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The Effects of Disruption on Strategic Management 
Illustrated by a Case-study of a Danish SME 

Anders Drejer, Professor, Ph.D. 
Department of Management and Economy 

Aalborg University 
Aalborg, Denmark 

Abstract—There is a lot of interest in Disruption these days even 
though the concept itself is still under formation. Disruption can 
be traced back to the idea of disruptive technological change and 
the late 1990s but has reemerged in the public eye in current 
years under guises such as Big Data, Digitalization, Globalization 
and much more. Furthermore, the effects of disruption are now
being felt by organizations and industries all over the world. In 
this paper, we will try to outline and illustrate some of those 
effects using the case-study of an international, Danish, SME.
The case company has been forced to face some challenges caused 
by disruption and in the process of doing so has changed its 
strategy process significantly towards a more learning based 
approach to strategic management. Keywords: disruption; case-
study; SME; strategy process.

I. WHAT IS DISRUPTION IN A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE?
To the surprise of those who worked in the field of 

innovation management in the late 1990’s, the concept of 
disruption has come back to create interest in the fields of 
management research, in the general public and notably 
amongst politicians all over the world as witnessed by, for 
example, the current conference and its theme [1]. In the 
author’s native land of Denmark, the current Government has 
even appointed an advisory board to advise the Government on 
the effects of disruption upon the Danish Society [2]. 
Interestingly, the members of the advisory board consist of a 
mixed selection of top managers from old industrial 
companies, representatives from NGOs and people from the 
cultural elite, including a comedian, but, alas, no scientists 
specializing in disruption [2]. Perhaps, it is a good idea to 
devote some space and effort to trace the origins and contents 
of the concept before proceeding any further with the current 
paper. We will trace the origins of disruption in this section.

I.1 The origins of disruption
In tracing the origins of disruption, it is hard not to mention

Clayton M. Christensen, who introduced the concept of 
“disruptive technological change” in his seminal “Innovator’s 
Dilemma” from 1998 [3]. And it is true that the word 
“disruptive” – as opposed to so-called “sustainable” 
technological changes, changes that help current market leaders 
to continue to be so – seems to have been coined Christensen 
and his school of thought.

However, Christensen was far from the only one to 
acknowledge the importance of technological changes to the 
field of management and, more importantly, to the work of top 
managers all of the world. For instance, back in 1995, Bettis 
and Hitt writes in that same issue that:” ... technology is rapidly 
altering the nature of competition in the late twentieth century
...” and, in fact, guest-edit an issue of the Strategic 
Management Journal entirely devoted to discussing how 
technology will change the nature of competition and strategy 
in the years to come. Bettis & Hitt refers to the situation as “the 
new competitive landscape” [4].

It is also paramount to mention the work of Downes & Mui, 
who, at the same time as Christensen and others tapped into 
technological change, offered some form of explanation as to 
why technology and technological change seems to have such a 
profound impact on competition and strategy [5]. Downes & 
Mui observed that the basic problem of technological changes 
is that they often happen much faster than we as people,
organizations or societies can adapt, see figure 1 for an 

illustration.

Figure 1: Downes & Mui’s “Law of Disruption” [5].
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I.2 Other views on Disruption 
People such as Christensen, Downes or Mui did not create the 
concept of disruption by themselves. Many others contributed 
to the discussion of a new competitive landscape and 
speculated on how this development might reflect on the area 
of strategic management. For example, back in 2001 this 
author published a book on the effects of the new competitive 
landscape on strategic management [6]. Based on a 
contingency-view of strategic management, this author outlined 
that strategic management ought to be conducted according to 
three different situations, or managerial tasks, namely those of 
exploiting existing (and non-changing) technologies, of 
working with sustainable technological changes and the task of 
dealing with disruptive technological and other environmental 
changes [6].  

Off course, many of us felt that the latter managerial task – 
that of dealing with disruptive changes in the environment of 
an organization was by far the most interesting and challenging 
task for managers and management researchers alike. This 
created a huge interest in making the connection between 
strategy and innovation that Clayton Christensen, but also 
others, has pointed to. In table 1, on this page, the author has 
tried to illustrate this discussion within research by collecting a 
few seminal references on strategy, innovation and disruption 
from back in the day.  

I.3 Disruption defined anno 1997 
The list of research clearly illustrates that the original 

concept of disruption, in its many variations, can be defined 
a changing force for strategic management. Not only is 
disruption potentially altering the basis for competition for 
current organizations in several ways. Disruption, also, forces 
us as researchers of strategic management to change our 
conceptions of strategy, strategic management and strategy 
processes to reflect a new managerial landscape created by 
disruption. The above statement on the changing content of 
strategy is, indeed, the very background for this paper.  

