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Abstract
This dissertation is dedicated to extending scholarly understanding of organizational
transformation in the context of disruptive change. For this purpose, three independent studies
explore both organizational- and individual-level aspects of organizational transformation. In
doing so, this dissertation integrates two literature streams – disruptive innovation theory and
organizational identity. Study 1 lays the ground by providing a descriptive, thematic analysis
of organizational transformation induced by digital innovations and technologies. The paper
systematically reviews 58 articles to critically assesses where, how and by whom research on
digital transformation is conducted and how it unfolds at the organizational level. Studies 2 and
3 are located at the intersection of disruptive innovation adoption and organizational identity in
the context of incumbent firms. Both studies apply an inductive, field-based single case design
and primarily build on qualitative data gathered from 39 (Study 2) and 35 (Study 3) semistructured personal interviews at a major German car manufacturer. Study 2 examines how
organizational identity change unfolds in an incumbent attempting to adopt multiple different
disruptions at the same time, while Study 3 moves more towards the individual-level and
attempts to understand how and why organizational members respond heterogeneously to
disruption. Overall, this dissertation contributes in the following ways: (1) Studies 1 and 2
extend the conceptual- and organizational-level knowledge of disruptive innovation adoption
during organizational transformation. In particular, Study 2 shows that different drivers of
identity-induced organizational transformation become observable, dependent on the nature of
a disruption, (2) Studies 2 and 3 extend the individual-level knowledge of organizational
member’s attitudes and behavior during identity-threatening organizational transformation. For
this purpose, Study 3 develops a typology which gives evidence for the existence of three types
of member’s sensitivities and shows that identity and knowledge function as cognitive frames
of reference to interpret change, whereas culture is seen as a contextual factor to support the
transformation of identity and knowledge.
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1.1

Relevance of the topic and research gaps

The study of change and development within organizations is one of the great themes in
management research. Accordingly, organizational transformation has been an enduring
concept and a recurrent theme in the course of the past decades (Kanter, 1990; Pettigrew, 2012;
Tichy, 1983). The conceptual and empirical insights into this exciting field which have been
provided by extant research, are characterized by their theoretical interdisciplinarity,
fragmentation, and cross-culturalism (Pettigrew, Woodman, & Cameron, 2001).
Since the 1980s, the research theme of organizational transformation has been increasingly
devoted to the impact of radical change and disruptive innovation (Besson & Rowe, 2012;
Pettigrew, 1985; Scott Morton, 1991; Tushman & Romanelli, 1985; Tushman, Newman, &
Romanelli, 1986). This new wave started to explore how incumbent firms adapt to disruptive
external changes and new technology (e.g., Christensen, 1997; Danneels, 2002; Tushman &
Anderson, 1986) and identified various barriers to adaptation and antecedents of organizational
inertia (e.g. Gerstner, König, Enders, & Hambrick, 2013; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008).
Particularly today, in such a complex and dynamic business environment fueled by the
unprecedented rise of digital technologies and information systems (Besson & Rowe, 2012),
making sense of and responding to disruptive change is a critical challenge for incumbent firms
(Ansari, Garud, & Kumaraswamy, 2016; Kammerlander, König, & Richards, 2018; Yu &
Hang, 2010). Employees have a greater need than ever before to understand what their
organization stands for and how it is affected (e.g. Albert, Ashforth, & Dutton, 2000; Ashforth,
Harrison, & Corley, 2008; Piening, Salge, Antons, & Kreiner, 2020). Thus, organizational
transformation induced by new technology and disruptive societal and business change has
remained a subject of highest interest to both practitioners and theorists.
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Disruptive change however has implications beyond technology and business models, as it
might challenge organizational member’s cognitive values and beliefs (Tripsas, 2009).
Accordingly, as suggested by Altman and Tripsas (2015), an organization’s strategic
transformation often requires a concurrent shift in its identity to make the strategic change
effective. This strategy-identity nexus in organizational transformation is at the heart of this
dissertation. While strategy is concerned with what organizations do, organizational identity
captures who or what organizations are believed to be (Ravasi, Tripsas, & Langley, 2020).
When executives guide their organization’s transformation in the context of disruption,
organizational actions and decisions need to be aligned with member’s perceptions of
organizational identity. Potential inconsistencies of a disruptive technology or event with
member’s identity perceptions affect their attitude towards transformation and may foster
change resistance. Hence, in their attempt to transform, organizations need to address both
organizational- and individual-level identity-related sensitivities. Delving deeply into this
intertwined relationship of disruptive change and organizational identity is an important
perspective which might advance our understanding of overall organizational transformation.
Despite their important theoretical and practical implications, specific aspects and facets of
organizational transformation at the intersection of disruptive innovation and organizational
identity remain unexplored. Therefore, this dissertation project seeks to tackle four major
shortcomings in extant research.
First, an increasing number of studies has depicted digital technologies as a major asset for
leveraging organizational transformation, given their disruptive nature and cross-organizational
and systemic effects (Besson and Rowe 2012). At the beginning of Study 1 in 2017, there was
no scholarly overview available which synthesized this vast and heterogeneous literature on
digital transformation. Hence, it is the right time to map the territory and reflect on the current
state of scholarly knowledge of digital transformation.
Second, past research has shown that when incumbent firms try to adapt to disruptive
change, their existing organizational identity may need to change to in order to move the
2
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organizational transformation process forward. Despite a remarkable stream of research on
identity change (e.g. Altman & Tripsas, 2015; Corley & Gioia, 2004; Tripsas, 2009), some
facets of the identity change process remain unexplored. For instance, previous studies have
predominantly adopted a purely domain-focused conceptualization of identity (ties to products
or industry membership) (e.g. Livengood & Reger, 2010; O’Reilly & Tushman’s, 2004;
Tripsas, 2009), hence neglecting the distinct influence of the recently introduced facet of
organizational role identity (Kammerlander et al., 2018). This development is highly important
because while embracing a disruption may be consistent with a firm’s domain identity, it may
well challenge its role identity and thereby hinder the identity change process and eventually
the overall organizational transformation.
Third, few studies so far have offered an integrative investigation of multiple levels and
contexts of analysis in studying organizational transformation (Pettigrew et al., 2001). Most
commonly, past studies have largely provided empirical examinations of organizational
transformation in the context of a single change event, such as digitalization (Kammerlander et
al., 2018; Tripsas, 2009), a corporate spin-off (Corley & Gioia, 2004), a corporate merger
(Clark et al., 2010), or competitive and economic threats at different periods in a firm’s history
(Ravasi & Schultz, 2006). What we lack is an empirical account of why and how organizational
transformation occurs within the same organization in the presence of multiple change triggers,
e.g. multiple disruptions. Further, the extant discussion has thus far mainly centered around the
organization as a level of analysis (e.g. Kammerlander et al., 2018, Markus, 2004; Tripsas,
2009) but neglected the individual level. More specifically, this calls for more research which
disentangles the dynamism of organizational- and individual-level change within the same
organization.
Fourth, previous studies separately examined the relationship of identity with either
knowledge (e.g. Nag, Corley, & Gioia, 2007) or culture (e.g. Ravasi & Schultz, 2006) to
understand how and why organizations respond to disruptive changes or pursue transformation.
Nevertheless, the dynamic interplay of the concepts of identity, knowledge and culture and how
3
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they impact member’s transformation sensitivities both at the organizational- and individual
level have not been fully explored yet. Therefore, the extant discussion would benefit from a
meaningful and empirically derived typology of member’s disruption sensitivities at the
intersection of identity, knowledge and culture.
In sum, this dissertation project focuses on both organizational- and individual-level aspects
of organizational transformation in the context of multiple disruptions from a mainly identityrelated perspective. In doing so, this dissertation addresses one major and three minor research
goals related to its three independent studies. Figure 1 provides an overview of the studies of
this dissertation.
Corporate
Entrepreneurship

