). 

Figure 4.5: Data structure (in parts) 

Simultaneous to the coding, we developed a thick narrative of the case to understand the creation, 

development, and growth of AY’s platform. We focused our inquiry on relevant strategic actions 

performed by the platform sides involved and surfaced how AY was leveraging the platform sides to 

achieve disruption. We visualized this narrative in a process model and defined temporal brackets 
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based on our identified dimensions in order to structure the narrative and aid in our sensemaking 

(Langley, 1999). 

4.4 Findings  

Our data suggest that AY developed its platform in three phases bridged by two transition stages. 

While the interactions with the multiple sides were similar within each stage, they differed between 

the stages. Overall, the interaction between the platform and its multiple sides changed throughout 

the phases, enabling the platform to move from the inception to the growth toward market disruption 

(see Figure 6). (1) The first phase was characterized by the inception of the open-commerce model. 

During this phase, AY was orchestrating external knowledge and was closely affiliating with its par-

ent company. This phase was followed by the identification of value beyond the current market cat-

egory. (2) In a second phase, which overlapped with the first phase, AY was growing into a fashion-

discovery platform, exploiting knowledge, differentiating from the parent and other dominant com-

petitors, and aiming to build legitimacy for a new market category. Based on the identification of 

value beyond the current platform, the second phase overlapped with the third. (3) Indeed, in a third 

phase, AY was growing into AY Cloud. Thereby, AY was exploiting the platform’s underlying IT 

architecture, while benefitting from its previously established distinctiveness and the parent’s existing 

network of potential customers.  

We present our findings and related background information on how AY leverages the multiple plat-

form sides.  
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Figure 4.6: AY's platform development and growth 

 

4.4.1 2014–2017: Inception of open-commerce model—orchestrating external knowledge 
and close affiliation to parent company 

In 2014, AY started as an open commerce platform as part of Otto’s project named Collins, claiming 

to ‘make shopping for the young generation as individual and inspiring as their digital world has 

long been’ (PGC 187). 

Value was created by orchestrating external complementor knowledge (i.e. developers, brands, influ-

encers) to develop apps, provide products, show inspiring outfits, and create content. For the initial 

complement provision and to showcase the idea of its online fashion platform, AY offered Collins’ 

and Otto’s private label and third-party brands. Furthermore, influencers (i.e. social media stars and 

TV celebrities) provided outfit inspirations that were purchasable via AY’s online shop. The value 

was delivered through AY’s online shop comprising a variety of the complementors’ apps. AY cap-

tured the value from customer sales by earning a commission for enabling the transaction, while the 
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remaining revenue was captured by the brands. Influencers and developers earned a commission 

through the sales generated by their outfit inspirations and apps, respectively.  

A cornerstone of the open-commerce model was the Developer Center, AY’s app platform. This 

platform provided an open working space accessible via an API with software development kits 

(SDKs) that developers and brands could use to program apps. To enable the speedy adoption by 

external developers, AY’s developers shared their knowledge on how to program apps using AY’s 

SDKs and referred to the open shop API via blog articles and partly deposited GitHub projects. AY 

further propelled the build-up of its online fashion platform by organizing hackathons open to internal 

and external developers. At these hackathons, developers were awarded for the best app ideas, which 

were then integrated into AY’s online shop. To establish its position as a tech company, AY aimed 

to create close relationships with developers via its own Code.talks Conference, offering a place for 

developers to meet and discuss latest IT trends.  

Another cornerstone of the open-commerce model was the idea to offer a personalized shopping ex-

perience by re-envisioning a personal stylist. To this end, AY opened its platform for influencers via 

the You&Idol website, integrating the social media feed of influencers and providing customers with 

outfit suggestions from these influencers. The You&Idol website shared its backend with AY’s online 

shop, thereby enabling a seamless purchase of influencers’ outfits. To create more individualized 

content, third-party apps enabled customers to develop a personal feed that filtered only the most 

relevant information (i.e. brands, influencers, and apps) based on the customers’ preferences. 

The reason for the early opening of the platform to app developers and influencers was based on the 

recognition that AY’s internal capabilities would not suffice to shape the new generation of e-com-

merce. Benjamin Otto, AY’s CEO, stated in September 2014: 

‘With Collins, we have set out to create a completely new e-commerce business model. We 

offer people with creative shopping ideas - including content suppliers, developers, brand 
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owners, and retailers - a platform to shape new and inspirational forms of fashion and online 

commerce for the digital generation’ (PGC 213). 

However, the open-commerce model was a new category in the e-commerce market, in which AY 

and its customers, complementors, investors, and other market actors lacked knowledge. Thus, AY 

needed to build trust for market acceptance. For complementors (brands, influencers) and customers, 

this was achieved by stressing the close affiliation with Otto. The well-known retail incumbent pro-

vided the entrant with a safe haven. Otto provided AY with the necessary early access to Otto’s large 

network of brands and other suppliers. Hence, during this initial phase, AY predominately listed 

brands from Otto’s network on its digital platform. This initial access to brands and products paved 

the way to attract boutique brands beyond the Otto network. Furthermore, AY benefitted from its 

close affiliation with its parent company, as Otto supported the entrant with financial resources 

needed to develop and grow its digital platform.  

To develop brand awareness among its customers, AY launched a TV advertisement campaign in 

2015 that was co-sponsored by Otto and co-developed by customers via ‘creative community’, an-

other app in AY’s online shop. As a result, brand recognition increased among the target group (33% 

among 20–40-year-olds in Germany in 2015) and AY achieved a high growth in revenue (double-

digit million amount in 2014). Additionally, new KPIs that were specific to AY’s open-commerce 

model (i.e. customer engagement, average time spent on the online shop, and revisits to the site) 

stressed AY’s position as an online inspiration shopping platform than an e-commerce provider. The 

CMO, Tarek Müller, explained AY’ success in September 2014: 

‘With special apps that are integrated on the site, the creators achieve a highly individualized 

and personalized approach to the target groups. Regarding our apps, 41 percent more viewers 

become buyers, the shopping baskets are 16 percent higher, and the length of stay is more 

than twice as long [as expected]. These are figures that others dream of’ (PGC 184). 
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For investors and other market actors, AY created acceptance for its new model by winning several 

awards (start-up of the year (2014), customer-innovation award (2014), best pure player (2015), best 

of show award (2015)). One newspaper article in June 2015 summarizes the increased acceptance for 

AY in the market: 

‘Since its launch in 2014, Collins has taken the fashion world a long way towards the future: 

the award-winning company has democratized e-commerce with an open technology and 

business platform for retailers, brands, and creative minds such as app developers’ (PGC 

189). 

4.4.2 Mid-2016: Identifying value beyond current market category 

Following the inception of its open-commerce model, AY identified a change in customer behaviour 

from desktop to mobile usage. In 2016, more than 65% of AY’s online traffic came from AY’s 

smartphone app. Further, the entrant observed similar developments in the social media and enter-

tainment industry, where platforms like Instagram and Spotify showed that digital discovery takes 

place on mobile devices. As AY’s management aimed for a three-digit million revenue in 2017, AY 

needed to gain market share and realize more transactions via its platform. Thus, the entrant decided 

to focus on inspiring and personal content on mobile devices, and to position itself as an independent 

fashion-discovery company. This change was underlined by AY, which was no longer affiliating 

itself with project Collins. In contrast to the previous phase, the entrant began to focus on establishing 

its own brand through attracting brands from beyond the Otto network and communicating autono-

mously without ‘piggybacking’ on Otto’s established and strong market position. Hence, AY began 

to enforce a growing independence from its parent company.  

However, the development of the open-commerce model in fashion discovery was not easy, as the 

category was unknown and still had to be developed. This signified a shift towards enabling a seam-
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less integration of user-generated content across all mobile devices to become a community for fash-

ion discovery. This means that the customer took a more prominent role and that developer 

knowledge became less relevant.  

As the CTO stated in June 2016: 

‘With the development of our open-commerce model, we are creating numerous incentives for 

our users to use [our platform] on a regular basis. User-generated content means lasting 

inspiration, which we consistently personalize within our fashion platform. This enables us to 

occupy a gap in a market with enormous potential’ (PGC 210). 

4.4.3 2016–2019: Growing into fashion-discovery platform—creating a new market category 
through distinctiveness framing and legitimacy building  

Following its strategic shift, AY’s CEO stated at a conference in 2017: ‘We want to digitalize the 

Saturday shopping stroll’ (PGC 100). Thus, value delivery focused on inspiring, personalized content 

and the creation of a mobile shopping experience for the customer. In fact, this not only enabled a 

digitalization of the Saturday stroll but also made digital strolling possible at any time. The value 

creation of the platform changed as customers now increasingly created their own content, providing 

outfit ideas, pictures, and favourite-product-lists, and could follow each other on the AY’s app. From 

mid-2017 onwards, the interaction with influencers and developers altered significantly, with AY 

closing its Developer Center and hiring external developers and influencers. Furthermore, AY’s value 

capturing mechanisms remained commission-based, but the entrant started to buy-in top-running 

products from brands while remaining open for niche brands and products.  

Compared with the previous phase, a cornerstone of AY’s new model now involved the close coop-

eration with influencers. In fact, AY positioned itself as an influencer platform and a social media 

pioneer. This position was strengthened through AY events—for example, the AY Awards that 

acknowledged the most popular influencers, which was broadcasted on TV and social media plat-

forms (Instagram, YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook). In 2017, the AY Awards reached almost three 
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million interactions on social media, while the 2018 AY Awards reached up to 490 million interac-

tions on social media and 340,000 on TV. These events were used to further increase the influencers’ 

visibility and to manifest the pioneering role in the new category of fashion discovery. As Tarek 

Müller mentioned in 2017: 

‘The successful interaction of the ABOUT YOU brand with major German influencers is an 

important component of our corporate DNA. With the ABOUT YOU Awards we consistently 

continue our way to support individual styles and personalities, both online and offline’ (PGC 

256). 

In 2017, AY internalized the You&Idol website. In 2018, the entrant began to recruit its own influ-

encers for outfit shootings, events, and campaigns via social media. Further, AY began to cooperate 

with well-known influencers (e.g. Lena Gercke) to develop its own capsules (fashion items designed 

by influencers). Thus, AY further developed their stock of own brands and benefitted from the influ-

encer’s positive image, while the influencer benefitted from AY’s branding, design, and marketing 

expertise. Simultaneously, AY migrated the content from its Developer Center to the AY TechBlog, 

AY’s own online blog covering IT-relevant topics. The entrant also began to increasingly recruit own 

developers, effectively internalizing the formerly external knowledge, closing its once open-com-

merce model. Despite this internalization of external developers, an AY employee revealed in a blog 

entry that ‘thanks to methods of agile software development, we can live our plans - even at a certain 

size, to be able to quickly try out new ideas - in everyday working life’ (PGC 24).  

AY yet again positioned itself as a pioneer in the new market category of fashion discovery. As such, 

the entrant had to build trust and awareness for its new model. AY began to emphasize the compe-

tences within its founding team and its ability to handle growth, proven via its successes in the pre-

vious years. Furthermore, the entrant stressed its similarity with another successful e-commerce com-

pany, Zalando, and began its cooperation for capsule collections with well-known fashion brands and 

influencers (e.g. Nike, Stephanie Giesinger, and Disney). In 2018, the entrant also began to search 

for a new investor to support its expansion to other European countries and the development of its IT 
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infrastructure. In a newspaper article, Otto revealed: ‘About You should continue to grow with a stra-

tegic partner. This could be a retail company or an investor with financial market experience; [this] 

partner should help with the international expansion’ (PGC 172). 

Hence, the investor search was supervised by AY’s parent company, Otto. In July 2018, Otto and AY 

officially announced an investment of €300 million from Heartland A/S, the owner of well-known 

fashion brands and retail chains (e.g. Vero Moda). The new investment increased AY’s market eval-

uation to US$1 billion, making the entrant a unicorn. Ultimately, this manifested AY’s position in the 

new market category. 

4.4.4 End 2017: Identifying value beyond current platform 

In 2017, another shift in AY’s strategic positioning became visible. While this did not change AY’s 

core business, the entrant began to develop a second platform model. In its newly founded TechBlog, 

AY strongly positioned itself as a tech company; it focused on knowledge sharing and agile working 

methods. Moreover, the entrant began to increasingly advertise developer recruitment on Twitter and 

its TechBlog. These activities culminated in the growth of AY’s internal IT department to 130 devel-

opers by the end of 2017. 

Further, the communication about agile project management and culture made AY’s inner workings 

transparent. Externals could now read about issues arising between developers and product owners, 

and about best-practice stories on using agile methods. By the end of 2017, topics in developer com-

munication shifted from app development, user experience, and user interface toward artificial intel-

ligence and data security. Over time, AY began to increasingly communicate the value of the plat-

form’s underlying IT infrastructure. In November 2017, AY’s CTO explained:  

‘The feedback on our platform in recent years has been extremely positive and we have often 

been asked whether it could be licensed’ (PGC 162). 
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4.4.5 2017–2019: Growing into AY cloud—exploiting knowledge and multiplying current 
platform model 

Hence, responding to these external requests, AY launched its self-developed AY Cloud named Back-

bone in November 2017. ‘The company is thus opening up another business field: e-commerce tech-

nology as a service’ (PGC 147). This development marks the beginning of a third distinct phase in 

AY’s evolution: the exploitation of its IT knowledge.  