Also, the author finds it important to note that the concept 
of disruption anno 2017 differs from the same concept Anno 
1997. A lot has happened since the 1990s and the seminal 
contribution to the concept of disruption, so perhaps it should 
not be too much of a surprise for us that the general public and 
its representatives, the politicians and civil servants, pay much 
attention to the idea of disruption and its effects after 20 years 
of having the concept around?  

On a personal note, the propositiion that the concept of 
disruption for good reasons has changed over the years is much 
more appealing to this author than the alternative (that 
politicians simply have not picked up on all of our work on 
disruption for 20 years or that we have failed to communicate 
its importance to said politicians?), so before we even attempt 
to define disruption as a changing force for strategic 
management in theory and practice, let us consider the driving 
forces of disruption of today. The latter is the subject of section 
II of this paper. 

 

 

TABLE I.  EXAMPLES OF EARLY IMPORTANT CONTRIBUTIONS TO 
DISRUPTION 

 [7] Strategic 
Innovation 

Strategic innovation is a means for 
planning in dynamic and turbulent 
environments, a middle-road between 
deliberate planning and emergent 
learning that requires synergy 
between thinking and acting. 
Strategic innovation is an outside-in 
approach, and it is value-driven, 
synthetic rather than analytical, 
heuristic rather than procedural, and it 
requires lateral thinking 

[8] Streams of 
innovation 

The ability manage disruptive and 
incremental streams of innovation 
leads to new markets and the possible 
rewriting of industry rules 

[9] Strategic 
innovation 

A fundamental reconceptualization of 
what the business is about, which in 
turns leads to a dramatically different 
way of playing the game in the 
industry, i.e., it is about breaking the 
rules and thinking of new ways to 
compete 

[10] Value 
innovation 

A new strategic logic that makes the 
competition irrelevant by offering 
fundamentally new and superior 
value in existing markets and by a 
quantum leap in buyer value to create 
new markets 

[11] Strategy 
innovation 

Here strategic innovation is the 
rethinking of the basis of competition 
for any company in any industry. 
Particularly new business models and 
breaking through traditional 
boundaries to create new market 
space.  

[12] Disruptive 
innovation 

Disruptive innovation is seen as the 
creation of entirely new markets and 
business models and creation of 
growth from new ways of competing 

[13] Business model 
innovation 

The fundamental reconceptualization 
of the business model and the 
reshaping of existing markets (by 
breaking the rules and changing the 
nature of competition) to achieve 
dramatic value improvements for 
customers and high growth for 
companies 

 

II  WHAT DRIVES DISRUPTION AS A CONCEPT? 
 

The concept of disruption is not a fixed and stable concept. 
Instead, the concept is still emerging as we speak. This is partly 
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because many people contribute to our understanding of the 
concept through research, thinking and practice. Also, several 
external drivers contribute to the continuous evolution of the 
concept of disruption. 

Based on the author’s research over the years, the drivers of 
the concept of disruption Anno 2017, and, hopefully, beyond, 
can be described under a number of drivers. In my recent book, 
I identified and discussed ten such drivers. For this paper, 
however, the drivers have been clustered into three categories. 
The categories are: 

A. Digitalization. 

B. Big Data and Industry 4.0. 

C. Individualization 

For an up-to-date and more comprehensive view of the new 
competitive battlefield of strategy Anno 2017 and its 
importance for the concept of strategy, please consider this 
author’s most recent book – “Fast Forward Strategy” [14]. 

II.1 Digitalization as a driver of disruption 
Much of what we think that we know about strategy and the 

forces of competition is, in fact, based on research and 
contributions that are 20-40 years old and, albeit seminal in 
nature, born under circumstances that have changed 
considerably since then. With a contingency view of (strategy) 
theory as starting-point, it is important to note that society, in 
general is in the process of moving from the industrial society 
to a different form of society known as, for instance, the 
knowledge society [14]. It is in this light that we need to 
consider the concept of disruption and the evolution of 
disruption iself. 

Consider, for instance, one of the most influential models 
of competition and competitive forces within an industry, 
Porter’s Five Forces Model of Competitive Forces [15]. The 
Five Forces model remains part of the standard toolbox of the 
strategic manager to this day. However, the model was created 
based on thinking related to the economic and strategic 
situation of the 1980s – a situation characterized by serious 
competition, predictable cyclical economic changes and 
relatively stable organizational structures [14]. 

Since the 1980’s, however, much has changed in the world. 
The development of an important internet economy over the 
past couple of decades, for instance, is one of the factors that 
has fundamentally changed economic and competitive 
conditions since then. This has led many to claim that the five 
forces model can no longer be used to explain or analyze 
dynamic changes in environmental changes for modern 
organisations [14].  