Organizational
Knowledge

Disruptive Innovation

Study 2, 3

Organizational Identity

Study 1

Technological
Disruption

Organizational
Culture

Figure 1: Overview of studies

1.2

Research objectives

First, the overarching research goal of this dissertation is to contribute to a better
understanding of organizational transformation by integrating the literature streams of
disruptive innovation (e.g. Bower & Christensen, 1995; Christensen, 1997; Markides, 2006)
and organizational identity (e.g. Albert & Whetten, 1985; Gioia, Patvardhan, Hamilton, &
Corley, 2013; Gioia, Schulz, & Corley, 2000). As the dissertation moves from study to study,
the level of analysis shifts from the organizational level (Study 1) towards an integrative
perspective including the individual-level (Study 2, and especially Study 3) as well as from a
4
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single context to multiple contexts (one disruption in Study 1; three disruptions in Study 2; four
disruptions in Study 3).
Second, within the past decade digital transformation has emerged as a key theme in the
field of disruptive innovation and organizational transformation. Accordingly, scholarly
attention was on a steady rise leading to a significant increase in the number of papers
addressing different technological and organizational aspects of digital transformation. To
increase transparency and move the field forward, the objective is to map the territory and
reflect on the current state of knowledge. Specifically, this dissertation aims at providing a
descriptive, thematic analysis of the field by critically assessing where, how and by whom
research on digital transformation is conducted and how it unfolds at the organizational level.
This objective is accomplished in Study 1 (see Chapter 4).
Third, this dissertation aims to advance the understanding of the nature of identity change as
a facilitator for organizational transformation by adopting a multi-faceted identity
conceptualization. This objective is accomplished in Study 2 (see Chapter 5), which explores
the dynamism of domain identity, role identity and symbolic and formal identity referents, and
looks at it in the context of multiple disruptions simultaneously taking place in a single
organization. In doing so, Study 2 provides a strong foundation from which to derive novel
insights into the nature of organizational transformation and disruptive innovation from an
identity perspective.
Fourth, organizational theory could be evolved by combining identity theory with research
on organizational knowledge and organizational culture. In doing so, this dissertation aims to
develop a typology that provides a comprehensive conceptualization of organizational
member’s sensitivities in the context of disruption and transformation. This helps theorists and
practitioners to understand why members respond heterogeneously when current claims and
manifestations of identity, knowledge and culture are threatened and thereby gain a deeper
understanding of managing organizational transformation. This objective is accomplished in
Study 3 (see Chapter 6).
5
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1.3

Structure of the dissertation

Chapter 2 presents the current state of the literature regarding disruptive innovation
adoption, organizational identity theory, and their intersections in the context of incumbent
firms, thereby identifying the research gaps tackled in the three studies of this dissertation.
Chapter 3 provides a brief account of the three studies including their respective methodical
approaches and contributions. Chapters 4 to 6 contain the three studies. This dissertation closes
with Chapter 7 by discussing the overall theoretical and practical implications of this work and
suggestions for future research. Figure 2 illustrates the structure of this dissertation thesis.

Chapter 1 | Introduction

Chapter 2 | State of the Literature
Chapter 2.1 |
Disruptive Innovation

Chapter 2.2 |
Organizational Identity

Chapter 2.3 |
Integrating the Two Literatures

Chapter 3 | Outline of the Dissertation
Chapter 4 | Digital Transformation
- A Review, Synthesis and Opportunities for Future Research
Chapter 5 | Identity Change in The Context of Multiple Disruptions:
The Interplay of Domain Identity, Role Identity and Identity Referents
Chapter 6 | The Interplay of Organizational Identity, Knowledge and Culture:
A Typology Of Member's Responses to Disruption
Chapter 7 | General Discussion, Future Research and Limitations

Figure 2: Structure of the dissertation
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2

State of the literature
This chapter presents the current state of the literature and theoretical background on the

topics of disruptive innovation (Section 2.1) and organizational identity (Section 2.2) in the
context of incumbent firms. Furthermore, Section 2.3 integrates both literature streams and
shows their intersections.
Chapter 2 | State of the literature
2.1
2.1.1

