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What is disruption? 

 
Generally speaking, disruption can be split into two main types. Firstly, digital disruption is the 

change caused when new digital technologies affect existing services, goods or businesses. 

Digital disruption tends to follow a digital innovation which changes or alters customer 

expectations and behaviours. This change in customers forces other businesses to reassess 

their products and services in order to better reflect the modern market. Digital disruption can 

affect every level of the market, from individuals to society as a whole.  

 

Secondly, disruptive technology is any new technology that displaces an established 

technology. Disruptive technology has occurred throughout the history of human innovation. 

The car replacing outdated modes of transport and television replacing outdated forms of 

entertainment are both examples of disruptive technology. In the modern age, we have 

increasingly seen e-commerce replacing traditional shopping and online news replacing print 

media.  

 

Normally, the people behind this type of disruption are outsiders, rising entrepreneurs with 

ideas and ideals that set them apart from industry insiders. In the business world, disruptors 

are both a sought-after asset and a threat.  

 

How is digital disruption affecting industries? 

 
Although digital disruption affects different industries in different ways, it is almost certain that 

digital disruption has impacted every industry to some degree in recent years. 

Even if your service or product is consumed personally, or your business is a one with little 

room for digitalisation, digital disruption will nonetheless have transformed elements such as 

distribution and marketing. The impact can be profound and is not to be underestimated. 
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While digital disruption impacts industries unevenly, one should be alert to how digitalisation 

gives start-ups the opportunity for exponential growth. Research published in the Journal of 

Political Economy found that, when industries are fundamentally disrupted, the number of 

businesses operating within the industry peaks before falling by between 70 and 97 per cent. 

 

McKinsey partner Chris Bradley makes the point that it's important to filter noise from reality. 

"When these disruptions affect some of the deep wiring in the industry, you know it’s real, but a 

lot of the [digital] trends operate at the surface level". 

 

His colleague, senior partner Angus Dawson, adds that resource allocation is key. "Response 

to these [deeper] trends needs to be substantially elevated on all those dimensions, and spend 

real time on it because it’s still not like in the midst of all that you know exactly how it’s going to 

play out. You’ve got to stay continuously vigilant and pick up all the signals and work out when 

the acceleration is going to happen." 

 

What does this all mean? It means that within industries that are experiencing major digital 

disruption, businesses that cannot keep up with the scale and speed of innovation are 

extremely unlikely to survive. 

 

Failing to adapt 

 
Take something that appears straightforward in the modern marketplace, like ecommerce. It’s 

simply common sense now to put as much effort and investment into online customer 

experience as into brick and mortar locations, if not more. But just knowing this might not be 

enough, you need to ensure that your online offering makes you stand out from your 

competitors.  

 

For years Mothercare had been a fixture of the UK high street, providing childcare products for 

generation after generation of children. They’re the kind of everyday name that you never 

expect to disappear. But, just this month, the UK retail arm of Mothercare went into 

administration and is now in the process of closing down its 79 locations, making it the latest 

https://business-sale.com/news/administration/mothercare-to-appoint-administrators-219578
https://business-sale.com/news/administration/mothercare-to-appoint-administrators-219578
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high-profile victim of the difficulties that have plagued the British high street since the credit 

crunch.  

 

So, what went wrong? There were numerous factors at play in Mothercare’s collapse. Such as 

the increased presence of cheaper supermarkets in the childcare products market, to 

questions over its customer value proposition. However, one of the key failures that was 

identified was the company’s inability to offer a truly comprehensive ecommerce experience for 

its customers.  

 

Rick Smith, Managing Director of Forbes Burton, says Mothercare failed to remain competitive 

in the online marketplace: “Mothercare failed to successfully move online. Shoppers have long 

cited Mothercare’s online offering to be disappointing, with a confusing interface and lack of 

real product detail. For brands to survive online, it is essential that they remain competitive. 

 

Smith added that: “Mamas and Papas, arguably Mothercare’s biggest competitor, have a much 

more comprehensive online offering. A failure to move successfully to e-commerce has cost 

Mothercare dearly.” Mothercare’s failure to adapt brings us to the key aspect of how to thrive in 

the modern economy.  