For instance, Larry Downes – co-author of one of the 
seminal works related to disruption “Unleash the Killer App” 
[5] – has published another important work for our purposes in 
this paper, “Beyond Porter” [16]. In this paper, Downes states 
that the basic assumptions (regarding environment and 
economic conditions) behind the five forces model are no 
longer valid. Based on this claim, Downes identifies three new 
forces of a state-of-the-art analysis of competition for modern 

organizations: digitalization, globalization, and deregulation 
[16]. 

The prime driver here is that of digitalization in the form of 
the emergence of new information and communications 
technology making it possible for all players in a market to 
have access to far more information than previously [14]. This 
information will make it possible to create new digital business 
models and alter competition at a rate and speed that was 
inconceivable in the 1980s, thereby changing the basis for 
competition in existing markets at an unprecedented scale [10]. 
Digitalization, therefore, drives globalization as traditional 
political and geographical boundaries lose their importance due 
to, among other things, digitalization. This, in turn, makes it 
necessary to deregulate as laws and legislation must yield to 
the forces of globalization and digitalization much as depicted 
in the model of disruptive changes shown in figure 1 and in 
“Unleash The Killer App” [5].  

Downes ‘paper is from 2001, but it seems as if very little 
has done to slow down or counter the developments outlined in 
the paper. Instead, socio-cultural development related to 
globalization such as the importance of sustainability, circular 
economy and corporate social responsibility are currents trends 
based on the forces outlined above [14]. 

II.2 Big Data and Industry 4.0 as drivers of Disruption 
Sometimes a good memory and a sense of history can be 

quite annoying. As an example, this author has been around 
long enough to have witnessed the early promises from 
research on robotics and “data mining” and been disappointed 
many times over the years. The author’s 20-odd year wait for a 
C3P0-like butler-robot to greet guests at the Drejer-household 
is a testimonial to the effects of an exponential development of 
technology – the kind that drives disruption in general [14]. 

As illustrated in figure 1, an exponential development can 
be characterized as a rather slow development in the early 
stages of the overall development. In fact, a mind thinking in 
linear terms might find the early development of exponential 
technology somewhat disappointing compared to the “usual” 
linear development of, say +10% a year. Hence this author’s 
annoyance of the “slow” emergence of robots for the home, 
unmanned cars and the so-called “Internet of Things” … 
However, an exponential development does not always come 
across as “slow”. Because the current development of 
Information and Communications Technology is created by 
Moore’s Law – a doubling of computing power every 18 
months – this development will take off big time at the so-
called “Singularity Point”. The latter is a term coined by Ray 
Kurzweil [14] that has even led to the establishment of the so-
called “Singularity University”. The point of the singularity 
point is that we are presently right in, or even right after, the 
singularity point where development speeds and the resulting 
opportunities/threats emerge much faster than business, social 
and legal systems can keep up [17]. Unmanned vehicles 
represent a functioning technology in existence, but the laws 
necessary to get unmanned cars on our roads is sadly behind 
the curve along with the necessary social changes. Apparently, 
a major issue is whether or not humans should be allowed on 
the roads of the future along with robot drivers … [14]. Two 
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current trends that the reader might appreciate along these lines 
are those of Big Data and Industry 4.0. 

Based on, among other things, idea of “Data Mining”-  
reaping the benefits of having enormous amounts of data 
available for analysis - Big Data is a relatively new term that 
has surfaced recently to the mainstream media and has become 
a buzz word for management writers and media alike. In fact, 
the very term “Big Data” was introduced in the Oxford 
Dictionary as late as 2013 as:” … Extremely large data sets 
that may be analyzed computationally to reveal patterns, 
trends, and associations, especially relating to human behavior 
and interactions … “ [18].  

However, the mainstream media and others are behind the 
curve on the development of Big Data [14]. An early study of 
the literature on Big Data in 2014 showed that the main interest 
was on the moral/philosophical and technical aspects of Big 
Data with little or no interest in the implications of Big Data on 
competition, economy and, ultimately, strategy [19]. Later 
work has made us a more knowledgeable on what Big Data is, 
for instance a recent study defines Big Data as characterized by 
Volume, Velocity, and Variety [20]. 

The important point about Big Data, however, is that the 
concept of Big Data has already moved from the conceptual 
stage to the application stage regarding services and businesses. 
There is a world of difference from the study [19] in 2014 that 
revealed little or no concrete thoughts about the application of 
Big Data in business to an already obsolete map of the existing 
“Big Data Landscape” from 2016, see figure 2. 