Disruptive innovation
Definition and reflective review

Disruptive innovation theory was most prominently introduced by Clayton Christensen
(1997) in his seminal book “The Innovator’s Dilemma”. Based on observations from the diskdrive industry, Christensen developed the argument that when incumbents are faced with
innovations that have a unique constellation of attributes (such as material, design,
functionality) and do not come along the traditional technology-market trajectory, incumbents
tend to languish or fail. Instead, new market entrants lead the development of such disruptive
innovations. In contrast, sustaining innovations are innovations that improve products or
services for mainstream customers in a traditional market logic and are mostly commercialized
by incumbents. Many efforts have been made and a number of industries have been studied to
advance scholarly understanding of disruptive innovations, including semiconductors
(d’Arbeloff, 1996), retailing (Christensen & Tedlow, 2000), printing and newspapers (Gilbert,
2005), management consulting (Christensen et al., 2013), motorcycles and cars (Christensen &
Raynor, 2003), management education (Christensen et al., 2003), digital video recorders
(Ansari et al., 2016), and pharmaceuticals (Kapoor & Klueter, 2015).
Over time, the use of the term disruptive innovation has widened from its original
formulation by Christensen (1997) and a heated discussion unfolded (e.g. Adner 2002; Bower
& Christensen 1995; Chesbrough 2001; Danneels 2004; Gillbert 2003; Govindarajan & Kopalle
2004, 2006; Henderson 2006; Markides 1998, 2006; Tellis 2006). Accordingly, despite this
7
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widespread use of the term by both academics and managers, there is still some inconsistency
and dispute regarding the actual definition of disruptive innovation (Yu & Hang, 2010). Most
generally, scholars agree on labelling an innovation as disruptive if (1) it has inferior product
functionality in the beginning (Adner, 2002; Christensen, 1997), (2) emerges from low end
market segments or new markets (Christensen, 1997), (3) does not initially appeal to
mainstream customers (Christensen, Raynor & McDonald, 2015), (4) introduces different
architectures for transforming inputs into outputs (Christensen & Bower, 1996), and (5)
involves shifts in value chain and value capture (Ansari, Garud, & Kumaraswamy, 2016).
Especially noteworthy is Markides’ (2006) contribution, who in his critical review proposes
to distinguish between disruptive technological, business model, and product innovations.
While they may have equally disruptive effects on incumbent firms, they produce different
market outcomes and have different practical implications to executives. He specifically
summarizes about the latter two types of disruptive innovations. In his view, business model
innovation captures the discovery of a new business model which enlarges an existing business
and market by either attracting new customers or increasing spending behavior of existing
customers. Also, instead of introducing new products or services, a business model innovation
redefines what existing products or services are and how they are presented to the customer. A
good example is Amazon, who did not discover bookselling but radically revolutionized it. In
contrast, disruptive product innovations disrupt value propositions and disturb existing
consumer habits and behaviors. They are also disruptive to producers because they demand
different competences and are built on different complementary assets. Usually, disruptive
product innovations result from disruptive technologies (Markides & Geroski, 2005).
Two interesting avenues for future research arise within the field of disruptive innovation,
which are of central interest to this dissertation. First, a lot of empirical work has effectively
documented how the disruption process of various technologies unfolds in different industries
(e.g. Christensen, 1997; Gilbert, 2003; Rosenbloom & Christensen, 1994). In the past two
decades, information and digital technologies took center stage within the discussion of
8
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disruptive innovations (Zammuto et al., 2007). The majority of digital technologies have a
disruptive nature and induce cross-organizational and systemic effects (Besson & Rowe 2012;
Karimi & Walter, 2015) as they may represent new product innovations, dislocate existing
processes, and introduce new business models (Cui & Pan 2015; Li et al., 2017; Zeng et al.
2008). What remains unknown are the peculiarities of digital transformation and how exactly
it unfolds at the industry- and organizational-level. Further, the management and information
science community has witnessed a significant rise in conceptual and empirical studies devoted
to advancing scholarly understanding of digital transformation in the context of disruptive
innovation adoption (see Kohli & Melville, 2019). Yet, this knowledge is dispersed, fragmented
and unorganized and in need of consolidation.
Second, how should incumbent firms cope with disruptive innovations or disruptive external
changes within their industry? For example, Christensen (1997) proposed that incumbents
should set up autonomous organizational units with the dedicated task to develop and
commercialize the new innovation. Other options identified by extant research include
aggressively investing in existing capabilities to slow down or delay the disruption (Adner &
Kapoor, 2016; Utterback, 1994) or to retreat from the market and enter new profitable niches
(Adner & Snow, 2010). Chapter 2.1.3 elaborates on this subject and examines how incumbent
firms respond to disruptive innovation and why they face adoption inertia.

2.1.2

Digital transformation as disruptive innovation

Digital transformation has emerged as an important topic both for practitioners (e.g.
Fitzgerald et al., 2014; Westerman et al., 2011) as well as for academia (e.g. Bharadwaj et al.,
2013; Kohli & Melville, 2018). While digital technologies are at the core of digital
transformation, its intricate implications are beyond technology itself and induce profound
changes at various levels, encompassing society, industries, organizations and the individual
level (Agarwal et al., 2010; Majchrzak et al., 2016). From a historical perspective, digital
transformation is not entirely new and the notion that information technologies has
9
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transformative potential has already been discussed by previous studies (Zuboff, 1988). In
particular, the literature on IT-enabled organizational transformation, which caught
considerable academic attention in the 1990s and 2000s (see Besson & Rowe, 2012, for a
literature review), may be seen as one of the scholarly roots of digital transformation research.
Therefore, digital transformation to some extent is an evolution of IT-enabled organizational
transformation but with more intricate and disruptive properties. Most importantly, the scope
and target entity are beyond the organizational level, the business model is often severely
disrupted, and the means encompass a combination of digital technologies in contrast to a single
IT artifact (Vial, 2019).
Various competing definitions of digital transformation have been introduced by the extant
discussion, which unfolded both within the management community as well as the information
science literature (Vial, 2019). For example, Hess et al. (2016) define digital transformation as
transformation “concerned with the changes digital technologies can bring about in a
company’s business model, ... products or organizational structures” (p. 124). Similarly,
Fitzgerald et al. (2014) and Liere-Netheler et al. (2018) also emphasize the use of new digital
technologies (like social media, mobile, analytics) to enable major business improvements (e.g.
enhancing customer experience, streamlining operations or creating novel business models).
Haffke et al. (2016) take a more customer-centric perspective and define digital transformation
the digitization of sales and communication channels, which ultimately may replace physical
products and services by providing new ways to interact and engage with customers. Li et al.
(2017) shift the attention more towards information science and information technology and
discuss how IT-technology and business strategy can be aligned within the process of digital
transformation. Accordingly, they define digital transformation as the impact of IT on
organizational structure, routines, processes, communication patterns, and organizational
capabilities. Finally, a broad and holistic conceptualization is offered by Vial (2019) who
defines digital transformation as “a process that aims to improve an entity by triggering
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significant changes to its properties through combinations of information, computing,
communication, and connectivity technologies” (p. 121).
In sum, the extant literature has mainly depicted digital transformation as a process and has
explored different facets. Most generally, at the organization and supra-organizational level,
scholars argue that in order to achieve successful digital transformation, changes must occur at
various levels within the organization, including an adaptation of the core business (Karimi and
Walter 2015), the exchange of resources and capabilities (Cha et al. 2015; Yeow et al. 2018),
the reconfiguration of processes and structures (Resca et al. 2013), adjustments in leadership
(Hansen and Sia 2015; Singh and Hess 2017), and the implementation of a vivid digital culture
(Llopis et al. 2004). Hence, most definitions are organization-centric in terms of the target entity
of digital transformation. Yet, a number of studies also discuss implications for other target
entities like industry and society, although more implicitly (e.g., Agarwal et al., 2010; Hanelt
et al., 2015; Pagani, 2013). These studies acknowledge the “broader individual, organizational,
and societal contexts” of digitization (Legner et al., 2017, p. 301).
In the light of these developments, it is the right time to map the territory and reflect on the
current state of knowledge. While past research has increased our understanding of specific
aspects of digital transformation, what we lack is a comprehensive overview and analysis of its
nature and implications. How does digital transformation differ from previous technologyinduced transformations? What are its major building blocks and in what terms are they
disruptive at the organizational level? Therefore, this dissertation identifies the following
research gap which is addressed by Study 1 (Chapter 4):