Value is delivered by Backbone via AY’s API-based e-commerce infrastructure, enabling B2B cus-

tomers to develop their own e-commerce solutions. Value is created offering AY’s reliable, highly 

flexible, and adaptive IT architecture. The system is based on Amazon Web Services (AWS). To 

enable an easy adoption of its Cloud, AY exploits its IT knowledge through providing user manuals, 

developer guides, and the REST API AY academy via its own Resource Center. Value is captured 

through a license paid by AY’s B2B customers. Additionally, AY uses its B2B customer data to 

continuously optimize Backbone. Further critical knowledge is acquired for specialized IT features 

that were not yet part of the AY fashion discovery model. 

While AY had detached itself from its parent company Otto in the development of the fashion dis-

covery platform, the third phase showed a revival and a closer affiliation between AY and Otto. In 

fact, AY Cloud recruited its first customers from Otto’s network and emphasized this as ‘a great 

success for the young cloud provider that the first customer can be brought on board after only three 

months in the new business field’ (PGC 299). 

Overall, AY positioned its new Cloud business model again as a new-to-the-industry e-commerce 

software solution compared to a legacy on-premise e-commerce infrastructure. AY Cloud ‘is the first 

in the European market to design online commerce according to the logic of an API-first approach’ 

(PGC 262). To emphasize this distinctiveness claim, AY stressed its internal innovativeness, flexi-

bility, and speed. The entrant explained that the learnings generated via the development of AY’s 

fashion platform would be used directly to improve the AY Cloud itself. AY’s CTO, Sebastian Betz, 

stressed this by claiming:  
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‘About You Cloud means a win-win situation: We are constantly improving our solution be-

cause every step forward also contributes to our company's success. The customers of About 

You Cloud profit from these improvements, just as we profit from every impulse from outside’ 

(PGC 262). 

4.5 Discussion and contribution 

We started this paper by asking how an entrant strategically leverages relationships with its multiple 

platform sides to develop and grow toward disruption. Our findings on AY’s platform evolution gen-

erated several insights, based on which we derive interactional patterns. 

Our findings suggest that AY developed and grew its platform along three phases with underlying 

dynamics driving the platform’s evolution. In the first phase, the entrant benefitted from a strong yet 

unaffected established partner (i.e. parent organisation), which provided the critical resources and 

complementor relationships during the inception phase of its marketplace platform and in the third 

phase, again, for its technology platform. In a second phase, the entrant strategically activated one 

platform side as a force multiplier, which was attracting additional customers, connecting the differ-

ent complementors, and emphasizing the entrant’s distinctiveness. Across all phases, the entrant lev-

eraged external knowledge and resources from complementors to develop and grow its platform. 

Synthesizing these dynamics into interactional patterns, we propose the role of ‘guarded inception’, 

‘activating force multipliers’, and ‘building on others’ to explain how an entrant can develop and 

grow a disruptive multi-sided platform by strategically leveraging its different sides. We thus propose 

that the entrant is essentially growing with others toward disruption. We propose a process model, 

which integrates these three interactional patterns. Figure 7 highlights the key process elements re-

lated to the entrant growing with others. The model presents how leveraging of relationships with 

multiple platform sides propels the development and growth of the disruptive platform.  
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Figure 4.7: Process model 

 

In what follows, we discuss the identified interactional patterns in chronological order. 

4.5.1 Guarded inception: leveraging relationship with unaffected partner to overcome the 
chicken-and-egg problem 

While a platform’s business model has repeatedly been stressed as a vehicle for disruption, the entrant 

faces several challenges. These challenges largely relate to the third lever proposed by Cusumano and 

Gawer (2002) and Gawer and Cusumano (2015) for platform leadership, which refers to the relation-

ship between platform providers and complementors. Specifically, these challenges include the 

chicken-and-egg problem (Caillaud & Jullien, 2003), incentivizing complementors and customers to 

engage with the platform (Ozalp et al., 2018), and either securing engagement from an existing value 

network, which the entrant stands to disrupt (Ansari et al., 2016), or building a new value network, 

which requires a significant resource investment (Christensen et al., 2018). In this regard, the platform 

literature proposes to build in-house complements during the inception phase to provide initial value 
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to interested participants in order to circumvent the chicken-and-egg problem, and also incentivize 

complementors to join (Cennamo, 2018; Hagiu & Spulber, 2013; Schilling, 2002). However, this 

strategy presupposes that entrants developing disruptive platforms have the necessary means to pro-

vide such in-house complements. This stands in contrast to arguments about the entrant’s resource 

scarcity and the lack of industry knowledge (Ansari et al., 2016; Christensen et al., 2018; Snihur et 

al., 2018).  

Our case shows how an entrant could develop a platform and overcome the chicken-and-egg problem 

through close relationships with strong, yet unaffected partners. In our case, the entrant was created 

as a spin-off from an established catalogue retailer. Hence, the ‘guarded inception’ was initially pre-

dominately realized through the close relationship between the entrant and the parent, whereas the 

entrant leveraged its parent’s network of relevant complementors, industry knowledge, and resources 

to offer its own complements. Furthermore, the entrant attracted unaffected venture capitalists, who 

provided not only financial resources but also guidance related to business model development and 

relevant network contacts. The close affiliation with unaffected, yet strong partners (i.e. parent, ven-

ture capitalists) allowed the entrant to benefit from the ‘guarded inception’ and make use of external 

resources, relationships, and the legitimacy to quickly overcome the chicken-and-egg problem. 

Yet, the entrant’s parent company could only provide access to relevant complementors that were 

part of the parent’s domain (i.e. customers and brands). Hence, the domain of the unaffected partner 

influences the benefits a ‘guarded inception’ can provide to the entrant. Consequently, the close af-

filiation to its parent allowed the entrant to circumvent one chicken-and-egg problem but could not 

support for all platform sides (i.e. lack of IT capabilities). 

Elaborating on the specificities of the entrant-parent relationship in this regard, we refer to the litera-

ture on disruptive innovation, which argues for the creation of spin-offs as one strategy to respond to 

disruptive threats. Indeed, creating a spin-off allows incumbents to successfully circumvent resource 

and routine rigidities while benefitting from the spin-off’s new values (Christensen et al., 2018; Gil-

bert, 2005). To extend this understanding, we show that the spin-off also benefitted by leveraging the 
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incumbent’s resources and relationships to quickly develop and grow the platform. Yet, in our case, 

the entrant’s e-commerce platform did not disrupt but sustained the parent’s business model (cata-

logue retailing), which allowed for the ‘guarded inception’ of the entrant’s platform. As such, the 

‘guarded inception’ requires a strong partner unaffected by disruption.  

In conclusion, the close relationships between an entrant and strong partners unaffected by disruption 

allowed for quick platform growth in its early stages (Cusumano & Gawer, 2002). In fact, the entrant 

benefitted from this interactional pattern twice: during the inception phase of the entrant’s first mar-

ketplace platform and its technology platform. Once the chicken-and-egg problem was resolved and 

the entrant was gaining legitimacy, the entrant positioned itself as a stand-alone entity and began to 

openly communicate its intention to establish a new market category (Navis & Glynn, 2010). As such, 

we propose ‘guarded inception’ as a relevant interactional pattern to leverage the relationships with 

powerful and disruption-unaffected partners during the early phases.  

4.5.2 Activating force multipliers: leveraging relationships with side-spanning platform par-
ticipants 

To steer a multi-sided platform from inception to growth, entrants are required to dynamically lever-

age the different platform sides (Gawer & Cusumano, 2008; Trabucchi et al., 2019). The previous 

platform literature stresses the relevance of relationships with externals, emphasizing the need to ‘in-

fluence partners’ decisions affecting how well everything works together’ (Cusumano & Gawer, 

2002, p. 56). However, the sides of the platform have varying incentives to create value, which is 

why they are not necessarily developing in the same direction. While previous research emphasizes 

specific framing strategies to provide direction and legitimacy, disruptive entrants may lack this le-

gitimacy and may face the problem of needing to adopt known categories to succeed (Ansari et al., 

2016; Garud et al., 2014; Navis & Glynn, 2010). In this regard, Snihur et al. (2018) show how 

Salesforce disrupted Siebel by benefitting from external actors working as ‘force multipliers’ that 

supported the entrant’s disruptive path by reacting positively to the disruptor’s strong rhetoric. This 
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is in line with Zhao et al. (2017), who argue for the role of force multipliers being the mediator 

between a firm’s framing and the corresponding performance effects.  

We build on this understanding and show how the entrant was strategically ‘activating force multi-

pliers’, spanning all platform sides and strategically propelling the platform’s evolution. Indeed, our 

findings show that the entrant employed social media influencers as force multipliers, thereby lever-

aging active platform participants for conventional advertising during the inception phase. In fact, 

well-known celebrities were responsible for communicating the entrant’s messages to their audiences 

via their own channels. Thereby, the entrant took advantage of the influencer’s media reach and iden-

tity attributes, benefitted from spill-over effects regarding its own brand attributes, and manifested its 

position as an inspirational fashion platform. As these force multipliers were already accepted by the 

entrant’s target audience (i.e. young fashion savvy people), the entrant could speedily build legiti-

macy in the target market by making the unfamiliar appear more familiar, thereby reducing uncer-

tainty for first-time customers (Garud et al., 2014; Navis & Glynn, 2010).  

Thus, our research confirms Cusumano and Gawer (2002), arguing for the strategic lever of actively 

managing relationships with externals when developing a platform. Moreover, we extend Snihur et 

al.’s (2018) notion of force multipliers, being originally conceptualized as external stakeholders who 

react to and multiply an entrant’s disruptive framing within the ecosystem. Indeed, our data suggest 

that the entrant actively leveraged force multipliers (i.e. through contractual agreements) to purpose-

fully attract customers and other complementors to the platform, connect them, and enforce the en-

trant’s strategic positioning. Hence, the entrant strategically leveraged these externals to its advantage 

to start a virtuous threefold cycle, thereby creating positive network effects (Katz & Shapiro, 1985): 

fore multipliers attracted more customers, which, in turn, attracted brands to offer or (co-) create 

further complements. Moreover, as the value of the platform grows through the increase in participant 

numbers, developers were likewise attracted to join the platform to develop app complements. 

Consequently, we extend Gawer and Cusumano (2008), who argue for either the installed base or 

third-party complements as a necessary condition for platform growth. In light of our data from a 
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disruptive platform, we propose force multipliers as a third group, which fosters positive network 

effects and superior value creation, ultimately spurring the development and growth of the entrant’s 

disruptive platform. Thus, we propose that a disruptive platform evolved through strategically ‘acti-

vating force multipliers’, spanning across platform sides to accelerate platform development from the 

niche to mainstream markets.  

4.5.3 Building on others: leveraging relationships with external complementors to overcome 
lack of capabilities  

While research in disruptive contexts has contributed to an understanding of the characteristics of 

disruptive platforms (Downes & Nunes, 2014; Trabucchi et al., 2019) and entrant’s framing strategies 

(Ansari et al., 2016; Snihur et al., 2018), we still find gaps in the research on how the entrant leverages 

its complementors over time. In fact, current scholarly debates discuss open versus close platforms 

and their temporal evolution (Eisenmann et al., 2009; Gawer & Cusumano, 2015; Kende, 1998; 

Parker & Van Alstyne, 2018), while neglecting the specificities of disruptive dynamics. Hence, we 

contribute to this discussion by focusing on an entrant, who is steering a multi-sided platform. 

To this end, we extend Cennamo and Santalo (2013) to a disruptive context and confirm Ozalp et al. 

(2018), when showing that the entrant initially designed an open platform, providing a supportive 

environment to engage external complementors (i.e. developers and brands). In fact, as the parent 

could not support the entrant with relevant IT capabilities or relationships, the entrant leveraged its 

founders’ relationships with IT developers, incentivized engagement by opening the platform for 

apps’ market competition and provided relevant development knowledge and first in-house comple-

ments. Thereby, the entrant increased the viability of the platform, making a collaboration of externals 

attractive due to its direct network effects (Katz & Shapiro, 1985) and reduced uncertainty for poten-

tial complementors (Cennamo, 2018; Hagiu & Spulber, 2013). 
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Furthermore, we extend the arguments from Parker and Van Alstyne (2018) about the role of ‘or-

chestrators of external knowledge’ to the specific dynamics of disruptive innovations, when present-

ing how the entrant was able to quickly grow its platform along the disruptive trajectory. Conse-

quently, we suggest that the entrant was ‘building on others’.  

Our data show that the entrant was initially strongly dependent on external knowledge, as its internal 

and its parent’s capabilities were insufficient to develop its own complements. Hence, whereas the 

entrant leveraged the relationships with external complementors during the inception and early 

growth phase, over time, an increasing share of relevant knowledge was internalized. In fact, having 

reached a critical mass of customers, the entrant eventually closed its platform to third-party influ-

encers and brands, limiting their options through granting exclusivity rights (Cennamo & Santalo, 

2013). Thus, the entrant actively refrained from the further exploration of potential third-party com-

plements, neglecting potential network effects. From then on, the entrant built on the incorporated 

complements and internalized knowledge, creating new complements in-house or in exclusive col-

laborations with customers, brands, and influencers.  