Figure 2: Big Data Landscape 2016 [21].¨ 

The map in figure 2 – version 3.0 of that year – is a 
reminder to us that the concept of Big Data is altering the way 
we think about business and strategy in a major way. And very 
fast too. As with robotics and unmanned vehicles, Big Data has 
already moved into the world of business and strategy faster 
than the mainstream media (and politicians and the general 
public) can fathom. Business Models based on Big Data will be 
an important factor of changing the business world of 
tomorrow, starting today [20]. 

Another, not unrelated, trend based on the availability of 
data, sensor technology, robotics and automation in general, 
deserves a mention is that of Industry 4.0. As a long-time 
researcher of the world of manufacturing, which is still an 
essential part of the business world of 2017, this author has 
studied the concepts of industry and the development of these 
driven by Information and Communications Technology, 
Automation, and New Management Systems, for more than 25 
years. Many researchers agree that research in manufacturing 
can be characterized into different, distinctive, schools of 
thought – some according to research traditions [22] and others 
according to contingent situations of management [23]. 

In accordance with the latter tradition and very much in line 
with the approach of this paper, Industry 4.0 has been 
described as the latest version of how manufacturing is 
perceived at a conceptual level in light of the advances of 
technology, automation, and management thinking, see figure 
3. 

Figure 3: The Concept of Industry 4.0 [24] 

The main point of bringing this large area into the current 
discussion as a mere illustration is to make the reader aware of 
the fact that even the manufacturing floor – the very place 
where our products become physical reality – is becoming the 
victim of the concept of disruption [14]. This will change the 
world of workers and organizations related to manufacturing 
all over the world in the years to come as well as those of us 
who merely consume the products being produced by industry 
4.0. 

In summary, the derived effects of the exponential 
development of Information and Technology that is behind the 
very concept of disruption have some profound implications 
for the way we live and exist tomorrow. – also as researchers 
and practitioners of strategic management. Other important 
effects, however, are socio-cultural and pertain to the very life 
we lead. 

II.3 Individualization as a driver of Disruption 
The continuing evolution of Disruption seems to both help 

create and is being sustained by several socio-cultural changes 
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among customers and markets [14]. The starting-point for this 
driver is that of individualization and starts with technology. 
As more and more services and business models are becoming 
digitalized, it becomes possible – or even necessary – to tailor 
services and relations with customers individually [14]. 

First, the tailoring/individualization being made possible by 
digitalization leads to the dismantling of the perception of a 
market as a uniform whole that may need to be divided into a 
limited number of segment – a perception born of the industrial 
age. Instead, we are looking at a perception of the market as 
consisting of (individual) customers each with unique needs 
and demands [14]. This leads to some of the more interesting 
modern strategy research, where the needs of customers are  
the very centre of strategies and business model, consider for 
instance the work on “Blue Ocean Strategy” [7] or Hamel & 
Prahalad´s contributions to the strategy field [10]. 

Second, the author find that philosophers and others have 
started to discuss a more basic changed in societal form away 
from the industrial society towards what, for instance, Giddens 
has labelled a post-modern society [25]. In such a society, in 
man is more reflecting and free from traditions and customs of 
old 25]. Obviously, the latter idea draws on earlier works by 
people such as Toffler [26] and others [27]., but it seems as if 
the ideas of a societal change are currently becoming reality in 
much the same manner as the disruptive technologies of figure 
1, albeit a little slower. However, just as the author has 
mentioned exponential growth of technology – and been 
disappointed of the perceived slow growth in the beginning - 
only to find that when the technologies really take off, it is hard 
to keep up, perhaps we find that the post-modern society is 
developing faster than we can imagine? 

Notwithstanding the critique of Giddens from people such 
as Bourdieu [28], it seems as if the disruption is creating 
changes in society on a grand scale. Consider, for instance, our 
family patterns. In Denmark, the National Office of Statistics 
used three categories to denote citizen’s marital status in 1950 
– in 2017 the number of categories has grown to 29! [14]. 
Something is certainly happening, but to label this 
“individualization” alone is probably a misrepresentation. The 
emergence of shared economy and services such as Airbnb, 
Uber and others suggests that we are still willing to part of 
communities albeit communities of a less stable and more 
short-lived nature than traditional communities. 

The main point, however, is clear: when disruption anno 
1997 connects with the market, the effects are enormous. 
Consider, for example, what streaming services such as Netflix 
have done to the traditional notion of flow-TV or what Twitter 
has done to American politics. No pun intended, almost. The 
effects in the market place are certainly part of the continuing 
evolution of the concept of disruption. 

It is within the context of this development that we must 
view the emphasis on uniqueness and unique competitive 
advantage that has flourished recently, seminally exemplified 
by Tovstiga [29]. 