11
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Research gap #1 (Study 1): Within the past years, a steady scholarly interest in digital
transformation has unfolded. However, there is no comprehensive review available which
synthesizes this vast and heterogeneous literature. Hence, it is the right time to map the territory
and reflect on the current state of scholarly knowledge of digital transformation.

Research question #1 (Study 1): What is the current state of knowledge of digital
transformation and which opportunities for future research emerge?

2.1.3

Disruptive innovation adoption in incumbent firms

Understanding when and how incumbent organizations adopt disruptive innovation has
received considerable attention by management scholars in the past decades (Chesbrough,
2001; Hill & Rothaermel, 2003; König et al., 2013). Most studies have focused on examining
factors of adoption inertia and found that incumbent firms mostly struggle to adapt to strategic
renewal, resulting in a late, timid and rigid adoption of disruptive innovation (Christensen,
1997). The challenges of incumbent firms in detecting and adopting disruptive innovation can
be sorted into four issues: (1) managerial ignorance and fear, (2) cultural inertia, (3) failure in
resource allocation, and (4) structural inertia.
Managerial ignorance and fear. Senior and top managers in incumbent firms may be too
blinded by their past experiences and conventional training to detect and then understand the
opportunities of disruptive innovations (Eggers & Kaplan, 2013; Kaplan et al., 2003;
Henderson, 2006). Most managers have been trained in business schools and attended classes
that tend to educate people to manage large organizations and perform well in established
markets with mainstream customer preferences. Also, executives are usually incentivized for
short-term success instead of long-term sustainable growth (Govindarajan & Kopalle, 2006).
This is a major dilemma to most managers, since disruptions per definition do not offer shortterm profit increase (Christensen, 1997). Hence, confined by such rigid incentives, managers
12
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easily shy away from risky disruptive innovations in favor of pursuing traditional success
trajectories (Yu & Hang, 2010).
Moving down the hierarchical latter, middle managers also play a significant role in the
adoption of disruptive innovations. Even if top management agrees upon pursuing a radical new
technology or entering a new market segment, it is the middle “where the action is” (Floyd &
Wooldridge 1999, p. 124) and where the implementation is executed. However, middle
managers usually have the task to minimize risks, perform their functional roles and make sure
everything is compliant to the rules. Thus, middle managers have the most to lose from radical
changes and are therefore often the least likely to be entrepreneurial or to support disruptive
innovation adoption (Thornberry 2001). Instead, they allocate their time and energy to pursue
sustaining innovations which give more career security (Christensen & Raynor 2003).
Cultural inertia. Culture is a double-edged sword. While it is critical for a company’s
success and an effective way of guiding people towards highest levels of performance
(Tushman & O’Reilly 2002), it may also evolve into a cognitive and formal inertial force
against innovation (Yu & Hang, 2010). In this case, managers typically struggle to implememt
timely and substantial change, even if everything has already been decided and an execution
plan worked out (Christensen & Raynor 2003; Henderson 2006; Tushman & O’Reilly 2002).
Therefore, although culture is mostly history- and path-driven and a stable anchor for many
organizational members, it must also remain flexible and adaptable in order to allow the
acquisition of disruptive innovation.
Failure in resource allocation. Incumbents typically tend to evaluate and plan disruptive
innovation projects the same way they do for their existing business (Yu & Hang, 2010).
Accordingly, very often they do not allocate resources properly, which may ultimately result in
failure. A major inhibitor for efficient resource allocation is structured routines (Gilbert, 2005;
Nelson & Winter, 1982), particularly relying on financial measurement models and traditional
market research reports. Furthermore, Christensen (2006) argues that incumbents tend to invest
more in those businesses where they already have accumulated many resources. As a response,
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instead of adopting emerging disruptive innovations, incumbents tend to fight them by investing
more in their current business and technologies which already have high market maturity
(Christensen & Bower, 1996). Potential solutions to failure in resource allocation in the context
of disruptive innovation have been proposed by academia, such as assigning independent
strategic buckets to manage sustaining vs disruptive projects (Chao & Kavadias 2007; Hogan
2005).
Structural inertia. Within the debate on structural inertia, two aspects are particularly
interesting, namely discussions on firm size and complexity, and the implementation of
corporate spin-offs vs. ambidextrous organizations.
Past studies have empirically indicated that success in disruptive innovation adoption is
negatively correlated with firm size (Christensen & Raynor 2003; DeTienne & Koberg 2002;
Tushman & O’Reilly 2002). In other words, R&D investments in disruptive innovation projects
tend to be more effective for smaller firms than for large organizations (Lee & Chen 2009;
Lejarraga & Martinez-Ros 2008). Hence, the argument has been put forward that large
organizations should implement flexible and independent small business units (autonomous
organizations) solely dedicated to the development and commercialization of disruptive
innovation projects (Christensen, 1997). Exempted from the burden of rigid processes, slow
decision-making, traditional value structures, and existing business models, these autonomous
organizations might offer incumbents an effective way to embrace disruptive innovations
(Christensen & Raynor 2003, Christensen, 2006). In contrast, Tushman and O’Reilly (2002)
proposed the concept of ambidextrous organizations. Here, the parent organization would equip
itself with dual resources, processes and structures to simultaneously manage both incremental
and disruptive innovation projects. However, the risk remains that due to their inferior initial
performance and high success risk, disruptive innovations do not receive the same levels of
attention and commitment by management than the existing business.
There is one overarching facet within the incumbent’s dilemma which is embedded within
all of the aforementioned challenges and inertial forces against disruptive innovation: cognitive
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mechanisms (Gilbert, 2005; Tripsas & Gavetti, 2000). The embeddedness of cognitive
processes within managers, employees, culture, and organizational structure can represent a
source of resistance to change and organizational transformation. The extant conversation on
disruptive innovation has identified one particularly impactful cognitive structure within
incumbents: organizational identity.