Hence, by referring to Katz and Shapiro (1985), we propose an abstract pattern concerning comple-

ment creation and the exploitation of network effects in a disruptive context: initially, the entrant 

faced a scarcity of resources and knowledge in its target domain. By opening its platform and access-

ing capabilities of external complementors, the entrant overcame this scarcity. However, once the 

entrant realized that a sufficient level of capabilities, complements, and customers had been reached, 

these platform sides were closed to ensure strategic alignment to remain on the disruptive path.  

Thus, we extend current discussions about in-house and external complement creation in the context 

of disruptive platforms. In fact, while previous research emphasizes that an opening for third-party 

complements enhances the value of a platform by increasing the quality level of complements in the 

growth stage and benefitting from positive network effects (Cennamo, 2018; Hagiu & Spulber, 2013), 

we propose a reverse development over time. Based on our empirical findings, we suggest that a 
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disruptive platform initially draws on capabilities from external complementors and later uses the 

strategic alignment of in-house complement creation to take control over the disruptive path.  

4.6 Conclusion, implications, and limitations  

We studied the development and growth of a multi-sided disruptive platform to reveal interactional 

patterns of how an entrant leverages relationships with its platform sides to evolve towards disruption. 

Our findings suggest that the entrant is strategically manoeuvring the platform’s development and 

growth by taking advantage of three levers: (1) ‘guarded inception’, which is the affiliation with a 

knowledgeable partner unaffected by disruption to circumvent the internal limitations and quickly 

overcome the chicken-and-egg problem; and (2) ‘activating force multipliers’, which is the strategic 

orchestration of complementors being contractually tied to the entrant and working to extend the 

entrant’s value network. Enabled by these two levers, the entrant was (3) ‘building on others’ to 

develop the platform along a disruptive path while circumventing internal limitations and external 

resistance. Synthesizing these points, we show evidence of how an entrant is growing with others to 

evolve its multi-sided disruptive platform along a disruptive path. From a theoretical perspective, this 

paper contributes to the literature in three ways. 

First, the concept of ‘guarded inception’ provides an explanation of how entrants can benefit from a 

strong affiliation with a partner unaffected by disruption. Being spun-off from its parent, the studied 

entrant could build upon its parent’s relevant domain knowledge and complementor relationships. 

Thus, the entrant benefitted from the parent’s assets and could quickly overcome the chicken-and-

egg problem (Caillaud & Jullien, 2003). Hence, we contribute to literature on platforms by showing 

how the ‘guarded inception’ allowed to quickly offer first complements and access to customers. 

Further, we extend the debates on disruptive innovation about the disruptor’s dilemma (Ansari et al., 

2016). In fact, the ‘guarded inception’ with a partner unaffected by disruption equips entrants with 

the necessary resources and relationships to develop and grow a multi-sided platform along a disrup-

tive path. As we developed the concept of ‘guarded inception’ from a case in which the entrant–parent 
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relationship was of sustaining nature, it would be interesting to see whether and how the ‘guarded 

inception’ would take place in more competitive entrant–parent relationships. Additionally, the ‘type’ 

of entrant might make a difference as to the evolution of the platform over time. For instance, if the 

entrant is already an established incumbent from another industry (e.g. Google) that enters into a new 

market, the entrant may not experience the liability of smallness/newness that is associated with being 

an entrant (e.g. Ansari et al., 2016). Likewise, an entrant, in the form of a start-up, may be able to 

perform a similar platform evolution as witnessed in our case. By, for instance, partnering with well-

endowed venture capital partners from the beginning, the entrant could similarly benefit from a 

‘guarded inception’. Further research could thus explore how the entrant’s characteristics and previ-

ous experiences may shape the development and growth of disruptive platforms over time, and how 

the role of the entrant’s business model influences its partner to elaborate on the relativity inherent in 

the concept of ‘guarded inception’.  

Second, we contribute by showing how a disruptive entrant was ‘activating force multipliers’. 

Through employing influencers and using their strong connection to potential customers and comple-

mentors, the entrant extended its network and strategically positioned its platform. Hence, we extend 

Snihur et al.’s (2018) concept of ‘force multipliers’ by arguing that the entrant actively employed and 

steered side-spanning ‘force multipliers’. This strategic steering enabled the entrant to gain legitimacy 

and acceptance among customers and complementors and thereby, increased the reach of the multi-

sided platform. Consequently, the proposed concept of ‘activating force multipliers’ adds to argu-

ments within the literature on the merits of encouraging complementors to contribute to platform 

growth (Gawer & Cusumano, 2008). Future research could explore the relevance, characteristics, and 

strategic considerations of ‘activating force multipliers’ to account for the decisive role of this lever 

in propelling disruptive platform evolution. 

Third, we contribute by presenting how an entrant orchestrated a network of complementors and 

customers, thereby ‘building on others’ to overcome own knowledge and resource scarcity, ultimately 

taking advantage of direct and indirect network effects. Thus, we confirm the concept of opening 
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platforms to grow the platform, which has been discussed in previous platform research (Gawer & 

Cusumano, 2008; Parker & Van Alstyne, 2018). Nevertheless, because of the disruptive context, we 

observed a reverse dynamic compared with the extant literature that proposes to initially keep the 

platform closed and later open it to allow for high-quality third-party complements (Cennamo, 2018; 

Hagiu & Spulber, 2013): The entrant first opened the platform to attract complementors, and then 

closed the platform when sufficient knowledge and complements were built up to keep control over 

the disruptive path. In this regard, further research could explore how open versus closed platforms 

shape the dynamics underlying the entrant’s disruptive path. 

In addition to our theoretical contributions, we further propose the role of topic modelling as an in-

sightful first step to tackle the complexity inherent to studies investigating the development and 

growth of multi-sided platforms. We used topic modelling as a preceding step to an in-depth qualita-

tive content analysis, as it allows for a gentle entry into the case, gives first insights into the case 

complexity, and surfaces relevant dynamics. Yet, while topic modelling has been proposed as a val-

uable addition to qualitative content analysis (Schmiedel et al., 2019), the quality of the results de-

pends on the characteristics of the documents in question, that is, the number of documents, their 

respective length, and linguistic quality (Debortoli et al., 2016). For instance, tweets are typically 

short, use informal language, and often consist of misspelled words (Mehrotra et al., 2013). To miti-

gate this limitation, we applied proper pre-processing steps—for example, combining tweets belong-

ing to the same thread to yield longer documents (Alvarez-Melis & Saveski, 2016). In addition, topic 

modelling provided us with a first view on the landscape of relevant dynamics that shaped the en-

trant’s platform model. Yet, we used only the top topic with the highest weight for each document 

for further investigations. We did this simplification, as 80% of the documents in the given corpus 

exhibited a dominant topic with a weight of more than three times larger than each of the remaining 

topics. Yet, more than just one topic per document may need to be considered. Further research could 

explore the interdependency between the number of topics and the corpora to provide guidance for 

topic modelling as a precedent step in qualitative content analysis.  
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From our study, we also distil relevant practical implications for entrepreneurs creating a disruptive 

platform or following a disruptive path, as we show possible strategic mechanisms to overcome the 

internal limitations of newly founded ventures as well as external resistances because of the disruptive 

nature of the offering. In fact, through ‘building on others’ who are unaffected by disruption, entrants 

are enabled to manoeuvre along the disruptive path. Additionally, strategically ‘activating force mul-

tipliers’ can propel the entrant forward on its trajectory. Furthermore, our study may inform managers 

within established firms on how a ‘guarded inception’ can quickly develop and grow a disruptive 

platform. As such, managers can use a parent-spin-off relationship to exchange resources and rela-

tionships to overcome a critical first challenge in platform development. 

While we only study one case of an entrant with a disruptive platform in the retail-fashion industry 

in Germany, we aimed to provide detailed descriptions and thick narratives to enable readers to assess 

the appropriateness for their own context (Miles et al., 2014). In addition, by translating the described 

dynamics into more abstract themes, we aim to allow for a transferability to more general cases 

(Langley, 1999). By combining our findings with previous studies that identified similar processual 

patterns, we suggest a transferability across contexts (Ansari et al., 2016; Snihur et al., 2018; Trabuc-

chi et al., 2019; Trabucchi & Buganza, 2019). In fact, the interdependencies between the identified 

generative mechanisms in our study and in previous studies may generate relevant insights that can 

develop the theory of disruption.  
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5 Uncovering disruptors’ business model innovation activities: evidencing the 
relationships between dynamic capabilities and value proposition innovation 
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Abstract 

Ongoing debates highlight the need for continuous business model innovation for inducing disruptive 

dynamics. However, the conceptual or qualitative nature of studies impede the formulation of con-

firmatory statements. We collected survey data from 98 German strategy executives and performed 

partial least squares structural equation modelling to study the antecedents and sub-constructs of value 

proposition innovation (VPI). Results suggest that VPI-based activities regarding new offerings and 

channels fully mediate the relationship between dynamic capabilities and disruptive innovation. This 

study contributes by unfolding the business model problem inherent to disruptive innovation and 

providing confirmatory statements, thereby spurring theory development of disruption. 

 

Keywords: Business model innovation, disruption theory, disruptive innovation, dynamic capabili-

ties, value proposition innovation 
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5.1 Introduction 

Disruptive innovation became a prominent concept to explain the change caused by new entrants that 

are challenging dominant industry incumbents (Christensen, 1997; Christensen et al., 2018). The in-

creasing pace and impact of technological and social developments have been accelerating the under-

lying processual dynamics of disruptive innovation; this phenomenon has motivated scholars to label 

the current century an ‘era of continual disruption’ (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). Disruptive innova-

tions not only challenge individual business units or firms but also entire industries. Hence, the con-

cept of disruptive innovation remains relevant for practitioners and scholars alike. 

 

While early disruption literature emphasised the role of technological innovation (Christensen & 

Bower, 1996), since 2006 (Christensen, 2006; Markides, 2006), studies have been focusing on the 

role of continuous business model innovation in fuelling disruptive dynamics. Recent studies build 

on Christensen et al.’s (2018) argumentation and draw on Christensen’s (2006) seminal paper, which 

states that disruption is ‘…not a technology problem, it [is] a business model problem’ (p. 43). Con-

sequently, studies investigate how companies innovate their business model along the disruptive path, 

thereby emphasising continuous business model innovation (based on disruptive technologies)  to 

strategically position the business model in a disruptive way relative to established alternatives (i.e. 

sustaining innovation) (Ansari et al., 2016; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Habtay, 2012; Snihur et al., 2018).  

Building on the contingency of the phenomenon (Christensen et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 

2018), the recent explorative studies focus on the complex interplay between the involved actors, 

their activities, and contextual factors in order to discover the additional nuances of how disruptive 

innovation processes are performed. While recent scholarly debates acknowledge the rich contribu-

tions of these in-depth studies, they also call for generalizing underlying relationships to allow for a 

progression in developing a theory of disruption (Christensen et al., 2018; Hopp et al., 2018). Con-

cluding from their comprehensive review of the ongoing debates, Hopp et al. (2018) argue for the 
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merits of empirically fostering the links between organisational capabilities, business model innova-

tion activities, and disruptive innovation.  

Against this background, we argue for the merits of combining insights from dynamic capabilities, 

continuous business model innovation, and disruptive innovation to approach the theoretical and em-

pirical question: How do companies make continuous strategic choices to position their business 

model, ultimately performing disruption. We refer to Teece’s (2018) conceptual argumentation that 

a company’s dynamic capabilities enable business model innovation. We find support for this position 

in Hopp et al. (2018), concluding that organisational capabilities are core to understanding how com-

panies can bring about disruptive innovation. In particular, we identified the following needs for re-

search and addressed them to provide generalizable relationships and advance disruption literature 

(Christensen et al., 2018; Hopp et al., 2018; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018; Si & Chen, 2020). First, we 

empirically underpin the relationships between the constructs of dynamic capabilities (DC), value 

proposition innovation (VPI) as a decisive micro-level of business model innovation, and disruptive 

innovation (DI). Second, in answering to debates, we highlight a lack of confirmative studies, which 

considerably hampers theory development, potentially even risking its legitimacy. The emerging the-

ory of disruptive innovation provides the background against which we interpret our empirical results 

and make our contributions.  

To work towards these contributions, we investigate the following research question: What is the role 

of value proposition innovation-based (VPI) activities in the relationship between dynamic capabili-

ties (DC) and disruptive innovation (DI)? To investigate this question, we draw on quantitative data 

from 98 strategy executives of German companies across eight disruption-prone industries. We begin 

by reviewing the theoretical essence of the concepts of DC, VPI as a micro-level of business model 

innovation, and DI. Next, we derive our research hypotheses, which form the basis for our theoretical 

model. Subsequently, we present our data collection approach and how we analysed the data using 
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partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM). Finally, we discuss our results and 

present a conclusion and future research avenues.  

To the best of our knowledge, this study represents the first attempt to underpin empirically and con-

ceptually case-inductive arguments on the relationships between core constructs in order to explain 

the dynamics underlying DI. Subsequently, referring to Bazerman (2005), it contributes prescriptive 

knowledge to inform (innovation) management scholars, corporate decision-makers, and entrepre-

neurs.  