II.4 Disruption defined Anno 2017 
To this author, it is important to note that the concept of 

disruption has evolved since its origins. When it originated, the 
concept was primarily an advancement in theory – a concept 
that thanks to Clayton M. Christensen [3] help us explain why 
certain kinds of technological change will topple current 
market leaders in favor of new ones, whereas other types of 
technological change tend to sustain current market leaders. 
When the idea of exponential technological change was born, 
almost at the same time, a lot of researchers concluded that the 
idea of competition and, therefore, strategic management 
needed to be changed in light of disruption and the effects of 
disruption. Obviously, this was important to the scientific 
community and to managers and entrepreneurs riding the first 
wave of what was to come, but hardly noticed by the general 
public and its representatives, the legislators. 

This has since changed. Disruption Anno 2017 does not 
only urge us to find out new ways to conduct strategic 
management in theory and practice. Disruption Anno 2017 is a 
force that forces us to rethink how we define our societies, 
families and social structures in order to survive in the future. 
Disruption anno 2017 is a force that changes society as we 
know it. 

III  RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY 
Even if the author may have exaggerated a bit to underline 

the point, it is important to present research on the effects of 
disruption. While some prefer to work on the societal level – 
and perhaps the current Danish Government were not stupid in 
appointing an advisory board on disruption after all? – this 
author prefers to work with organizations as the unit of 
analysis.  

Furthermore, this author prefers to do research on strategic 
management in practice. Plenty is written on the theoretical 
aspects of strategic management – both on environment, 
content, and process as well as many other subjects. However, 
all of this theory comes alive and evolves when subjected to 
meeting the reality of managing an organization at the strategic 
level. 

Thus, in the remains of this paper, we will limit ourselves to 
consider an individual organization and 1) how disruption 
affects this organization and 2) how disruption forces the 
organization to rethink its approach to strategic management. 

We have chosen a rather unlikely candidate as case, as the 
organization under study is a supplier of physical components 
to, mainly, the wind turbine industry called Sjolund. At first 
glance, Sjolund has all the makings of an traditional industrial 
company – big machines are everywhere, it is dirty and noisy, 
and blue collar workers abound. Sjolund machines aluminium 
into large and small components of wind turbines, trains, and 
parts of buildings, e.g. window frames, support beams and 
others. Traditionally, the key process in doing so has been that 
of rolling – an old technology involving a lot of force and a lot 
of experience on the part of the workers involved. A very 
unlikely candidate to feel the effects of disruption indeed, but 
even here – in the industrial backbone of Denmark’s businesses 
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– disruption has concequences, and forces managers to 
reconsider the how and why of strategic management. 

Methodologically, we are in the realm of a case-study but 
in the form of action-research. The author has received 
permission to work with the CEO of Sjolund and his team of 
top managers on ways to improve their approach to strategic 
management. This has happened over a period of two years 
centered around monthly workshops during which different 
process and content tools to strategic management have been 
applied in practice. Those that the collective of us deemed to 
benefit Sjolund were put to permanent use, and after some time 
a new – more learning based – approach to strategic 
management emerged. 

IV  CASE ANALYSIS 
 

In this section, we will present the case analysis of the case 
company, Sjolund, a Danish-based SME that acts supplier to 
several markets and that has had to rethink its approach to 
strategic management due to the forces of disruption. 

IV.1 Context and theoretical background 
First, let us clarify our starting-point regarding the subject 

of research in this case – that of strategic management divided 
into content and process. 

Regarding the content of strategic management, the 
starting-point is that when one visits the different applications 
of the concept of strategy, ones quickly realize that strategy has 
become an everyday word that we used as part of our general 
vocabulary. Today, people can declare to have “a strategy” for 
buying a house, getting a job, or setting up a date! However, in 
professional use, strategy is applied to the firm at many levels: 
a firm as a whole at the corporate level (corporate strategy); to 
parts of a firm (business strategy and functional strategy), e.g. 
marketing strategy or R&D strategy; and specific activities 
within the departments of the firm (operational strategy), such 
as quality strategy. Therefore, strategy means many different 
things and the various applications of the notion of strategy 
have made it somewhat blurred. One must wonder: how are all 
these different uses and concepts related to each other? And 
what do all these concepts mean? This author’s starting-point is 
the definition of strategy offered by Johnson & Scholes:” … 
Strategy is the direction and scope of an organization over the 
long-term: which achieves advantage for the organization 
through its configuration of resources within a challenging 
environment, to meet the needs of markets and to fulfill 
stakeholder expectations …” [29]. From this definition, it is 
possible to identify activities and decisions by the management 
of the case company and analyze how these change over time. 

Regarding the process of strategy, the traditional approach 
to the strategy process is that of strategic planning, strategic 
management as the result of deliberate, rational and optimizing 
actions on the part of managers. As the reader (hopefully) is 
aware, the idea of strategic planning has attracted much 
criticism over the past 25 years. For instance, William Starbuck 
cites a study by Brinyer and Norburn were they found that 
firm's profitability correlates only very weakly with the 
formality of planning. Starbuck's conclusion is that: "Planning 

and strategizing generally make unimportant contributions to 
profits..." [28].  