2.2
2.2.1

Organizational identity
Conceptualizations of organization identity: The three putative pillars

Identity is a very essential concept to any member of society and has accordingly become a
core concept in organizational studies. Within the past three decades, an extensive literature on
organizational identity has evolved (Gioia, Patvardhan, Hamilton, & Corley, 2013). Most
generally, identity can be seen as a self-referential description that provides answers to the
question “who am I?” or “who are we?” (Ashforth et al. 2008). An early and widely adopted
definition of organizational identity was introduced by Albert and Whetten (1985): identity is
the central, distinctive, and enduring characteristic of any organization (these are also called
the three putative “pillars” of identity). In other words, it is how members of an organization
answer the question “who are we as an organization?”.
Central features of identity. According to Gioia et al. (2013, p. 125) “features that are central
are manifested as key values, labels, products, services, or practices, etc. and are deemed to be
essential aspects of organizational self-definition of ‘who we are’”. As such, central features of
identity are often history- or path-driven and have developed or emerged over time. These
central features therefore constitute a consistent set of values, beliefs, narratives or guidelines
of behavior for organizational members in their organizational life. According to Ashforth and
Mael (1989), they metaphorically constitute the ‘soul’ of an organization. Central features of
identity are also often manifested in and supported by symbolic and formal identity referents
(Stanske, Rauch & Canato, 2020). Symbolic identity referents are attributes of a symbolic
nature (e.g. mission, beliefs, values, narratives and rituals), while formal identity referents are
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attributes of a formal nature (e.g. operating practices, business models and hierarchical
structures). Both constitute the notion of an “identity reservoir” (Kroezen & Heugens, 2012)
and substantiate central identity claims (e.g. “we are innovative” or “we are a car
manufacturer”). Central features of identity provide organizational members with a sense
continuity, in a sense that their mission or values endure, however the meanings and translations
into action may change over time (Gioia & Corley, 2000).
Distinctive features of identity. The second pillar of identity according to Albert and Whetten
(1985) is distinctiveness. Distinctive features make the organization demonstrably different
from other organizations. Brewer (1991) coined the term “optimal distinctiveness”. This pivotal
notion of identity says that organizations like to see themselves as similar to relevant
comparison groups within their category or industry (Dutton & Penner, 1993; Dutton, Dukerich,
& Harquail, 1994) and yet somehow different from those other members (Corley et al., 2006).
Commonly, organizations tend to refer to their distinctive and special culture to differentiate
themselves from their peer group (Gioia et al., 2013). In reality, similar organizations from the
same group often have similar cultures sharing the same values, mission, narratives, and
routines. Nevertheless, as long as organizational members perceive their organization to be
distinctive, it doesn’t seem to matter whether this can be verified from an objective point of
view.
Enduring features of identity. There has been a lively debate regarding the third pillar of
identity. Albert and Whetten (have variously depicted identity as either “enduring”, therefore
as an essentially non-negotiable feature of the concept (Margolis & Hansen, 2002), or having
“continuity” over time. This has also been referred to as the “enduring identity proposition” vs.
the “dynamic identity proposition” (Gioia et al., 2013). A substantial body of research has
resolved this debate and affirmed that identity does in fact change over time, but it may in fact
seem stable to specific groups of people and insiders (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Gioia &
Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia & Thomas, 1996). These people use the same central and distinctive
identity claims, even though their meanings are malleable and have changed. An impression of
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stability and enduringness emerges, even as identity changes (Gioia et al., 2000). The important
questions here is which dimensions of identity endure and why and when they do so.
Two dimensions of organizational identity conceptualizations are particularly relevant to
this study, in which central, distinctive and enduring as well as dynamic aspects of identity
unfold: domain identity and role identity.

2.2.2

Domain identity

Past studies primarily depicted organizational identity as related to industry and domain
membership claims (Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Glynn & Abzug, 2002). Accordingly,
Livengood and Reger (2010) coined the term domain identity. Domain identity is an
organization’s “competitive arena that best captures and reinforces the sense of its identity in
the marketplace” (Livengood & Reger, 2010, p. 49). It therefore comprises claims about “which
group of organizations we belong to” and “what is our competitive home turf” (Kammerlander
et al., 2013, p. 1123; Porac et al., 1989).
Domain identity perceptions can emerge from various sources, including products,
historically or economically important markets, or geographical focus. For example, many
members of the automotive company which was examined in this dissertation predominantly
envisioned their organization as “a manufacturer of cars”. Assumedly, the more identity
perceptions are attached to a firm’s domain, the lower the likelihood its members will recognize
or respond to disruptions and technological innovations outside their domain (Livengood &
Reger, 2010). Hence, a domain-focused view is critical in the context of organizational change
and transformation. An exemplary account for a domain-focused strategic transformation is
O’Reilly and Tushman’s (2004) investigation of USA Today’s attempt to transform its identity
from a “newspaper” towards a “network”.
However, a pure domain-centered view of organizational identity disregards attributes other
than membership in a specific domain (Gustafson, 1995). Accordingly, Kammerlander and
colleagues recently introduced the facet of organizational role identity, to capture and integrate
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member’s perceptions and claims about “why and how we do what we do” and “how we relate
to others” (also see Gustafson & Reger, 1995).