5.2 Theoretical background and hypotheses development 

5.2.1 Value proposition innovation and antecedents of dynamic capabilities  

In his seminal paper, Christensen (2006) explicated that disruptive innovation is a business model 

and not a technology problem; later, in 2018, he clarified this directive statement when arguing, ‘no 

innovation is inherently disruptive. Firms make strategic choices to position an innovation in a dis-

ruptive way—most often by targeting non-customers in new markets’ (Christensen et al., 2018, p. 

1050). For illustrative purposes, we refer to the well-known business models of Spotify (music 

streaming platform) (Trabucchi et al., 2019) and Airbnb (accommodation sharing platform) (Gut-

tentag, 2015), which both build their business models on the disruptive Internet technology. These 

companies have popularized the concept of continuous business model innovation, which has occu-

pied a prominent position within the current debates on disruptive innovation (Hopp et al., 2018; 

Kapoor & Klueter, 2015; Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). Unlike other types of innovation (i.e. product 

and process innovation) (for a review see, e.g. Crossan & Apaydin, 2010), business model innovation 

represents a disentangled theoretical and empirical stream of debates (Foss & Saebi, 2017). Despite 

differences in understanding in its early years (Wirtz et al., 2016), current discussions are converging 

and define business models as activity systems that integrate different business dimensions. Scholars 

and practitioners have developed the concept to study company-level competitive advantages 
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(Schneider & Spieth, 2013). This has driven researchers to build on the following dimensions: value 

proposition, which is the offering delivered to the customers; value creation, which embodies pro-

cesses needed for producing the value proposition; and value capture, which represents the associated 

cost and revenue structures related to the business model (Amit & Zott, 2001; Teece, 2010). Coherent 

with this understanding, Foss and Saebi (2017) define business model innovation as ‘designed, novel, 

and nontrivial changes to the key elements of a firm’s [business model] and/or the architecture link-

ing these elements’ (p. 216). The studies from Foss and Saebi (2017), Schneider and Spieth (2013), 

and Wirtz and colleagues (2016) provide comprehensive reviews on the current theoretical and prac-

tical debates related to the concept of business model innovation.  

Among the discussed business model dimensions, some debates remain around the dimension of the 

value proposition. By referring to the conceptual argumentation of, for example, Chesbrough and 

Rosenbloom (2002) and Zott and colleagues (2011), studies emphasise the relevance of the sub-di-

mension of the value proposition in order to capture the bundle of performance attributes, and the 

decisive role of the customer (Osterwalder et al., 2010). The research highlights that VPI forms an 

essential part of business model innovation (Lindič & Marques da Silva, 2011; Zott et al., 2011). 

Based on these studies, VPI is argued to considerably impact the overarching business model 

(Johnson et al., 2008). Accordingly, to manoeuvre a business model along the disruptive path (i.e. 

increasingly attract mainstream customers), companies are particularly asked to innovate their value 

proposition continuously as part of their overall business model innovation activities (Bohnsack & 

Pinkse, 2017; Govindarajan & Kopalle, 2006a). 

However, companies cannot perform VPI-based activities in a vacuum. In this context, it is important 

to note the ongoing conceptual debates about the antecedents of activities related to VPI. We build 

on the following current debates, which conclude a lack of research in this regard. Referring to Bashir 

and Verma’s (2019) conceptual model of antecedents and consequences of business model innova-
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tion, we argue for the merits of investigating antecedents for VPI, thereby extending arguments be-

yond technology. We find support for this research need in Foss and Saebi (2017) and Schneider and 

Spieth (2013); based on comprehensive literature reviews, they reveal limited research on the ante-

cedents (i.e. internal drivers) and outcomes of VPI as an essential micro-level of business model 

innovation. In this regard, Foss and Saebi (2017) clearly state that the DC literature is ‘helpful for 

developing new insight into the internal antecedents’ (pp. 217-18). In regard to DC, companies steer-

ing DIs need the capability to gain a foothold in low-end markets (Reinhardt et al., 2018) and contin-

uously innovate their business model’s value proposition along the disruptive process, which is 

shaped by a complex interplay between involved actors and context factors (Hopp et al., 2018; Laak-

sonen & Peltoniemi, 2018). Given this, disruptive innovation can be considered as a continuous and 

complex situation of change, for which companies must be equipped (Radnejad & Vredenburg, 

2019). However, Hopp et al. (2018) reviewed that the ‘concept of capabilities has been central to the 

field [of disruptive innovation] until the redefinition of the disruption theory and has shifted to a 

peripheral role’ (p. 476). Hence, to allow for a convergence between existent research streams, Hopp 

et al. (2018) propose to analyse the interrelations between organisational capabilities and business 

models. Precisely, next to research on individual capabilities (Kiel, 2014), the current calls for re-

search are clearly related to capabilities at an organisational level (Si & Chen, 2020).  

Consequently, we build on the established concept of DC, defined as, ‘the firm's ability to integrate, 

build, and reconfigure internal and external competences to address rapidly changing environments’ 

(Teece et al., 1997, p. 516), and eventually gain a competitive advantage (Schilke et al., 2018). We 

are also interested in the interrelationship between DC, VPI, and DI and are not interested in how 

capabilities are developed (Börjesson et al., 2014).  

The research has provided quantitative empirical evidence that organisational learning as a subset of 

DC acts as a positive antecedent in the particular case of radical innovations (Herrmann et al., 2007). 

Building on this insight, we understand DC as an enabler for the creation of new value propositions 
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(Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). Hence, DCs are considered advantageous in environmental contexts 

characterised by change—particularly in the context of disruption (Hopp et al., 2018; Teece, 2018). 

In our study, we concentrate on the following four highest-order capabilities that form DCs and rep-

resent a company’s ability of strategic renewal (Pavlou & El Sawy, 2011; Teece, 2018): Sensing 

capability is understood as the constant scanning, searching, and exploring of technologies and mar-

kets (Teece, 2007). Since market needs, technological opportunities, and competitive advantages 

change during the process of DI, recent conceptual statements posit the relevance of sensing capabil-

ities when innovating business models (Teece, 2018).  

Learning capability is the ability to rearrange existing ordinary capabilities based on new knowledge 

(Pavlou & El Sawy, 2011). Thus, companies must have the capability to learn new knowledge to 

ensure the availability of relevant internal knowledge for addressing sensed opportunities.  

Integrating capability is a firm’s ability to integrate individual knowledge and transform them into 

new ordinary capabilities (Pavlou & El Sawy, 2011). Since knowledge acquired through learning 

activities initially resides within the individual, companies should integrate this knowledge to create 

a shared understanding. 

Coordinating capability describes the ability to orchestrate and execute tasks and activities (Pavlou 

& El Sawy, 2011). The realization and implementation of any new reconfiguration require the effec-

tive coordination of tasks and resources and the synchronization of activities (Helfat & Peteraf, 2003).  

 

We refer to Schneider and Spieth’s (2013) review when arguing that DC can be evaluated as a deci-

sive prerequisite for performing VPI. In their study on the German biotechnology industry, Hueske 

et al. (2015) conclude that a lack of DCs can significantly impede innovation. Pavlou and El Sawy 

(2011) provide quantitative empirical evidence on the positive relationship between DCs and new 

product development. Furthermore, building on Leih et al.’s (2015) and Teece’s (2018) conceptual 

work, we argue that strong DCs promote VPI because companies with strong DCs can modify their 
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activities with a greater flexibility than their competitors. Hence, DCs help companies to observe 

changes in the external environment and assess the longevity of its current value proposition (Schnei-

der & Spieth, 2013; Schoemaker et al., 2018). 

Based on the above studies, we posit a positive relationship between DCs and VPI (Herrmann et al., 

2007; Leih et al., 2015; Randhawa et al., 2020), we propose the following hypothesis (H1):  

H1: DCs are positively associated with VPI-based activities. 

5.2.2 Disruptive innovation as continuous innovation of the value proposition 

The market entry of new entrants with innovative value propositions and the resulting failure of in-

cumbents is well-documented in the innovation literature (Christensen, 1997; Garcia & Calantone, 

2002). In fact, incumbents tend to lead their industries with technological developments (even radical 

ones) for addressing the requirements of existing customers (Christensen, 1997). Thus, incumbents 

tend to do ‘more of the same’—namely, maintaining their business model and delivering the same 

value proposition with the same sustaining innovation to the same (profitable) customer segment 

(Christensen et al., 2018; Schmidt & Druehl, 2008). However, to realize DIs, companies should pur-

sue a disruptive path by innovating their business models along with the underlying value proposi-

tions (Petzold et al., 2019). Companies with disruptive value propositions target emerging customer 

segments rooted in low-end or new markets (Christensen et al., 2018; Schmidt & Druehl, 2008). 

Hence, companies continuously innovate their value propositions to move upmarket and attract an 

increasing share of the mainstream market. Market disruption occurs when the business model’s value 

proposition is brought into the mainstream market (Adner, 2002). Thus, DI is a market-side phenom-

enon related to how appealing a value proposition is initially to niche customers, and how a company 

is able to continuously innovate the value proposition to attract larger shares from mainstream cus-

tomer segments (Govindarajan & Kopalle, 2006b). Based on this phenomenon, researchers concep-

tually acknowledge continuous business model innovation as the decisive mechanism propelling DI 

(Christensen, 2006; Christensen et al., 2018; Johnson et al., 2008; Markides, 2006). 



Uncovering disruptors’ business model innovation activities: evidencing the relationships between 
dynamic capabilities and value proposition innovation 

145 

Consistently, and in line with Foss and Saebi’s (2017) understanding of business model innovation, 

recent debates focus on continuous business model innovation in light of DIs (e.g. Cozzolino et al., 

2018; Habtay, 2012; Snihur et al., 2018). Recently, Cozzolino et al. (2018) conducted in-depth studies 

on the case specificities of the Italian newspaper industry and refined the originally proposed differ-

ences between disruptive technology and business models (Markides, 2006). They concluded that 

DIs are built on the disparate phenomenon of disruptive technology, and that disruptive dynamics 

(i.e. the gradual taking over of the mainstream market) are realized when companies innovate their 

business model based on the (disruptive) technology. Contributing to this debate, Snihur et al. (2018) 

showed how the cloud-based software company Salesforce disrupted the incumbent counterpart 

Siebel through continuous business model innovation, while adapting to the environment. Although 

their longitudinal studies contribute to a more complete understanding of how entrants strategically 

manage business model innovation, Snihur and colleagues (2018) and Cozzolino and colleagues 

(2018) presented research potential for generalizing their conclusions beyond the specific case set-

tings (Clauss, 2017; Hopp et al., 2018). Extending this scope, an emerging stream of research con-

tributed to insights on micro-levels of business model innovation (Clauss, 2017). Hence, studies build 

on the argued relevance of value proposition in impacting the overarching business model (Lindič & 

Marques da Silva, 2011) and that of VPI in inducing disruptive dynamics (Bohnsack & Pinkse, 2017). 

VPI is argued to be a decisive mechanism for propelling disruptive dynamics because it depicts the 

company’s promise to deliver a continuously changing bundle of performance attributes to a growing 

customer base. Hence, based on their recent context-specific case study on the vehicle-to-grid tech-

nology, Khan and Bohnsack (2020) argued that VPI steers disruptive technology towards market 

disruption. Khan and Bohnsack (2020) showed that the success of a DI not only relies on the under-

lying (disruptive) technology but also on the design of the value proposition, which is comprised of 

different value attributes. 
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Based on their case study on the automobile industry, Bohnsack and Pinkse (2017) highlighted the 

relevance of continuous VPI in the following words: ‘only a comprehensive reconfiguration of the 

value proposition will make full use of all the potential benefits that a disruptive technology has to 

offer’ (p. 94). Based on a multi-case study, Wu and colleagues (2010) posited that, in the Chinese 

online peer-to-peer trading and mobile phone industries, latecomer firms steered their business mod-

els along the disruptive path through continuous innovation of the value proposition. Recently, based 

on their inductive study on financial technologies, Lehner and Simlinger (2019) concluded that con-

tinuous innovation of the value proposition catalyses disruptive potential. 

In sum, the research argues in favour of the relevance of VPI as a micro-level of business model 

innovation that propels DI. Hence, we build on recent in-depth case study research, which presents 

this argument (Bohnsack & Pinkse, 2017; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018; Wu et al., 2010), 

and refer to recent conceptual statements (Bashir & Verma, 2019; Christensen et al., 2018) when 

hypothesizing: 

H2: VPI-based activities are positively related to DI. 

5.2.3 Dynamic capabilities, value proposition innovation, and disruptive innovation 

While Teece (2018; 1997) conceptually argued in favour of a positive relationship between DCs and 

sustained (not disruptive) competitive advantage, Schilke et al. (2018)  highlighted the complexity 

inherent to this relationship. In this regard, current discussions emphasise the decisive role of medi-

ating mechanisms (Pavlou & El Sawy, 2011; Schilke et al., 2018). Likewise, Laaksonen and Pel-

toniemi (2018) emphasised that the possession of DCs alone does not necessarily lead to a certain 

market effect (e.g. an increase in a firm’s performance).  