Of course, the idea of decisions being made as a result of 
deliberate, rational, and "economic" action is not the only one 
in the literature. At least three other ideas exist: 

1) The idea of decisions controlled by the logic of identity 
through a system of organizational structures, rules, roles, 
and habits. 
2) The idea of decisions strongly influenced by the 
interactive environments of which the decisions are part. 
3) The idea that the outcome of a decision is not important 
for understanding how decisions are made. 

 
Our starting-point is that of decisions influenced by the 

interactive environment of which the decisions are part. This 
starting-point has led people such as Quinn to propose the 
notion of logical incrementalism to describe strategy 
formation. Quinn concludes: "… My data suggest that when 
well-managed major organizations make significant changes 
in strategy, the approaches they use frequently bear little 
resemblance to the rational, analytical systems so often 
described in the planning literature…" [32], Logical 
incrementalism denotes successful strategies in practice, a 
process of the gradual evolution of strategy driven by 
conscious managerial thought. In other words, rather than 
major strategic revolutions, managers seemed to formulate and 
implement strategies in small, incremental, steps. There is a 
logical step from this stance to the notion of “emergent 
strategy” as advocated by Richard Lynch [33]. With Lynch, 
the author sees the strategy process as a process is whose final 
objective is undecided and where elements are developed as 
the strategy unfolds over time [33], [14]. 

IV.2 The Case Company 
Our case company, Sjolund, presents itself as a traditional 

industrial company. It is an SME with annual sales of more 
than 25 million euro and a workforce of about 100 men strong. 
Originally based on the technology of rolling, the company has 
been in existence for 40-odd years, the last 20 under the 
ownership and management of CEO Soren Ravn. 

 

Figure 4: Sjolund owner/CEO, Soren Ravn in front of some of his products. 

70

6th Annual Global Healthcare Conference (GHC 2017)

GSTF © 2017.

7th Annual International Conference on Business Strategy in the Age of Disruption (BizStrategy 2017)



 

Traditionally, Sjolund has thrived as a sub-supplier based 
on deep expert-knowledge about its key process of rolling, 
specializing deeply in and around the process of rolling and 
creating competitive advantage with this focus on a rather rare 
and knowledge intensive process that customers have had the 
tendency to outsource rather than deal with themselves. As 
such a supplier, Sjolund has been a prime example of the 
back-bone of Denmark’s industrial landscape – there have 
been many firms like Sjolund in Denmark’s industrial history. 
As a contrast to neighbours Sweden and Germany, where 
industry is driven by large-scale manufacturers, Denmark is 
characterized by having few large-scale manufacturers and 
many SMEs, many of which specialize in one or few 
processes rather than in products or components. Within the 
realm of manufacturing philosophies, this industrial structure 
has led some to suggest that this kind of approach – which is 
found also in Italy and other places – is a viable alternative to 
the idea of mass-production. This is labelled “flexible 
specialization” – an approach based on flexible—multi-use—
equipment, skilled workers, and the creation, of an industrial 
community that restricts the forms of competition to those 
favoring innovation [34].  

 
A traditional craft-based industrial company that has 

thrived and made results for a long time, Sjolund can be 
viewed as an unlikely candidate for an organisation that works 
with modern approaches to strategic management in light of 
the pressure of disruption. And that is precisely the point – 
there is a lot to learn from this case. 

IV.3 The case of a new approach to strategic management 
A minor detail will be explained to place the case further 

in context. Under Danish corporate Law, there is a legal 
distinction between the top management of an organization 
and its (external) Board of Directors, the latter representing 
the owners of the organization without working directly for 
the organization. In the case of Sjolund, which is owned solely 
by its CEO, this corresponds to a situation where a UK 
company has several non-executive board members one of 
which is its chairman. 

 
In the case of Sjolund, the background for the case study 

was the fact that the board of the company for years had 
insisted that the top management team of the company 
prepared rather traditional strategic plans according to the 
“rule book” of strategic planning. This insistance was to 
everybody’s dissatisfaction, since the plans were never 
implemented. Outside and unforeseen events – such as major 
changes in customer demands, new large order or sometimes 
just the creativity of its owner/CEO – always seemed to pop 
up taken the Board by surprise. An example of the CEO’s 
creativity is that of buying, implementing and starting to sell 
components from a 3D printer to entirely new customers 
(other suppliers in similar parts of the value chain as Sjolund) 
– something that had “just happened” between two of the 
author’s bi-monthly visits to the company. 

