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According to Clayton Christensen, disruption occurs when a company, through 
the innovation of new products and services undermines or degrades the typical 
business models of an existing industry.

Disruption is, therefore, innovation with significant consequences. It is de-
structive because the old market, the old technologies, and the old companies 
are demolished, but also creatively because new and better products come out 
of disruption. Clayton Christensen distinguishes between two types of innova-
tion: sustaining innovation and disruptive innovation.

Sustaining Innovation expands sales in an existing market by making it pos-
sible to sell new products and services with higher profits.
 

Disruptive innovation introduces an entirely new way to meet customer needs 
and, thus, turns the market upside down. According to Christensen, disruptive 
innovation has the following three characteristics:

• Is technologically simpler and less sophisticated than the ‘old’ products 
and/or services.

• Is initially aimed at less demanding customers who are looking for cheap 
and less complicated solutions.

• Is not, at first, a severe threat to the existing market, but will only be rev-
olutionary once it catches on to the market. Often, companies with tradi-
tional products and services are protecting these and trying to keep dis-
ruptive innovation out. It is this mechanism of ‘late awakening’, which is 
responsible for the fact that traditional companies often end up losing the 
fight, and even go bankrupt.

FIGURE 10.46 Sustain-
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