2.2.3

Role identity

Recent work has argued that characteristics of organizational identity can also be
conceptualized as mirroring contents from individual-level identity – in the sense that
organizations too can have, for example, relational or social identities (Ashforth et al., 2020;
Cloutier & Ravasi, 2019). Relational identity traits reflect definitions of self toward
“connections and role relationships with significant others” (Brewer & Gardner, 1996: 84),
while social identities reflect “internalizations of the norms and characteristics of important
reference groups” (ibid) to define group membership.
In their recent paper, Kammerlander et al. (2018) introduced a similar distinction to the
extant discussion, by revealing the concept and distinct influence of organizational role identity
as a complement to domain identity. Role identity refers to cognitive conceptions of, “who are
we with regard to our central and distinctive impact on the overall development of our
category?”, and “what is our essential relation to other actors in our category?” (Kammerlander,
et al. 2018, p. 1136). The authors differentiate between two manifestations: member’s
perception that their organization either leads other players and shapes its category’s overall
development (shaper identity), or that it adapts to, rather than initiates, changes in the category
(follower identity). As such, role identity perceptions may to some extent echo the nature of
individual role identities as described in social identity theory, which describe institutionalized
characters that people perform and identify with (Burke & Tully, 1977; Tajfel & Turner, 1986).
In their empirical investigation of German publishing houses responding to digitalization,
Kammerlander and colleagues (2018) found that, for example, members attached to their firm’s
shaper identity, were more likely to reject the disruption if it was seen as a threat to this role
perception. Role identities therefore have an important, thus far often neglected impact on how
organizations comprehend radical external changes or adopt disruptive innovations. However,
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similar to individual role identity and its impact in various social situations (Burke & Reitzes,
1981), organizational role identity is likely to also have relevance for a wider range of identityrelated issues beyond the field of disruptive innovation (Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley, 2011).

2.2.4

Organizational identity change: Review and reflections

Since the 1990s, the field of organizational identity has witnessed a large stream of research
devoted to temporal aspects of identity (e.g. Chreim, 2005; Corley, 2004; Fiol, 1991, 2002;
Gioia & Thomas, 1996; Gioia et al., 2000; Hatch & Schultz, 2002; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006).
These scholars raised questions about the enduringness of identity (“enduring identity
proposition”) and effectively introduced the “dynamic identity proposition” which depicts
identity as a concept that is capable of changing over time (also see Dutton & Dukerich, 1991;
Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia & Thomas, 1996), particularly at critical transition points
(Van de Ven & Poole, 1995). Extant research has examined a variety of critical transition points
( impetuses for identity to change), including discrepancy between perceptions of “who we are”
and “who we want to be” (Reger et al., 1994), corporate spin-offs (Corley & Gioia, 2004),
company mergers (Clark et al., 2010), and technology- and market driven disruptions (Phillips
& Kim, 2009; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006; Tripsas, 2009). Accordingly, Altman and Tripsas (2015)
suggested that in most cases organizational transformation requires a concurrent identity shift
to make the overall change move forward.
Yet, a critical reflection on the extant research on identity change in the context of
organizational transformation reveals one major gap in particular, which this dissertation
attempts to address. Previous work has largely adopted a purely domain-focused
conceptualization of organizational identity change and thereby ignored that identity is in fact
a multi-faceted construct. More precisely, what we lack is knowledge about how role identity
(Kammerlander et al., 2018) affects the identity change process and how it dynamically
interacts with domain identity. For instance, Tripsas (2009) described Linco’s transition from
a “digital photography company” to a “flash memory company” and revealed that the
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organization failed to recognize the potential of USB because it was too much attached to its
existing domain identity, which was digital photography. It remains unknown whether Linco
would have responded earlier and better if they had felt threatened in their role identity by the
emergence of USB and flash memory. Likewise, further investigations of identity change have
also primarily reported on domain-related identity perceptions, such as a longitudinal identity
change at Danish high-end audio company Bang and Olufsen (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006), and
recently at Carlsberg brewery (Schultz & Hernes, 2020). In sum, the following important
research gap becomes visible which is addressed by Study 2 (Chapter 5):

Research gap #2 (Study 2): It is time to move beyond purely domain-focused
conceptualizations of organizational identity and incorporate the most recent theoretical
developments in this field. Most importantly, the recently introduced facet of organizational
role identity (Kammerlander et al., 2020). Particularly in the context of disruptive innovation
adoption, we have limited knowledge as to how role identity influences the adoption process
and how it interacts with domain identity. Further, there is no study available which explores
the impact of role identity on the identity change process in organizations.

Research question #2 (Study 2): In a multi-faceted identity conceptualization, why and how
do domain identity and role identity dynamically interact and influence both disruptive
innovation adoption and the identity change process?

20

Chapter 2 | State of the literature
2.3

Integrating the literatures on disruptive innovation and organizational identity

Disruptive change very often calls into question organizational member’s identity-related
beliefs about their organization, its mission, its values, its future character and therefore affects
their attitude and actions in the context of transformation (Ashforth & Mael, 1996; Elsbach &
Kramer, 1996). By taking an integrative look at the two literature streams of disruptive
innovation and organizational identity and exploring their interconnectedness in the context of
incumbent firms, two further important research gaps can be identified in which scholarly
understanding can be improved.
First, past studies have mainly explored identity change in the context of only one single
trigger at a time, including digitalization (Kammerlander et al., 2018; Tripsas, 2009), a
corporate spin-off (Corley & Gioia, 2004), a corporate merger (Clark et al., 2010), or
competitive and economic threats at different periods in a firm’s history (Ravasi & Schultz,
2006). To the best of the author’s knowledge, there are no empirical accounts available on
identity change in a single organization adopting multiple disruptions (all at the same time).
From a practical perspective, this appears problematic in the light of accelerating technological
progress and the fact that companies are increasingly dealing with multiple disruptions in
parallel. From a theoretical angle, exploring the dynamic interplay of domain identity, role
identity, and symbolic and formal identity referents during the identity change process triggered
by more than one disruption seems promising to derive further insights into the field of identity
change. For example, which identity-related conflicts arise from pursuing different types of
innovations simultaneously (e.g. technology- vs. market-driven disruptions)? Further, by
studying identity change in the context of multiple simultaneous disruptions, the challenge of
ambidexterity in managing disruption becomes even more observable. Also, we assume that
different drivers of identity change exist, dependent on the nature of a disruption. Hence, this
dissertation seeks to improve knowledge on how identity change unfolds in the context of more
than one disruption at a time. Thus, the following research gap is addressed by Study 2 (Chapter
5):
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Research gap #3 (Study 2): Past studies have mainly explored identity change in the context
of only one single trigger at a time, such as digitalization (Kammerlander et al., 2018; Tripsas,
2009), a corporate spin-off (Corley & Gioia, 2004), or a corporate merger (Clark et al., 2010).
We lack an understanding of how identity change unfolds in a single organization adopting
multiple disruptions at the same time.