Consequently, current reviews on the concept of DCs highlight the importance of ordinary capabili-

ties, which are transformed through DCs (Laaksonen & Peltoniemi, 2018; Schilke et al., 2018). Ac-

cordingly, while referring to Hopp et al. (2018), who argued for the merits of combining the DC and 
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DI literature, we build on recent advancements in both streams of debates and argue that VPI-based 

activities play a mediating role. Particularly, we build on Karimi and Walter’s (2015) operationaliza-

tion of ordinary capabilities and argue that a company’s VPI-based activities can be modelled as 

ordinary capabilities, ultimately capturing the continuous routines related to the reconfiguration of a 

business model’s value proposition. Hence, following the argumentation on the decisive role of me-

diating mechanisms, we hypothesize that: 

H3: In the absence of VPI-based activities, DCs do not bear a direct, positive relationship with DI.  

 

Based on recent literature reviews on business model innovation, we identified calls for research on 

analyses of antecedents and effects of VPI, which provided a foundation for our confirmatory study 

(Foss & Saebi, 2017; Spieth & Schneider, 2016). Simultaneously, Bashir and Verma’s (2019) paper 

on internal factors and consequences of business model innovation, underlines the conceptual basis.  

Precisely, Karimi and Walter (2015) empirically confirmed the mediating role of digital platform 

capabilities in the relationship between DCs and DI in the newspaper industry. Extending this case-

specific contribution, Foss and Saebi (2017) and Schneider and Spieth (2013) highlighted the need 

for a stronger empirical underpinning of the antecedents and effects of the VPI as a micro-level of 

business model innovation. Accordingly, and in regard to DI, Hopp et al. (2018) posited to investigate 

‘…firm-level antecedents to cope with disruptive innovation, organisational capabilities to rebound, 

and the ability to engage in business model innovation’ (p. 479). 

Given that DI is a market-sided phenomenon, in order to perform DI, companies must have capabil-

ities to cope with external changes strategically (Christensen, 1997; Danneels, 2011; Teece et al., 

1997). Since DCs are conceptually understood as enabling change in how a company does business 

(i.e. ordinary capabilities), VPI-based activities appear to be a suitable explanatory mediator in the 

relationship between DCs and DI (Laaksonen & Peltoniemi, 2018; Leih et al., 2015). In this regard, 

in order to avoid tautological arguments, we empirically distinguish between highest-order DCs and 
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ordinary capabilities of VPI-based activities (Laaksonen & Peltoniemi, 2018). Against this back-

ground, we argue that DCs are ‘meaningless’ unless they are combined with altered ordinary capa-

bilities (Börjesson et al., 2014).  

In this regard, Danneels (2011), based on his in-depth case study on Smith Corona (an incumbent in 

the typewriter industry), argues for the merits of generalizing relationships between a company’s 

capabilities and managing disruption. Likewise, Wan et al. (2015), in their multi-case study of Chi-

nese companies stress the relevance of ‘…capabilities that enable the realisation of opportunities for 

disruptive cost, application, and business model innovation’ (p. 101). To this end, Wan et al. (2015) 

posit the call for modelling mechanisms facilitating (impeding) DI.  

 

Hence, according to Christensen et al. (2018) and recent empirical evidence (Cozzolino et al., 2018; 

Khan & Bohnsack, 2020; Snihur et al., 2018; Wu et al., 2010), we argue for the importance of VPI 

as a decisive mechanism (Clauss, 2017; Spieth et al., 2016), which, in turn, requires DCs (Teece, 

2018). Consequently, we depart from previous research (i.e. Karimi and Walter’s (2015) study of the 

newspaper industry) and work towards confirmatory statements beyond a single case context.  

Building on previous research, which argues for the difficulties of continuous VPI in a disruptive 

context (Gilbert, 2005; Snihur & Wiklund, 2019), we argue that there should be a decisive interplay 

between DCs and VPI in companies steering along the disruptive path. In other words, we argue that, 

 based on strong DCs, VPI can catalyse DI. Thus, we argue that VPI mediates the relationship between 

DCs and DI: 

H4: VPI-based activities mediate the relationship between DCs and DI.  

5.2.4 Theoretical model 

To integrate our main hypotheses, we developed the following theoretical model that served as a basis 

for the subsequent methodological procedure.  
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Figure 5.1: Theoretical model 

 

5.3 Methodology  

5.3.1 Data collection and analysis 

We performed a quantitative, cross-sectional online survey and collected the data between October 

and December 2018. Before the distribution of the questionnaire, its comprehensiveness, content va-

lidity, and the item formulation were assessed by five innovation experts and four business develop-

ment experts. Subsequently, we made small adjustments regarding item formulation and the order of 

questions. 

5.3.2 Sample 

To recruit participants for the survey, we sent e-mail invitations to 1,250 German companies with at 

least one of the following positions: research and development manager, marketing manager, corpo-

rate planning manager, or corporate development manager. In all cases, we targeted CEOs, innovation 

managers, or business development managers who were aware of business model innovation activi-

ties in their companies. Hence, we collected data about companies, not individuals, for capturing DCs 

and VPI-based activities at an organisational level (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010; Si & Chen, 2020). 

Ninety-eight respondents participated in the survey. We argue for the suitability of this approach on 
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the basis of the following statement by Snihur and Wiklund (Snihur & Wiklund, 2019): ‘[It is a] 

generally accepted belief that managers can provide reliable information about the innovation prac-

tices of a firm’ (p. 311). 

After a phase of data understanding, we prepared the collected data. To ensure the validity of re-

sponses, we screened the responses for missing information. One case was deleted due to a suspi-

ciously short answering time, which indicated missing engagement. We did not identify any outlier 

or pattern. The final sample consisted of n=97 cases. Moreover, the sample consisted of many small 

and mid-sized companies, companies of different ages, and respondents in responsible positions (Ta-

ble 1). Finally, we recruited a sample covering eight industries, which are facing disruptive dynamics 

through VPI enabled by various underlying disruptive technologies. Table 2 provides an overview of 

the sample distribution and the corresponding industries, along with examples of these disruptive 

technologies and anchor references, which previously discussed disruption in the particular industry 

contexts. We thereby acknowledge recent arguments, which highlight the role of contexts when in-

terpreting disruptive dynamics (Si & Chen, 2020). 
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Table 5.1: Descriptive characteristics of the sample 

Position of respondent  % within the sample  

Executive Board 45% 

Top Management 21% 

Middle Management 21% 

No Management Responsibility 11% 

Other  

 

2% 

Number of employees within the company  

< 49 45% 

50 to 249 35% 

> 249 15% 

  

Company age   

< 6 years 26% 

6 to 12 years 11% 

12 to 60 years 38% 

> 60 years 21% 
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Table 5.2: Sample and industry overview 

Industry N 

Exemplary disruptive technolo-
gies enabling value proposition 
innovation 

Exemplary anchor references for in-
dustry disruption 

Manufacturing and Con-
struction 

28 3D printing, Artificial intelligence (Hahn et al., 2014; Nagy et al., 2016) 

Information and Communi-
cation 

20 Internet, Smartphone (Christensen et al., 2015; Vecchiato, 
2017) 

Automotive and Transport 5 Autonomous driving (Christensen & Raynor, 2003; Ferràs-
Hernández et al., 2017) 

Energy and Utilities 5 Internet, Artificial intelligence (Goodstein & Lovins, 2019; Nolden, 
2019) 

Health 5 Internet, Artificial intelligence (Christensen et al., 2000; Garbuio & 
Lin, 2019) 

Education and Scientific ser-
vices 

4 Online video conferencing, Open 
access publishing 

(Christensen & Eyring, 2011; 
Markides, 2006) 

Financial services 4 Internet, Artificial intelligence (Braun & Schreiber, 2017; Christensen 
et al., 2018) 

Hospitality and Entertain-
ment 

4 Smartphone, Social media (Akbar & Tracogna, 2018; Guttentag, 
2015) 

Others/Not disclosed 22 NA NA 

Total 97   

5.3.3 Measures 

We applied empirically tested measures. To allow for a consistent analysis of the collected data, we 

adapted the scale format of all measures to a 7-point Likert scale (1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally 

agree), if not indicated differently. The final list of items can be retrieved from the appendix. Since 

perceptual measures have been shown to be highly correlated with objective measures in the innova-

tion domain (Jennings & Young, 1990), we argue for the suitability of using subjective measures for 

data collection. Additionally, we highlight the advantage of using perceptual measures to allow cross-

company and cross-industry analysis (Snihur & Wiklund, 2019). 

Independent variable: Dynamic capabilities (DCs) 

Although the DC concept has been regarded suitable for managing innovation in turbulent (e.g. high 

velocity and uncertainty) environments (Teece et al., 1997), scholarly discussions lacked a coherent 
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understanding of the DC construct for a long time, which hampered empirical investigations 

(Laaksonen & Peltoniemi, 2018). Motivated by this hitherto unclear understanding, Pavlou and El 

Sawy (2011) built on and extended Teece et al. (1997) when they developed and empirically tested a 

DC construct based on a set of identifiable indicators. We acknowledge Schilke et al.’s (2018) argu-

mentation of an increasing convergence of the available discussions on DCs and particularly refer to 

the study of Pavlou and El Sawy (2011) for operationalization. Their second-order reflective-forma-

tive measurement construct consists of the four capabilities sensing, learning, integrating, and coor-

dinating. Reflective measurement items measure each capability. Pavlou and El Sawy’s measure has 

been applied in recent empirical investigations, in the context of the company’s competitive perfor-

mance (e.g. Mikalef & Pateli, 2017; Nieves & Haller, 2014; Tseng & Lee, 2014). We slightly adapted 

the original formulations of the reflective measurement items.  

Considering the fact that DI is a relative phenomenon and debates frequently discuss the tensed rela-

tionships between entrants and incumbents (Ansari et al., 2016; Christensen et al., 2018), we follow 

Helfat and Peteraf’s (2003) statement that entrants can have capabilities similar to that of DCs. Pre-

cisely, we argue that entrants can merge the individual capabilities of the founding team; this would 

produce DCs similar to incumbent firms (Teece et al., 1997). Given this, we argue for the merits of 

having both younger and more established companies in the sample. 

Mediating variable(s): Value proposition innovation (VPI) 

Value propositions constitute the key element propelling the effectiveness of the business model as a 

whole (Foss & Saebi, 2017; Lindič & Marques da Silva, 2011; Schneider & Spieth, 2013). To oper-

ationalize the continuous VPI-based activities of companies, we built on Clauss’ (2017) operational-

ization of business model innovation. Indeed, to account for the inherent complexity of the business 

model innovation concept, Clauss (2017) made a first attempt in developing a holistic, hierarchical 

third-order reflective-formative-formative measurement construct. The measure considers the three 

main second-order dimensions of value creation, value proposition, and value capture as well as ten 
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first-order sub-constructs. Hence, Clauss’ measure builds on the activity system perspective of busi-

ness models (Zott & Amit, 2010), which is compatible with the understandings of Teece (2010) and 

Foss and Saebi (2017). The increasing number of citations on the developed scale shows the consid-

erable interest and application of the measurement (e.g. Hamelink & Opdenakker, 2019; Saebi et al., 

2017). 

We used Clauss’ (2017) operationalization of new value propositions’ innovation to capture the con-

tinuous activities related to innovating the business model’s value proposition. Since we are aiming 

to further the empirical understanding of this particular micro-level of business model innovation, we 

relied on the reflective multi-item scales for the sub-constructs of new value propositions’ innova-

tion—new offerings, new markets, new channels, and new customer relationships (Clauss, 2017).  

Dependent variable: Disruptive innovation (DI) 

The literature does not clearly answer how to operationalize DI (Christensen et al., 2018; Danneels, 

2004). Consistent with recent arguments from Christensen and colleagues (2018), emphasising the 

strategic choices to position an innovation in a disruptive way, we built on confirmed measures of 

capturing the strategy orientation (Moore, 2005; Segev, 1987), using three items as proxies. We used 

the respondent’s self-report on the perceived disruptiveness of innovation and strategy orientation as 

proxies to operationalize the dependent variable. Specifically, examples of disruptive business mod-

els were shown to survey participants. Thereupon, the participants were asked to evaluate their ‘own’ 

strategic orientation. We argue for the adequateness of this approach, as Raynor (2011) showed that 

respondents who have been taught about the characteristics of DI are significantly more likely to 

identify DIs afterward. 

To ‘teach’ the respondents about DI, we selected three confirmed and widely known exemplary cases 

of disruption (i.e. no-frills airlines, an online community marketplace for booking and renting accom-

modation, and an online music streaming service) that fit the accepted criteria of disruption 

(Govindarajan & Kopalle, 2006b; Schmidt & Druehl, 2008). Despite earlier work on variances in the 
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DI criteria in relation to specific contexts (e.g. Dedehayir et al., 2014), we build on the rather generic 

criteria of DI. We argue that this approach is suitable, since we had to ensure that we refer to com-

monly known cases of disruption to teach respondents. We presented the exemplary cases to the 

respondents before furnishing them with the measurement items. 

5.4 Analysis and results 

5.4.1 Data analysis 

We applied the PLS-SEM using the SmartPLS software (Hair et al., 2017). In order to obtain the 

standard errors of the estimates, we applied non-parametric bootstrapping with 10,000 subsamples 

without sign changes (Chin, 1998). 

5.4.2 Results of the measurement model 

The psychometric properties of the measurement scales were verified using confirmatory factor anal-

ysis in SmartPLS. The following tables show the final factor solutions for the first-order measurement 

models of the variables DC, VPI, and DI. 

