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Many people like to talk about 

disruption but few of them seem to 

know what it really means or are 

perhaps deliberately misusing the 

term. Itôs most often confused with 

innovation and improvement. 

Better, cheaper, smaller, faster 

products are not disruptive. Nor 

are most new ones.  

In Clay Christensenôs book The 

Innovatorôs Dilemma
2
, the author 

draws a distinction between 

a low-end disruption, 

which might involve the 

development of a pre-

existing solution or a 

genuine disruption which 

creates a new market and 

so is very difficult for 

incumbents to serve.  

The title of the book 

derives from the dilemma this 

creates for suppliers and service 

providers. Incumbents typically 

ignore or downplay the disruption 

because they cannot see it for 

what it is, or it doesnôt serve their 

commercial interests, or they canôt 

(or wonôt) follow its lead.  

The long-term consequences can 

be fatal.  

This combination of speciation 

and extinction events is the core 

characteristic of disruption. And 

itôs not just suppliers and service 

providers who can fall into this 

trap of failing to distinguish 

between an innovation and 

disruption. We are all prone to do 

it, especially when we come to 

believe that we are where we are 

because it is where we are meant 

to be. 

The dangers in this mindset for 

both organisations and individuals 

was once neatly summarised in a 

fable by the author Douglas 

Adams: 

ñImagine a puddle waking up one 

morning and thinking, óThis is an 

interesting world I find myself in ð 

an interesting hole I find myself in 

ð fits me rather neatly, doesnôt it? 

In fact it fits me staggeringly well, 

may have been made to have me 

in it!ô This is such a powerful idea 

that as the sun rises in the sky 

and the air heats up and as, 

gradually, the puddle gets smaller 

and smaller, itôs still frantically 

hanging on to the notion that 

everythingôs going to be alright, 

because this world was meant to 

have him in it, was built to have 

him in it; so the moment he 

disappears catches him  rather by 

surpriseò.  

Disruption is not the warming of 

the water in which we sit, but the 

rays that evaporate it. History 

is littered with examples of 

what happens when we ignore 

this truth. Whole civilisations 

have fallen for not recognising 

it or responding to it  too 

slowly.  

Firms are now particularly 

prone to the consequences of 

disruption. The disruptive force of 

technology is killing off older 

companies earlier and at a much 

faster rate than only a few 

decades ago, squeezing 

employees, investors and other 

stakeholders, according to a 

recent report from Credit Suisse. It 

found that the average age of a 

company listed on the S&P 500 

has fallen from almost 60 years 

old in the 1950s to less than 20 

years currently. 
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ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǎŜŜ ƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ 
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