 

After having wrestled with his board and strategic 
planning for years, the CEO of the case company contacted 
this author for advice. Unable to give him a ready-made 
answer, the author instead presented the idea of emergent and 
learning-based approach to strategic management. and 
proposed a collaboration based on the principles of action 
research for an extended period. 

 
The collaboration, which is now in its third year, several 

results can be reported. By learning from past successes 
(rather than failures), we found that disruption already has 
made impact in one of the businesses of Sjolund, that of the 
building industry. New IT solutions have made it possible for 
architects and builders to create unique and spectacular 
solutions in buildings – solutions that needs to be supported by 
suppliers of components such as support beams and window 
frames. The management of Sjolund was quick to invest in 
technologies – IT and automated milling machine among 
others – to enable the organization to rise to these emerging 
demands from its customers. 

 

Based on this success, the top management decided that 
Sjolund needed to move from being a specialist in one process 
(rolling) to mastering several process technologies, including 
welding and assembly. The latter enabled Sjolund to bid for the 
delivery of larger and more complex components in its largest 
business, the wind turbine industry. Having managed to expand 
its portfolio of products in the wind turbine industry, Sjolund 
was able to engage in a dialogue with its customers about its 
future status. Presently, the notion of becoming a “Tier One” 
supplier to its main customers within the wind turbine industry 
is being kicked around and investigated in a continuous 
dialogue. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 5: One of the more prestigious examples of the context of Sjolund’s 
components – the delivery of 11.000 unique parts to window frames in a 

uniquely designed building. 
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The reason why the author has been able to trace these 
patterns of decisions, experiments and actions is that the 
patterns have been documented and described in detail by the 
author. Over the course of the case study, a practice of strategic 
management has emerged that consists of a monthly meeting of 
the top management team of Sjolund with its two non-
executive board members. These meetings are documented in 
an easily accessible form, see figure 6. Furthermore, each 
meeting is prepared by interviews of each the participants in 
the meeting, also on a monthly basis. 

 

Figure 6: Example of the documentation of strategic learnings in the case. 

The reader must forgive that figure 6 is in Danish. It is 
merely meant to convey that the monthly strategy meetings at 
Sjolund are being documented in a simple format that is 
recognizable for the participants and easy for fill out in the 
course of meetings. The current format has, naturally, emerged 
over time and is subject to further development. 

At every point in time, the strategic management of the 
case company focuses on a number (no more than five at a 
time) themes that are deemed the most relevant for the case 
company at that time. Themes may change over time, but 
typical last for more than six months. Still, every meeting starts 
with the question of what themes should be “in play” for the 
next period. This is where new themes emerge. For instance, 
due to a “strong wish” of a major customer the theme of buying 

a smaller supplier in eastern Europe has emerged as a new 
theme in the spring of 2017.  

Based on experience, the number of themes are kept at a 
minimum – no more than five themes are dealt with at the same 
time. This is due to the resources of the organization and the 
realization that it is better to solve (fewer) tasks than merely to 
identify (many) tasks. Furthermore, for each theme a number of 
actions are identified at the monthly meetings. Each action is 
specified in general and assigned to a member of the 
organization with a deadline typically before the next monthly 
meeting. The number of actions are also kept low. 

In this way, the top management of the case company has 
created a process where strategy is a continuous part of the 
agenda of top management, where it is possible to react to or 
create sudden emerging changes, and possible to maintain a 
number of stable elements in the strategy of the company at the 
same time. 

Of course, there have been failures along the way. A joint-
venture with a foreign partner had to be dismantled within a 
year of its creation and some themes, e.g. leadership values, 
have proven difficult to handle in practice. Still, top 
management of the case company is a lot less frustrated with 
strategic management than when they tried to conduct strategic 
planning by the book. Also, the top management has realized 
that the process of strategic management itself is also subject to 
changes and learning. 

IV.4 Interpretation 
Now, let us interpret on the case-study in its current from. 

The results of the case-study are presented in an abridged that 
does not do justice to the amount of work and learning 
involved. Literally, hundreds of interviews have been 
conducted, dozens of meetings have held and documented, and 
hours and hours have been spent on the action research. Also, 
the research is on-going, even though the time to shift attention 
to another, equally interesting, organization is nearing. Still, 
some things have been concluded at present. 