We assessed the composite reliability (CR) for an indication of convergent reliability (Peterson & 

Kim, 2013). All thresholds were above the minimum value of .7 (Hair et al., 2017). Furthermore, 

convergent validity was tested by assessing the average variance extracted (AVE) (Chin, 1998). All 

constructs met the recommended minimum value of .5 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Discriminant va-

lidity was assessed by an inspection of the cross-loadings, which were all smaller than the outer load-

ings on the respective constructs. Moreover, the square root of the AVE of each construct was greater 

than its highest correlation with another construct so that the Fornell-Larcker criterion was fulfilled 

(Fornell & Larcker, 1981). The heterotrait-monotrait ratio was considered. None of the constructs 

exceeded the threshold of .9 (Hair et al., 2017), which indicates that the latent variables are different. 
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Table 5.3: Final factor solution for dynamic capabilities 

Construct Item Loading 
Dynamic Capabilities (DC)   
Sensing Capability  Sens1 .693 
CR = .832 Sens2 .750 
AVE = .554 Sens3 .759 
 Sens4 .772 
   
Learning Capability  Learn1 .829 
CR = .897 Learn2 .761 
AVE = .635 Learn3 .755 
 Learn4 .816 
 Learn5 .819 
   
Integrating Capability  Integ1 .729 
CR = .856 Integ2 .769 
AVE = .543 Integ3 .662 
 Integ4 .773 
 Integ5 .747 
   
Coordinating Capability Coord1 .792 
CR = .840 Coord2 .711 
AVE = .569 Coord4 .840 
 Coord5 .662 

 

Table 5.4: Final factor solution for new value proposition innovation 

Construct Item Loading 
New Value Proposition Innovation 
(VPI) 

  

New Markets Mar1 .880 
CR = .920 Mar2 .928 
AVE = .792 Mar3 .861 
   
New Offerings Off1 .832 
CR = .891 Off2 .902 
AVE = .732 Off3 .831 
   
New Channels Cha1 .941 
CR = .936 Cha2 .910 
AVE = .829 Cha3 .879 
   
New Customer Relationships Rel1 .796 
CR = .886 Rel2 .918 
AVE = .721 Rel3 .830 

 

Table 5.5: Final factor solution for disruptiveness of innovation 

Construct Item Loading 
Disruptiveness of Innovation (DI)   
CR = .793 
AVE = .563 

Di1 
Di2 

.645 

.809 
 Di3 

 
.787 
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The higher-order latent variable DC was formed by implementing the repeated indicator approach 

(Tenenhaus et al., 2005) using the measurement items repeatedly at every level of abstraction 

(Wetzels et al., 2009). The subsequent Table 6 shows the fit of the second-order formative latent 

variable DC. 

Table 5.6: Model fit for second-order latent variable dynamic capabilities 

Second-Order  

Construct 

First-Order  

Construct 

Path  

weight 

t-value VIF 

Dynamic Capabilities Sensing Capability .288 8.044 1.760 

     

 Learning Capability .399 10.791 2.103 

     

 Integrating Capability .281 7.488 2.247 

     

 Coordinating Capability  .240 8.376 1.916 

 

The significance of the outer weights was assessed using non-parametric bootstrapping, which pro-

vided standard errors as well as t-statistics and p-values. The second-order weights were above the 

threshold value of .1 (Heidenreich et al., 2017) and significant (p < .05) (see Figure 2). Moreover, it 

was tested for multicollinearity, assessing the variance inflation factor (VIF). The greatest VIF-value 

was 2.247, not exceeding the critical value of 10 (Henseler et al., 2009). 
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5.4.3 Results of the structural model 

To test the hypotheses, path coefficients and their significance levels were assessed using bootstrap-

ping. H1.1–H1.4 were supported since DCs are positively associated with new offerings (OFF) (β = 

.468; p = .000), new markets (β = .408; p = .000), new channels (CHA) (β = .360; p = .000), and new 

customer relationships (REL) (β = .364; p = .000). 

Furthermore, H2.1 and H2.3 were supported since OFF (β = .360; p = .002) and CHA (β = .301; p = 

.006) are positively associated with DI. H2.2 and H2.4 were rejected since no significant path coeffi-

cients were found. Overall, the R² of DI was .351, indicating a moderate predictive power of the 

model (Chin, 1998).  

H3 was confirmed as we could not find a direct relationship between DCs and DI (β = -0.001; p = 

0.997). Since we did not find a direct relationship between DCs and DI and found positive relation-

ships between DCs and sub-constructs related to VPI, we tested for indirect-only mediation effects 

(Hayes, 2018), as hypothesized in H4. As typical for PLS-SEM, mediation analysis was conducted 

using bootstrapping (Hayes, 2018). This required the models to fulfil a set of quality criteria—validity 

and reliability of the constructs and the absence of multicollinearity. Since these criteria were tested 

beforehand, the mediation analysis could be conducted. 

The specific indirect effect of DCs, via CHA, on DI showed a β-value of .108 and a p-value of .033. 

Further, the specific indirect effect of DCs, via OFF, on DI showed a β-value of .169 and a p-value 

of .004. Thus, we show significant indirect-only mediation effects of the two sub-dimensions of VPI 

on the relationship between DCs and DI, specifying the indirect influence of DCs on DI via the ele-

ments of VPI. The subsequent Table 7 provides an overview of the tested hypotheses and the respec-

tive results of the model. 
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Table 5.7: Hypothesis test and model fit 

Hyp. Inde-
pendent  
Variable 

Dependent Variable Path p-value t-value f² R² Accept 

H1.1 DC OFF .468 .000 5.679 .281 .211 Y 
H1.2 DC MAR .408 .000 4.722 .199 .157 Y 
H1.3 DC CHA .360 .000 4.173 .138 .112 Y 
H1.4 DC REL .364 .000 3.936 .146 .118 Y 
         
H2.1 OFF DI .360 .002 3.133 .121 .315 Y 
H2.2 MAR DI -.045 .728 .348 .002 .315 N 
H2.3 CHA DI .301 .006 2.740 .089 .315 Y 
H2.4 REL DI .143 .219 1.236 .021 .315 N 
         
H3 DC DI -.001. .997 .004 - - Y 
         
H4.1 DC 

 
DI (indirect only me-
diation through OFF) 

.169 .004 2.895 - - Y 

H4.2 DC 
 

DI (indirect only me-
diation through 
MAR) 

-.018 .747 .323 - - N 

H4.3 DC 
 

DI (indirect only me-
diation through 
CHA) 

.108 .033 2.134 - - Y 

H4.4 DC 
 

DI (indirect only me-
diation through REL) 

.052 .226 1.210 - - N 

Y = yes / accept hypothesis; N = no / reject hypothesis.  

5.5 Discussion and contribution 

We started this paper by asking what the role of VPI-related activities is in the relationship between 

DC and DI. Based on a quantitative study, analysing survey data from 98 strategy executives of Ger-

man companies across eight disruption-prone industries, we studied continuous VPI-related activities 

as one micro-level of business model innovation. Through linking theoretical and empirical insights 

from the DC and business model innovation debates, we make a twofold contribution to the ongoing 

discussions concerning the business model problem in the DI literature (Christensen et al., 2018; 

Hopp et al., 2018). First, we discuss how our differentiated empirical underpinning of VPI-related 

activities further unfolds the understanding of disruptors’ business models innovation activities. Sec-

ond, we elaborate on how our efforts in linking the debates on DC and business model innovation are 

paving the way for confirmatory studies, ultimately spurring theory development of disruption.  
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5.5.1 Unfolding the business model problem by focusing on value proposition innovation ac-
tivities 

The rapid pace of technological and social developments has been exerting substantial and diversified 

impacts on companies, while giving rise to a new and complex form of innovation—namely, business 

model innovation. In regard to this increasing complexity of the business model landscape, recent 

reviews conclude that researchers in the strategic management and innovation domain cannot afford 

to overlook the specificities of business model innovation (Foss & Saebi, 2017; Wirtz et al., 2016). 

Consequently, by building on seminal papers, such as those by Chesbrough and Rosenbloom (2002) 

and Amit and Zott (2001), current studies argue that technological inventions enable the design and 

innovation of business models, which, in turn, create more value than that by technology alone. Ac-

cordingly, debates around DI account for business model innovation as being the decisive inducer of 

the complex dynamics underlying the phenomenon (Christensen et al., 2018; Hopp et al., 2018).  

 

We specifically focus on the relevance of the business model’s value proposition and extend respec-

tive arguments to a disruptive context (Lindič & Marques da Silva, 2011; Spieth et al., 2016). We 

empirically confirm the decisive role of VPI in bringing about DI. Specifically, we extend the case-

based conclusions by Bohnsack and Pinkse’s (2017), Khan and Bohnsack’s (2020), and Wu and col-

leagues (2010) and empirically confirm the relevance of VPI beyond a specific industry context. 

While the aforementioned studies predominately focused on the actual design of the characteristics 

of disruptive value proposition to increase the market acceptability of an underlying technology 

within a given context, our study contributes with a different perspective by providing empirical in-

sights into VPI-related activities as a micro-level of business model innovation. 

Precisely, our empirical results suggest that VPI-based activities regarding new offerings and chan-

nels fully mediate the relationship between DCs and DI, whereas activities concerning new customer 

relationships and new markets do not show a relationship with DI.  
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New offerings: In relation to the historical development of the DI research (Christensen et al., 2018), 

we particularly build on conceptual statements arguing for the decisive role of products and services 

as the relevant vehicle for bringing about DI. Our data confirm the seminal contributions from 

Markides (2006), and Christensen and Raynor (2006; 2003) by demonstrating that continuous activ-

ities related to new offerings are positively related to DI.  

Our primary data confirm conclusions stemming from explorative case studies (e.g. Bohnsack & 

Pinkse, 2017; Cozzolino et al., 2018) that disruptive technologies alone cannot propel the entirety of 

the complex disruptive process. Particularly, addressing new customer demand, which is hitherto 

overlooked by incumbents, is a core prerequisite for unfolding the disruption process; this aspect is 

captured by the applied measure in our study (i.e. OFF3) (Petzold et al., 2019). Hence, our study 

suggests companies to innovate new offerings continuously as a key micro dimension of overarching 

business model innovation. This will enable companies to embrace disruptive technologies, and 

thereby help their upmarket movement, attract increasing shares of the mainstream market, and facil-

itate DI. 

New channels: DIs provide customers a more accessible and convenient way to make use of a certain 

offering (Govindarajan & Kopalle, 2006a). Recently, studies underlined the role played by new dig-

ital channels (such as digital platforms) in connecting customers with the company (Trabucchi et al., 

2019). In this regard, our data can be seen as a confirmation of the relevance to reconfigure channels 

continuously as part of VPI-based activities; this will help companies make their offerings more ac-

cessible for the customers. 

New customer relationships. With reference to the relative nature of DIs, incumbents are paralyzed 

by their sole dependency on high-profit customer segments (Christensen et al., 2018). This drives 

incumbents to decide rationally against pursuing disruptive opportunities and risk their seemingly 

stable, profitable customer relationships (Cozzolino et al., 2018). Incumbents prefer to invest in 

strengthening customer relationships to increase customer loyalty. Hence, the dependency from their 
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existing customer base impedes incumbents’ progress towards inducing disruptive dynamics (Si & 

Chen, 2020). 

Against this background, we would have expected a negative association between new customer re-

lationships (i.e. activities related to strengthen relationships with existing customers) and DI. How-

ever, our results do not show a significant association between new customer relationships and DI. 

Thus, we ask for further research to further unfold the role of customer relationships in stimulating 

continuous activities of VPI.  

New markets. We would have expected a positive relationship between new markets and DI. Research 

highlights that gaining a foothold in a low-end or a new market represents the key feature of DI 

(Christensen et al., 2018; Govindarajan & Kopalle, 2006a). In other words, DI does not emerge in the 

mainstream market, and hence requires VPI-based activities related to accessing new markets. After 

critically reviewing the applied measurement items from Clauss (2017), we argue that the formula-

tions of the respective items (i.e. MAR1-3) might have allowed respondents evaluate their strategic 

decision to bring their existing offerings into different market segments. This, of course, is inappro-

priate to propel disruptive dynamics. As empirically confirmed in our model (see the positive rela-

tionship between new offerings and DI), companies do need to engage in continuous activities related 

to new offerings to spur DI in new market segments. 

Summarising, we confirm arguments highlighting the relevance of VPI and extend them to the par-

ticular debates around DI. We posit that, despite the relatively small effect of VPI-based activities, 

our study makes a contribution to the micro-level understanding of business model innovation. We 

formulate statements that are untied from context specificities, arguing that new offerings and cus-

tomer channels are crucial elements of VPI when inducing DIs. Of course, there remains the need to 

include further micro-level dimensions (i.e. value creation and value capture) and their interrelations 

in order to more completely unfold the business model problem inherent in DI.  
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5.5.2 Linking dynamic capabilities and value proposition innovation activities to pave the 
way for confirmatory studies  

We focused on strategic choices that companies must make in order to position an innovation in a 

disruptive way. This focus is attributed to our interest in uncovering the business model innovation 

activities of companies with disruptive business models. Consequently, we further investigated the 

relationships between DCs and VPI. By studying a company’s VPI-based activities (and not concrete 

characteristics of respective value proposition design), we acknowledge recent positions arguing for 

DI being a performative phenomenon (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018).  