Research question #3 (Study 2): How does organizational identity change unfold in an
incumbent attempting to adopt multiple different disruptions at the same time?

Second, according to Anthony and Tripsas (2016) a mutually constitutive relationship
between identity and innovation exists, in which “identity guides innovation, and innovation
reinforces identity” (p. 420). In this vein, the authors proposed that some innovations are
identity-enhancing, some are identity-stretching, and others are identity-challenging. An
identity-enhancing disruption is more likely to be adopted by incumbents without further
identity conflicts, however identity-stretching and in particular identity-enhancing innovations
and disruptions may induce severe identity-related struggles (Kammerlander et al., 2018). To
adopt such an innovation, existing identity perceptions among organizational members may
need to be revised and changed. At this point, both organizational- but also individual-level
sources of resistance to identity change and overall organizational transformation can emerge
(Gioia et al. 2013). Generally, employees and also executives typically try to preserve and
protect their identity perceptions (Brown & Starkey, 2000) and maintain a feeling of stability
to ensure psychological well-being (Erikson, 1968; Weick, 1995). Accordingly, as Brown and
Starkey (2000) argue, a change in organizational identity may cause members psychic pain,
discomfort, feelings of anxiety, and overall loss of self-esteem. In consequence, a decline in
identification with the organization, although enabling identity change, may not effectively lead
to positive outcomes due of member’s apathy and lack of commitment (Gioia et al. 2013). The
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interesting question here is which identity-related sensitivities members develop in the context
of disruptive change. Further, since all humans are different, it may be assumed that even in a
relatively homogenous group, like the same organization, heterogenous responses and
sensitivities to disruption could be observed. To the best of the author’s knowledge there is no
empirical investigation which reveals the heterogeneity of such sensitivities and puts them into
categories or different types accounting for similar patterns across members. Thus, the
following research gap is addressed by Study 3 (Chapter 6):

Research gap #4 (Study 3): We seek to understand why organizational members respond
differently when prevalent perceptions of their organization become threatened by disruption.
Past research has examined this question from various theoretical perspectives, predominantly
building on identity theory, nevertheless evidence remains unclear as to why and how responses
and sensitivities across members of an organization really differ. Also, extant studies have not
yet provided a systematic investigation of how member’s heterogeneous responses can be
classified by searching for common patterns.

Research questions #4 (Study 3):
(1) Which sensitivities emerge among organizational members when current claims and
manifestations of identity become threatened by disruptive change and how and why do they
differ?
(2) What are primary types to differentiate organizational member’s disruption sensitivities?
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3

Outline of the dissertation
This chapter offers an overview of the three studies of this dissertation, presenting their

contributions (Chapter 3.1) and methodological approaches (Chapter 3.2).
Chapter 3 | Outline of the dissertation
3.1

Overview of studies and contributions

The three studies of this dissertation are embedded in the literature streams of disruptive
innovation and organizational identity in the context of incumbents pursuing organizational
transformation. Table 1 provides an overview of the studies and their key findings.
Study 1: Digital transformation: A review, synthesis and opportunities for future research
The purpose and objective of the first study of this dissertation is to map the territory and
reflect on the current state of knowledge regarding digital transformation. Specifically, the
study aims at providing a descriptive, thematic analysis of the field by critically assessing
where, how and by whom research on digital transformation is conducted and how it unfolds at
the organizational level. As outlined in Chapter 2.1.2, scholarly attention towards digital
technologies and their impact on organizational transformation has increased tremendously
within the past two decades. As the field has progressed with each new study, it is now time to
systematize the existing knowledge and elaborate opportunities for future research. Study 1
therefore fills research gap 1. Furthermore, in an attempt to break down disciplinary silos and
build bridges between information science and management research, the study aims to
supplement the resulting state-of-the-art of digital transformation by integrating crossdisciplinary contributions from reviewing the related literature streams on technological
disruption and on corporate entrepreneurship. Study 1 aims to answer the following main
research question: What do we know about digital transformation and which future research
opportunities emerge?
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Table 1: Overview of studies
Study Research questions
1

•

•

2

•

•

3

•

What do we know about digital
transformation and which future
research opportunities emerge?

Theoretical
perspectives
•
•

•

Systematic
literature
review

Which cross-disciplinary insights
can be derived from reviewing
the literature of adjacent fields
like corporate entrepreneurship
and disruptive innovation?

Why and how do domain
identity, role identity and identity
referents dynamically interact
and influence the identity change
process?

What are primary types to
differentiate organizational
member’s disruption
sensitivities?

•
•

•

•
•

Disruptive
innovation
Organizational
identity

•

•

How does organizational identity
change unfold in an incumbent
attempting to adopt multiple
different disruptions at the same
time?
How and why do individual
organizational members respond
heterogeneously, when existing
manifestations of identity,
knowledge and culture are
threatened by disruption?

Sample

•

•
•
•
•

•

Disruptive
innovation
Corporate
entrepreneurship

Method

Disruptive
innovation
Organizational
identity
Organizational
knowledge
Organizational
culture

•

•

Exploratory
single case
study
Qualitative
data analysis
as proposed
by Gioia,
Corley and
Hamilton
(2013)

•

Exploratory
single case
study
Qualitative
data analysis
as proposed
by Gioia,
Corley and
Hamilton
(2013)

•

•
•

•

•
•

•

Level of
analysis

N=118
58 papers related to
digital
transformation
32 papers on
corporate
entrepreneurship
28 papers on
disruptive
innovation

Organization

Major German
car manufacturer
N=39
Semi-structured
interviews with
different levels of
hierarchy
Enriched by
secondary data

Organization

Major German
car manufacturer
N=35
Semi-structured
interviews with
different levels of
hierarchy
Enriched by
secondary data

Organization
& individual

Key findings
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Thematic maps which identify technology
and actor as the two aggregate dimensions
of digital transformation (with nine core
themes)
Certain aspects, such as transformation
pace, culture, work environment, and the
middle management perspective are
significantly underdeveloped
Identification of five cross-disciplinary
future research opportunities
Different drivers of identity change
become observable, dependent on the
nature of a disruption
Transitional, parallel role identities can
effectively facilitate process of adopting
an identity-challenging disruption
Members are willing to reduce shaper
identity to specific aspects to smoothen
adoption