It is interesting how the concept of disruption is influencing 
the strategic management task of the case company by creating 
opportunities and/or threats even for a rather traditional, 
industrial and technology-based SME in Denmark. 
Technologies, such as IT, 3D printing and so on, are creating 
opportunities to design and create organic and stunning forms 
that alter the way we perceive buildings, cars, windows and 
many other shapes. The latter creates opportunities for those 
who supply components that make up these shapes – if they 
can create said shapes in the right quality at the right price. At 
Sjolund, a number of giant flowers for a Chinese amusement 
park was created by hand in the traditional way – because 
money was not an issue when it came to such one-of-a-kind 
products. That cannot be said of components ordered by major 
car manufacturers, here automation and new technologies are 
absolutely necessary to even bid for the orders. Furthermore, 
disruption in the form of globalization alters the task of 
strategic management for Sjolund. Rather wisely, the company 
chose to become international with the wind turbine industry, 
for instance by establishing manufacturing in China. The 
decision to become international creates new opportunities 
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from China and other places where Sjolund is visible, e.g. large 
building/construction orders in Dubai, and so on.  

It seems clear that disruption is altering competition and the 
strategic management task for Sjolund. This is not necessarily a 
bad thing! By rising to the opportunities offered, Sjolund may 
create new competitive advantages and competencies to replace 
the old ones of specializing in one process technology. 

In terms of strategic management, it seems to this author 
that the management of Sjolund has engaged in working with 
emergent strategy in practice with an open mind. It seems that 
a major strength of emergent strategy is that it is, still, goal-
oriented, albeit in a manner that recognises that goals may 
change over time. This has been of importance to the managers 
of the case company – rather naturally since their livelihood 
depend of the results of their organization. But, by learning 
about the principles of emergent strategy, the managers have 
come to accept that goals may change – and perhaps should 
change. It has been particularly interesting to see how the 
realization that maximizing profit of the organization need not 
be the only and fixed objective of the strategic management of 
their organisation has freed managers to try out experiments. 
We have already mentioned the CEO’s spontaneous purchasing 
and implementation of a 3D printer – an action made easier by 
the realization that it is an experiment in disruption that may 
benefit the company later. Not that said CEO really needed 
reinforcement when it comes to implementing his creative 
ideas, but still – many organizations that are 40-something old 
struggle with experiments, creativity and innovation. This is 
not the case at Sjolund. Additionally, themes that would 
normally be considered “soft” or “irrational” have found a 
place in the strategic management of the case company due to 
the principles of emergent strategy. For instance, the company 
has made a (small) investment in a communications officer 
who has seriously updated internal and external 
communication to stakeholders. Based on feedback from 
employees and other stakeholders, this experiment seems to 
have been a viable investment measured in economic terms, 
not to mention in goodwill from stakeholders. 

It seems clear that the principles of emergent strategy can 
be applied successfully even in a technologically driven SME 
and that many benefits are reaped from doing so. It also seems 
that this is not at the cost of earnings (the case company still 
makes very good results at the bottom-line) or the feeling of 
control on part of top management. 

Naturally, the journey is not over for the case company. 
Disruption will continue to influence the environment and 
strategic management task of the organization. During recent 
months, top management has identified Industry 4.0 as a force 
to be reckoned with – who knows what industry 4.0 will do to 
the manufacturing of wind turbines in the coming years? – and 
attempts to gain proactive knowledge, e.g. by means of 
benchmarking, have been taken to action. The attempts to gain 
proactive knowledgde is clearly new for the top managers of 
the case company and is, actually, something that has increased 
the managers’ sense of being in control of the strategic destiny 
of Sjolund. 

V  CONCLUSIONS 
The purpose of this paper is to illustrate the effects of 

disruption on a selected case company. The reason for this is 
found in the concept of Disruption itself, as the concept of 
disruption is itself changing and emerging as we speak. The 
author, therefore, devoted the first part of the paper to a 
discussion of the concept of Disruption in an attempt to show 
that disruption has evolved from its roots in technological 
innovation to a force that makes it necessary for us to 
reconsider how we think about strategy and how strategic 
management is done. The discussion of disruption even shows 
that Disruption has become a force related to global 
development and has won a much-deserved place on the 
agenda of visionary top managers and Governments. 

The importance of Disruption makes it even more 
necessary and relevant to look at how ordinary organisations 
and companies feel the effects of disruption in its different 
forms. 

In order to achieve this end, this paper has presented the 
research on a case company, Sjolund, in which top 
management has attempted, somewhat successfully, to change 
the way they conduct strategic management in light of a 
changing strategic management task. Through a process of 
action research, the principles of emergent strategy are applied 
and process solutions, tools, and models are developed and 
tried out in practice. Some of these have found to work for the 
top management of the case company, while others are 
abandoned in favor of others. 

The author hopes that the case study will contribute to the 
general body of knowledge as both an illustration of the effects 
of disruption on a rather unlikely candidate and as an 
inspiration to find and present other cases of disruption and 
changes to how strategic management is conducted in practice. 
We have known about the principles of emergent strategy and 
disruption for quite some time, perhaps it is time to put both 
conceptions to use so that we may learn from practicing rather 
than preaching? 
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