Current research debates around the role of the business model in understanding the complex phe-

nomenon of DI. An increasing number of in-depth and conceptual studies underlines different facets 

of how context-specific business models are designed (Amshoff et al., 2015; Bohnsack & Pinkse, 

2017; Trabucchi et al., 2019) and how companies perform business model innovation along the dis-

ruptive path (Ansari et al., 2016; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018). Despite these insightful 

studies, we miss a consolidation of findings, which results in the need for the research on confirmatory 

statements being less sensitive to context specificities (Christensen, 2006; Hopp et al., 2018). We 

argue that this reconsideration of earlier (mostly qualitative and conceptual) research allows paving 

the way towards more confirmative research in the domain of disruption, fostering the legitimacy of 

the theory (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018; Si & Chen, 2020). Precisely, studies are limited to their re-

spective case specificities and neglect advancements within the business model domain, which con-

ceptually highlight the relevance of (internal) antecedents for VPI. Hence, the focus on in-depth case 

studies and conceptual contributions hamper the development of disruption theory (Christensen, 

2006) and overlook the role of strongly emphasised antecedents (Bashir & Verma, 2019), thereby 

limiting the ability to provide prescriptive knowledge to management scholars and practitioners 

(Bazerman, 2005). 

We, thus, contribute by re-establishing the link between DCs, VPI-based activities as a micro-level 

of business model innovation, and DI, thereby advancing the DI literature (Hopp et al., 2018; Si & 
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Chen, 2020). In particular, we provide empirical evidence across industry-specific contexts regarding 

the relevance of VPI in inducing DI. Consequently, we position our study as an attempt to propose 

further confirmatory research about DI while providing additional insights into the micro-level of 

value proposition innovation.  

We investigate the role of the company’s DCs and model them as an antecedent for business model 

innovation. Regarding the specificities of DI, researchers recently stressed the decisive role of DCs 

in facilitating the development of new (ordinary) capabilities, which enable a company to adapt to 

external changes (Radnejad & Vredenburg, 2019; Si & Chen, 2020). Likewise, we follow previous 

arguments and underline that DCs are an antecedent to VPI, which is ‘arguably within control of the 

firm’ (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010, p. 1156). Hence, other than environmental factors (Hueske et al., 

2015; Si & Chen, 2020), firms can develop their DCs, thereby being able to proactively influence the 

relationships between VPI and DI.  

Despite the argued advantages of strong DCs, the capability of strategic renewal is perceived to be 

insufficient to allow organisations to manoeuvre the complex and (sometimes long-lasting) process 

of DI (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). Si and Chen (2020) further underlined the necessity of dynamic 

and flexible business model innovation to ultimately attract larger shares of the market and move the 

DI upmarket. Thus, we contribute to ongoing debates about enablers of DI by transferring conceptual 

arguments from the DC and the business model domain (Wan et al., 2015), ultimately providing 

empirical evidence and refinement.  

First, we empirically confirm the need for firms to develop capabilities that change and refine their 

VPI-based activities, when pursuing a disruptive path. This appears to be relevant especially for more 

mature organisations, since these incumbents depend on their sustaining capabilities and on doing 

‘business as usual’ (Börjesson et al., 2014; Radnejad & Vredenburg, 2019). Referring to Hueske et 

al.’s (2015) statements, a lack of DCs hinders innovation at an organisational level. Specifically, in 

regard to ongoing debates within the DC domain (Schilke et al., 2018; Teece, 2018), our data suggest 
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that DCs only have a positive relationship with DI when mediated by VPI-based activities related to 

new offerings or customer channels. We empirically underpin and refine conceptual statements from 

Teece (2018) and Leih et al. (2015), emphasizing that the ability to make fundamental changes in the 

business model (i.e. the value proposition) stems from a company’s strong DCs. Hence, our study 

contributes to current debates in that we work against the pitfalls of tautologically linking DCs to the 

effects of a company’s competitive advantage. Instead, we follow Laaksonen and Peltoniemi (2018) 

and argue that VPI can be seen as an instances of ordinary capabilities, which capture the company’s 

continuous activities related to the reconfiguration of its business model’s value proposition. Pre-

cisely, we found empirical evidence for an indirect-only mediation between DCs and DI via VPI (i.e. 

new offerings, new channels). Hence, we empirically extend Pavlou and El Sawy’s (2011) argumen-

tation regarding the ‘indirect view’ of DCs and their effects on firm’s competitive positioning to the 

particularities of DI. 

Second, in regard to ongoing debates within the business model domain (Bashir & Verma, 2019; Foss 

& Saebi, 2017; Spieth & Schneider, 2016), we embed the concept of VPI in a complete model, con-

sidering antecedents (i.e. DCs) and effects (i.e. DI). Hence, we contribute with empirical evidence 

and conclude that DCs are positively related to VPI.  

Taken together, our empirical results highlight the decisive role of DCs as an antecedent for VPI, 

when pursuing the process of DI. Hence, we underline the need for organisations to stay dynamic and 

flexible, while explicitly acknowledging the complexity inherent in disruptive dynamics. We agree 

with Si and Chen (2020) in that, ‘disruptive innovation theory, like many other theories, might not be 

able to predict specifically what companies should do’ (p. 9). Consequently, while our study contrib-

utes by empirically unfolding relationships between DCs and business model innovation, regardless 

of context specificities, it does not posit specific capabilities and activities that allow the emergence 

of disruptive dynamics per se. Rather, given the high uncertainty and complexity of involved actors 

and context factors, we position our study as an attempt to provide confirmatory statements regarding 
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how companies may perform DI (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018) based on strong DCs and continuous 

activities related to VPI.  

5.6 Conclusions, limitations, and further research 

We empirically studied the relationships between DCs, VPI as a micro-level of business model inno-

vation, and DI. To this end, we conducted a cross-sectional study analysing data from 98 company 

representatives. Our results suggest that VPI-based activities, specifically those related to new offer-

ings and new channels, are positively related with DI. Moreover, we empirically underpin that DC is 

a decisive antecedent to VPI, and hence is crucial for inducing the complex dynamics underlying DI. 

From a theoretical perspective, we make a twofold contribution to disruptive innovation debates.  

First, we further unfolded the business-model problem inherent in disruptive innovation debates (e.g. 

Cozzolino et al., 2018; Khan & Bohnsack, 2020). To this end, we extended previous conceptual and 

explorative studies, while focusing on the micro-level of VPI. We found that continuous VPI-based 

activities related to new offerings and customer channels are positively related to DI.  

Second, we respond to recent calls for re-establishing the link between DCs, VPI-based activities as 

a micro-level of business model innovation, and DI, thereby advancing the disruptive innovation lit-

erature (Hopp et al., 2018). Specifically, we empirically underpin and refine conceptual statements 

by inferring from cross-industry data, thereby working with general models to make the theory of 

disruptive innovation effective for innovation studies and management (Si & Chen, 2020). By work-

ing towards confirmatory statements at an organisational level, we hope to encourage future studies 

that further unfold the strategic choices of companies steering DI. 

Our results have implications for the managers of incumbent organisations as well as for entrepre-

neurs striving to launch their own business. The relationships between the focal constructs provide 

prescriptive knowledge about building capabilities of strategic renewal and the activities needed when 
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continuously innovating a business model’s value proposition. Consequently, the study can guide 

both groups of practitioners in performing DI along its complex path.  

This study is not without limitations, which bears the potential for further research. We have collected 

cross-sectional data, which restricts our ability to make statements of causality. Nevertheless, by 

drawing on previous conceptual and explorative studies from the domains of DCs, VPI, and DI, we 

provide a rationale for theoretically deriving our research model and offer a discussion of the gener-

ated results. It might be useful, however, to have access to longitudinal quantitative data (i.e. panel 

data and experimental data) to better understand the relationships. Nevertheless, due to the underlying 

complexity and interlinkages between the constructs, even longitudinal quantitative data might limit 

the ability to provide causality statements. Against this background, we argue for the merits of using 

survey data because it allows to develop confirmatory statements on the basis of our empirical results. 

Finally, since we focus on the decisive role of VPI, without considering further dimensions of busi-

ness model innovation, future studies can build on our model to uncover further dimensions of busi-

ness model innovation and investigate the complex nature of interrelations, even beyond the organi-

sational level.  
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6 Conclusions 

Motivated by the dynamics related to innovation-induced market change, this research contributes to 

the following overarching research question: ‘how do companies manage business model innovation 

along the process of disruptive innovation?’ To this end, this research investigates complementary 

levels of disruptive innovation, which are the micro, meso, and macro levels. A wide range of data 

has been collected and analysed using both qualitative and quantitative methods. This sequential 

mixed-method approach is in line with the two-sided contribution to the ongoing process of construct-

ing a theory of disruptive innovation. Hence, this thesis explores under-theorised facets of the disrup-

tive innovation phenomenon while joining attempts to generalise more established theoretical state-

ments further. 

Consequently, regarding the inductive portion of theory construction, we explored anomalies (i.e. 

statements that falsify the hitherto posited theoretical statements) through in-depth analyses. Specif-

ically, we perceived these anomalies as opportunities to improve our understanding of the phenome-

non in that the corresponding research worked towards contingent-dependent statements of causality. 

For the deductive portion of theory construction, we relied on more established relationships that have 

been previously argued in conceptual and in-depth studies. We tested and refined relationships, ulti-

mately fostering a sound theoretical basis for further investigations. 

Against this background, for study #1, we systematically identified and classified disruptive business 

models that have been discussed in the academic literature. The findings suggest five archetypes of 

disruptive innovation. Consequently, this study contributes to a more precise and less ambiguous 

categorisation of disruptive innovation. Moreover, the classification of archetypes adds to the current 

debates in that it extends the notion of just good enough disruptive innovations and presents alterna-

tive paths towards disruption. 

Study #2 adds to the theorisation of the entrant by conceptualising this challenger as a proactive 

strategic actor. Based on longitudinal case research, we studied two entrants and their development 
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along disruptive paths. In drawing on the strategic alliance literature, our data suggest that entrants 

can circumvent the disruptor’s dilemma through the early configuration of their alliance portfolios, 

particularly including partners unaffected by the disruption. Furthermore, our analysis shows how 

entrants can use the power of their alliance portfolios to harness social and timing defence mecha-

nisms, thereby proactively managing interplays with incumbents to remain on the disruptive path. 

Study #3 extends the discussion about the entrant as a proactive strategic actor when analysing the 

development and growth of a multi-sided disruptive platform. The findings from a longitudinal case 

study suggest three levers that spur the entrant’s business model along the disruptive path. First, 

‘guarded inception’ in early development phases involves collaboration with a powerful partner un-

affected by the disruption. Second, ‘activating force multipliers’ involves the strategic orchestration 

of contractually tied complementors. Third, ‘building on others’ captures the entrant’s ability to cir-

cumvent internal limitations and external resistance by benefitting from external complementors. 

Finally, with study #4, we work towards confirming statements related to disruptive innovation. The 

results of cross-sectional research suggest that value proposition innovation activities regarding new 

offerings and channels fully mediate the relationship between dynamic capabilities and disruptive 

innovation. Consequently, this study further examines the problem of managing business model in-

novation in the face of disruption. By integrating dynamic capabilities, value proposition innovation 

activities, and disruptive innovation into a general model, the study empirically underpins and refines 

conceptual statements. Therefore, the theory of disruptive innovation is becoming more useful for 

innovation and management scholars. 

The following table provides an overview of the empirical studies conducted and of their main con-

tributions.
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6.1 Theoretical implications 

6.1.1 Working towards construct explication 

A first theoretical implication is related to the refinement of the construct of disruptive innovation. 

Following Chaffee (1991), the explication of constructs lays the foundation for theory construction. 

Based on this argumentation and by taking into account the business model as the vehicle for spurring 

disruptive dynamics (e.g. Christensen et al., 2018; Hopp et al., 2018), we refer back to the basis of 

theory construction. We revisit the available classification of disruptive innovation from a business 

model perspective and contribute to a more comprehensive and clarified categorisation of disruptive 

business models. Therefore, we join discussions that define phenomena through abstraction and cat-

egorisation (Christensen, 2006). 

In this regard, Christensen (1997) laid the basis for constructing a theory of disruption by classifying 

sustaining and disruptive innovation – two key concepts for understanding the dynamics of the dis-

ruptive innovation process. Later, Slater and Mohr (2006) contributed with an attempt to classify 

organisations based on their abilities to steer a disruptive innovation successfully. Recently, scholarly 

contributions extended available categorisations by focusing on the business model. However, these 

contributions are limited to particular subtypes (i.e. big bang disruptions) (Trabucchi et al., 2019), are 

based on a specific technology (Amshoff et al., 2015), or relate to specific industry contexts (Garbuio 

& Lin, 2019), hampering the impact on further theory development. 

We extend the ongoing discussion by providing a more comprehensive classification of disruptive 

innovations by systematically analysing the repertoire of disruptive business models discussed in the 

academic literature. Ultimately, the classification into five archetypes allows researchers to explore 

further associations between the refined abstraction and particular outcomes of interest. 



Conclusions 

173 

6.1.2 Complementing the role of the entrant as a strategic actor 

In building on the only tentatively theorised role of the entrant, the two longitudinal studies contribute 

by furthering understanding of how the entrant strategically manages business model innovation. Re-

ferring to previous research highlighting the interplay between entrants and incumbents, we investi-

gate the meso level when focusing on how strategic alliances (study #2) and multi-sided platforms 

(study #3) propel disruptive dynamics. 