 

Business model innovation 

 
The retail industry is ripe with examples of stalwart brands collapsing due to changes in 

customer behaviour, to which digitalised rivals are far better equipped to respond. A recent 

large-scale research project carried out by the World Retail Congress and OC&C Strategy 

Consultants, found that only 3 per cent of the retailers they spoke to said their current 

proposition was sustainable for the next five years. 

 

Truly successful brands act before they are affected by the changing marketplace, harnessing 

the power of disruptors before they are overtaken by them. Take Instagram, which has 

embedded a checkout and shopping bag function on the site, enabling users to buy items 

through the app.  
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Instagram is already an effective way to promote brands, with its figures showing that 80 per 

cent of the platform’s 1 billion users follow at least one brand. As Instagram offers ecommerce 

services, those retailers able to execute their ideas for using the platform quickly enough stand 

to open up a whole new source of exponential growth. 

 

Multi-channel wine retailer, Majestic Wines, is responding to the changing retail environment 

by taking the brave move to sell its Majestic Wines arm and focus entirely on its online Naked 

Wines business model. The brand has always been innovative and its CEO, Rowan Gormley 

explained: “Majestic Wine started life with a disruptive model that challenged the status quo, 

now is the right time to do it again under the Naked brand.” 

 

Sometimes, companies act so decisively that it can come as a shock. For many years, eBay 

and PayPal have been synonymous. The online marketplace acquired the digital payment 

platform in 2002 and, although the companies officially separated in 2015, they still remained 

closely linked.  

 

However, in 2018 eBay announced that, by 2020, it would process payments on the site 

through Adyen: a small, Amsterdam-based company that nonetheless provides the payment 

technology underpinning such giants as Spotify, Uber and Netflix. eBay feels that the transition 

to a fresh, upstart payment provider like Adyen will help make its payment processing cheaper 

and more efficient, its customer experience more streamlined and improve its offering by giving 

customers more choice in how they pay at the checkout.  

 

Sidelining a relationship that has been as successful as eBay’s with PayPal may seem an 

incredibly bold move, but in the modern marketplace where a failure to think outside the box 

can prove fatal further down the line, you can’t blame eBay for thinking big, and acting so 

decisively.  

 

Thinking green 
 

One of the biggest mergers of the year showcases the kind of thinking existing companies will 

need to engage with if they’re to meet the challenges of disruptors, the modern market and the 

modern world itself.  
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Last month’s merger between two giants of the automotive industry, Fiat Chrysler Automobile 

(FCA) and Groupe PSA, showed that two of the oldest companies in the business were looking 

to the future and engaging with the challenges set my disruptors in their sector.  

 

Companies like Tesla have shifted the narrative in the automotive industry massively. From 

raw displays of horsepower and speed, the emphasis now is for car manufacturers to embrace 

sustainability and environmentally-friendly design. 

 

Announcing the plans, FCA and Groupe PSA said the merger followed "intensive discussions 

between the senior managements of the two companies" and that they intended to build a 

"world leader for a new era in sustainable mobility", while FCA chief executive Mike Manley 

spoke of a “potentially industry-changing combination.” 

 

The merger shows that the two companies had looked at the trends shaping the future of their 

industry and decided that the best way to tap into this was by joining forces. Going forward, the 

new, emerging generation of environmentally aware consumers is going to impact business 

models in just about every industry you can imagine.  

 

Portfolio Model 
 

One strategy popular among organisations looking to flourish in the exponential economy, is 

the ‘portfolio model’. Digitalisation means businesses can now adopt a larger number of 

business models than they could previously. Some are now adopting several at once, enabling 

them to be more robust when faced with digital disruption. 

 

The portfolio model can take one of several forms, including the ‘market portfolio model’, 

involving the adoption of several business models to target different market segments, or the 

‘product portfolio model’, whereby a business offers a range of niche products, monetising 

each at various stages in their development. 

 

https://business-sale.com/news/merger/fiat-and-groupe-psa-plan-to-join-forces-219570
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In summary, whether you are a start-up or an incumbent in your industry, it’s time to stop 

spending so much time strategising and start risk-taking when it comes to innovation. 

Industries are, on average, still only 40 per cent digitised, but digitisation isn’t going to stop, or 

slow down, and innovation - and in particular business model innovation – could be your 

strongest defence in the face of the disruptors of tomorrow.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