For study #2, we borrowed from the strategic alliance literature (e.g. Baum et al., 2000; Katila et al., 

2008) to contribute three mechanisms enabling entrants to circumvent the disruptor’s dilemma. By 

focusing on alliance portfolio considerations of the meso level and contextual industry conditions of 

the macro level, we extended the concepts of social and timing defence mechanisms to a disruptive 

context (Hallen et al., 2014; Katila et al., 2008). These proposed mechanisms contribute to under-

standing of how entrants can manage business model innovation despite tensions with incumbents. 

In further elaborating on understanding of the business model as a boundary spanning concept (Massa 

et al., 2017), we extend debates on the decisive role of multi-sided platforms in spurring disruptive 

innovation. We discuss how an entrant leverages the relationships with multiple platform sides. For 

theorisation, we focus on the meso level and distil three mechanisms allowing the entrant to develop 

and grow its multi-sided disruptive platform. 

In summary, the two studies extend debates about how entrants can bring about disruptive innovation 

by strategically managing their business models in an interplay with externals (i.e. strategic network 

partners or external complementors). 

6.1.3 Generalising relationships to foster the legitimacy of the field 

Third, we join conversations on the generalisability of disruptive innovation theory. We refer to 

Christensen (2006), who states that confirming relationships is a decisive part of theory construction. 

Therefore, we answer Hopp and colleagues (2018) and Si and Chen (2020), who articulate the need 
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to further engage in confirming theory. The authors underscore the relevance of theory testing in 

establishing the legitimacy of the emerging intellectual field of disruptive innovation research. 

As in innovation management research (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010), reviews on disruptive innovation 

posit that previous studies have advanced considerably at the organisational level (Hopp et al., 2018). 

Consistently, we contribute with an attempt to generalise relationships when focusing on the micro 

level of disruptive innovation. Specifically, we add to current conversations by empirically underpin-

ning the relationships between dynamic capabilities, value proposition innovation activities, and dis-

ruptive innovation. Hence, the results of our cross-sectional study contribute by replicating key state-

ments, thereby making the theory of disruptive innovation more useful for innovation and manage-

ment scholars (Si & Chen, 2020). 

6.1.4 Contributing to a performative view of disruptive innovation theory 

To summarise its theoretical implications, this thesis contributes to the emerging performative view 

of disruptive innovation. Specifically, insights drawn from the empirical studies contribute to ‘de-

throning’ the notion of a heroic challenger who unconditionally displaces successful incumbents by 

following inferior innovation trajectories (Garud et al., 2016). 

Following Usher (1954), the ‘setting of the stage’ is a prerequisite to performing innovation. A situ-

ation in ‘which the elements necessary for a solution are brought together through some particular 

configuration of events or thought’ (Garud et al., 2016, p. 452) serves as a starting point for innova-

tion-induced dynamics to emerge. Additionally, Christensen et al. (2018) argue that there is no ‘one 

size fits all’ approach to disruption. Consequently, the classification scheme for archetypes of disrup-

tive business models extends ‘setting of the stage’ to a disruptive context. In particular, by conceptu-

alising business models as performative frameworks (Perkmann & Spicer, 2010), the archetypes can 

be seen as alternative ‘disruptive paths’. In this regard, this research contributes a clearer understand-

ing of the favourable, contingent-based configurations of disruptive business models. 
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Furthermore, the process of disruptive innovation is characterised by high levels of uncertainty and 

interplay between actors (Ansari et al., 2016; Petzold et al., 2019). This complexity hampers the pre-

diction of sequential events or precise configurations (Kumaraswamy et al., 2018). From studies #2 

and #3, we contribute generative mechanisms through which the studied entrants gained mastery of 

relevant relations and purposeful interventions (Garud et al., 2016). Study #4 studies dynamic capa-

bilities as antecedents for activities related to value proposition innovation. The presented insights 

combined with the distilled mechanisms from studies #2 and #3 further unfold strategic management 

decisions, ultimately showing how disruptive innovation can be performed. 

6.2 Practical implications 

This research has practical implications for decisionmakers of both entrepreneurial ventures and es-

tablished companies when performing (not predicting) disruptive innovation. Therefore, this research 

delivers practical guidelines related to Crossan and Apaydin’s (2010) conceptual argumentation that 

‘innovation might be one of a few lasting sources of competitive advantage’ (p. 1174). 

Study #1 presents archetypes of disruptive business models that assist managers and entrepreneurs in 

better understanding the complex phenomenon through abstraction and classification. Practitioners 

are equipped with insights about alternative paths. These insights might facilitate strategizing for 

initiating and coping with disruptive innovation. 

Studies #2 and #3 have implications related to the interplay between entrants and incumbents. In 

particular, study #2 provides decisionmakers with knowledge about how to reconfigure an alliance 

portfolio. The findings specifically highlight the role of unaffected partners in circumventing com-

petitive tensions. Given the importance of entrant-incumbent interplays (especially in more systemic 

industries), the study’s findings can guide practitioners actively managing the meso level of disruptive 

innovation. 

Study #3 presents mechanisms for overcoming internal limitations as well as external resistances 

when developing and growing a multi-sided disruptive platform. The research delivers knowledge on 
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how to leverage relationships with platform sides actively. Additionally, it is demonstrated how a 

parent-spin-off relationship can spur the exchange of resources and relationships, ultimately over-

coming a critical first challenge of platform development. 

Based on study #4, it is emphasised that practitioners, regardless of their industry contexts, should 

proactively engage in dynamic capability building and continuous business model innovation activi-

ties. Specifically, the research highlights the relevance of value proposition innovation activities re-

lated to new offerings and channels, thereby providing decisionmakers with guidelines for setting 

priorities when managing in the face of disruption. 

In summary, this thesis arguably delivers prescriptive knowledge for practitioners (Bazerman, 2005) 

on how to strategically manage in times of change. 

6.3 Limitations and future research 

Although this research refers to accepted criteria in evaluating the quality of the sequentially con-

ducted empirical studies conducted, this research also has limitations. 

Regarding the applied methodologies, the following limitations must be considered. For the inductive 

portion of theory construction, historical longitudinal case study designs (studies #2 and #3) have 

been applied. We provide detailed information to argue for our case selection approach (Eisenhardt 

& Graebner, 2007). Additionally, we aimed to minimise recall bias by triangulating and tracing back 

along time-stamped data (Barr et al., 1992). However, as noted by Van de Ven (1992), ‘it is even 

better to undertake real-time study of strategic change processes as they unfold in their natural field 

settings’ (p. 181). Hence, future research could conduct real-time longitudinal case studies to inves-

tigate dynamics of business model innovation occurring throughout the disruptive process. Neverthe-

less, we follow Snihur et al. (2018) in that a study design based on a priori selection and years-long 

observations of relevant actors is difficult to achieve. 

For practical reasons and to facilitate the formulation of theoretically and empirically grounded con-

clusions, we purposefully decided to follow the accepted methodology of historical longitudinal case 
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research (Ansari et al., 2016; Cozzolino et al., 2018; Snihur et al., 2018). In other words, we sacrificed 

the advantages of real-time studies for the merits of delivering further insights to address the research 

gaps identified in disruptive innovation debates in a timely manner. 

For the deductive portion of theory development, in study #4, we followed a cross-sectional research 

design to work towards confirmatory statements related to dynamic capabilities and business model 

innovation activities. Consequently, we were not able to formulate causality statements. Hence, while 

we confront our results with recent conceptual and in-depth studies to make sense of the data, we call 

for future research that designs a longitudinal quantitative study. Nevertheless, because the complex 

nature of disruptive innovation might limit the formulation of causality statements even based on 

longitudinal quantitative data, we argue for the merits of using cross-sectional survey data for the 

development of confirmatory statements. 

Additionally, this thesis followed a linear sequence of mixing methods. However, it should be em-

phasised that the process of theory building requires nonlinear cycling from inductive to deductive 

stages (and vice versa) (Christensen, 2006). This need for cycling through the different stages paves 

the way for future studies. 

Furthermore, this research investigates different levels of disruptive innovation to advance theory 

construction (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010; Si & Chen, 2020). In particular, we study on a micro, meso, 

and macro levels to further shed light on how companies manage their business models in the face of 

disruption. We posit the following limitations concerning the three levels. 

For the micro level of disruption, we investigated organisational capabilities and business model in-

novation activities. We chose these instances because corresponding research has arguably advanced 

sufficiently to work towards confirmatory statements. However, we refer to Felin and Foss (2005) 

who argue that ‘to fully explicate organizational anything – whether identity, learning, knowledge, 

or capabilities – one must fundamentally begin with and understand the individuals that compose the 
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whole’ (p. 441). We call for further research on individuals to further shed light on the micro level of 

disruptive innovation. 

For the meso level, studies #2 and #3 focused on strategic alliances and platforms. While these studies 

offer insights into the underlying generative mechanisms, there is research potential to explore further 

instances of this level (e.g. networks, venture capitalists, and incubators). Moreover, meta-studies 

could contribute to the generalisation of findings. 

For the macro level, study #2 considers rather stable factors (Scott et al., 2017). However, we are 

currently facing impactful developments on the macro level due to the ongoing  Covid-19 pandemic. 

Garud and Gehman (2019) argue for the relevance of crisis to theory development. Thus, there is a 

need to reflect on the presented findings and conclusions. Specifically, future research should focus 

on the macro level of disruptive innovation and contextualise the specific dynamics related to the 

ongoing pandemic. 

To summarise, future studies should be positioned carefully regarding the level of analysis and the 

stage of theory construction. In turn, future research can contribute to a nuanced construction of a 

theory of disruptive innovation. 
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8.3 Study #4 

8.3.1 Measurement scales 

Construct Item label Item 
DI DI1 

 
Based on the description above: How disruptive is your business model? 

 DI2 
 

We are leaders in breaking up established market structures. 

 DI3 We have an explicit disruption strategy. 
 

VPI CHA1 We regularly utilize new distribution channels for our products and services. 
 CHA2 Constant changes of our channels have helped us to improve the efficiency of our 

channel functions. 
 CHA3 We are consistently changing our portfolio of distribution channels. 
 MAR1 We regularly take opportunities that arise in new or growing markets. 
 MAR2 We regularly address new, unserved market segments. 
 MAR3 We are constantly seeking new customer segments and markets for our products 

and services. 
 OFF1 We regularly address new, unmet customer needs. 
 OFF2 Our products or services are very innovative in relation to our competitors. 
 OFF3 Our products or services regularly address customer needs not addressed by com-

petitors. 
 REL1 We try to improve customer retention by new service offerings. 
 REL2 We emphasise innovative/modern actions to increase customer retention (e.g. 

CRM). 
 REL3 We recently took many actions to strengthen customer relationships. 
   

DC Sens1 We frequently scan the environment to identify new business opportunities. 
 Sens2 We periodically review the likely effect of changes on our customers.  
 Sens3 We often review our product development efforts to ensure they are in line with 

customer needs. 

 Sens4 We devote a considerable amount of time implementing ideas for new business 
models.  

 Learn1 We have effective routines to identify, value, and import new information and 
knowledge. 

 Learn2 We have adequate routines to assimilate new information and knowledge. 
 Learn3 We are effective in transforming existing information into new knowledge. 
 Learn4 We are effective in utilizing knowledge for our new business models. 
 Learn5 We are effective in developing new knowledge that has the potential to influence 

business model development. 
 Integ1 We integrate the individual knowledge of the employees into the business units.  
 Integ2 We have a global understanding of our tasks and responsibilities. 
 Integ3 We are fully aware of the specialized skills and knowledge base available in our 

company for specific tasks. 

 Integ4 We ensure that there is a homogenous understanding of changes, which helps us to 
build a common basis.  

 Integ5 We manage to interconnect our activities effectively.  
 Coord1 We ensure that the output of our work is synchronized with the work of others. 
 Coord2 We ensure an appropriate allocation of resources (e.g. information, time, and re-

ports) within our group. 

 Coord3 Group members are assigned to tasks commensurate with their task-relevant 
knowledge and skills. 
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 Coord4 We ensure that there is compatibility between group members’ expertise and 
work processes. 

 Coord5 Overall, our group is well-coordinated. 
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In a world of continuous change, companies’ conventional modes of doing 
business are being disturbed at an ever-increasing pace. Hence, scholars 
from the innovation and management domains are discussing innovation-
induced market changes. The concept of disruptive innovation captures a 
portion of these changes. Disruptive innovation describes how new entrants 
gain a foothold in a niche market before moving upmarket and challenging 
powerful incumbents. From its emergence in the mid-1990s, the concept of 

2006, the debate has shifted focus, and the business model is acknowledged 

theoretical streams to further extend our understanding of companies’ stra-
tegic management choices in the face of disruptive innovation. An integrati-
on of elements from business model innovation, strategic alliances, platform 

-

the following question: ‘how do companies manage business model inno-
vation along the process of disruptive innovation?’ Following a sequential 
mixed methods approach, this research uses publications, interview data, 

This thesis explores under-theorised facets of the disruptive innovation phe-
nomenon while supporting attempts to generalise more established theore-
tical statements further. In addition to contributing to the construction of a 

corporate managers and entrepreneurs on how to manage business model 