Individual differences in attachment
towards an organization’s identity,
knowledge and culture explain response
heterogeneity
Emerging typology reveals three types of
member’s sensitivities to disruption:
domain preservers, role enthusiasts, and
knowledge emphasizers
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To answer this research question, Study 1 conducts a systematic literature review following
the guidelines of Tranfield et al. (2003) and informed by recent methodological developments
by other literature reviews in the field of management (e.g. Crossan & Apaydin, 2010; Fisch &
Block, 2018; Siebels & zu Knyphausen‐ Aufseß, 2012). The first search query was conducted
mid 2017 and updated in the autumn of 2018 for any articles that had appeared between then.
After applying a predefined and structured multi-step selection process (similar to the approach
of Siebels & Knyphausen-Aufseß 2012; Vom Brocke et al. 2015) and defined specific criteria
for inclusion (Templier & Paré 2015) a final sample of 118 peer-reviewed articles was achieved
(of which 58 were devoted to digital transformation, 32 to corporate entrepreneurship, and 28
to technological disruption). Based on a concept-centric analysis (Webster & Watson, 2002),
the 58 papers on digital transformation were synthesized into high-level inductive map
representing the core themes in digital transformation research.
Study 1 offers the following contributions: First, the articles contributes by developing
digital transformation maps which comprehensively summarize the existing body of research.
The emerging inductive thematic maps identify technology and actor as the two aggregate
dimensions of digital transformation. Within both dimensions, the review reveals nine core
themes which help to disentangle the particularities of digital transformation and highlight the
most important antecedents and consequences of this specific type of transformation. Second,
Study 1 advances the field by revealing opportunities for future research on digital
transformation which combine three perspectives and literature streams. In total, five areas for
future research are identified. In particular, informed by corporate entrepreneurship, the review
shows that the important middle management perspective on digital transformation has high
potential for more insights. Third, the article strengthens the valuable management perspective
within the primarily IS-based discussion on digital transformation and builds bridges between
the two communities.
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Study 2: Identity change in the context of multiple disruptions: The interplay of domain
identity, role identity and identity referents
Study 2 of this dissertation is located at the intersection of disruptive innovation adoption
and organizational identity change in the context of incumbent firms and addresses research
gaps 2 and 3. The study adopts a multi-faceted identity conceptualization which incorporates
domain identity (Livengood & Reger, 2010), role identity (Kammerlander et al., 2018) and
formal and symbolic identity referents (Stanske et al., 2020) and shows how they dynamically
interact and influence the identity change process of an incumbent. Previous research has
largely adopted a domain-focused conceptualization of identity change and ignored that identity
is in fact a multi-faceted construct. Further, study 2 is among the first articles to give an
empirical account of an incumbent attempting to adopt multiple different disruptions
simultaneously. This study, therefore aims to answer the following research questions: 1) Why
and how do domain identity, role identity and identity referents dynamically interact and
influence the identity change process? and 2) How does organizational identity change unfold
in an incumbent attempting to adopt multiple different disruptions at the same time?
In order to answer these research questions, Study 2 applies an inductive, field-based case
design (Eisenhardt, 1989) in the automotive industry. The analysis builds on qualitative data
gathered from 39 semi-structured personal interviews with different levels of hierarchy
conducted at a major German car manufacturer within the spring of 2019. More specifically,
the study examines how German Auto (a pseudonym) was in the process of adopting three of
the most significant disruptions taking place within the car industry at the time of data
collection: electrification, digital connectivity, and autonomous shared mobility. Interviews
were complemented by participant observations and (internal) secondary sources. Data analysis
followed the approach proposed by Gioia et al. (2013) to inductively develop and link concepts,
thereby moving between empirical data and emerging theory (Michel, 2011).
Study 2 contributes to extant research in the following ways: First, through exploring identity
change amid multiple disruptions, Study 2 shows that different drivers of identity change
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become observable, dependent on the nature of a disruption. Accordingly, if a disruption is
primarily technology or product related, a role-driven identity change may facilitate adoption.
In contrast, if the disruption is mainly related to market and business model alterations,
organizations may respond with a domain-driven identity change. Second, the article
contributes to developing the concept of transitional identity (Clark et al., 2010). The results
from the case study indicate that transitional, parallel role identities are an effectively cognitive
instrument to facilitate the process of adopting an identity-challenging disruption. More
specifically, a transient follower identity may at least temporarily relieve organizational
members from the burden of a shaper identity and from the pressure of instant success. Third,
results from Study 2 offer a deeper understanding of how temporal aspects of identity change
unfold, thereby reinforcing the dynamic identity proposition (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991). In
contrast to previous research, the empirical findings show that as long as members have specific
aspects of their inherent role identity which they can stick to while embracing a challenging
disruption, they are willing to assume a different temporary role identity to smoothen the
adoption process.

Study 3: The interplay of organizational identity, knowledge and culture: A typology of
member's responses to disruption
Understanding how and why organizational members respond heterogeneously to disruption
is improvable and has primarily been informed from rather unconnected theoretical angles.
Study 3 critically extends this research by providing an integrative perspective which combines
and draws on three theoretical foundations: organizational identity theory, organizational
knowledge and organizational culture embedded in the context of disruptive innovation
adoption. As a result, study 3 presents a novel typology that provides a conceptualization of
organizational member’s sensitivities in the context of disruption. In doing so, this study fills
research gap 4 and answers the following research questions: 1) How and why do individual
organizational members respond heterogeneously, when existing manifestations of identity,
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knowledge and culture are threatened by disruption? and 2) What are primary types to
differentiate organizational member’s disruption sensitivities
To answer these research questions, Study 3 applies an inductive, field-based case design
(Eisenhardt, 1989). The article qualitatively investigates how German car manufacturer Ringer
AG (a pseudonym) was in the process of transforming itself from a traditional engineeringbased car maker to a holistic mobility provider by simultaneously adopting the four most
significant disruptions in the automotive industry at the time being: electrification, digital
connectivity, autonomous driving, and shared mobility. The article primarily relies on 35 semistructured interviews but is also built on participant observations and secondary sources like
presentations, reports, and archival documents. Data analysis was informed by the three
theoretical constructs of organizational identity, knowledge, and culture which provided a
terminology and a conceptual reference for the process of coding. Upon interpreting and
analyzing the emergent data structure, a typology was developed to differentiate organizational
member’s disruption sensitivities.
Study 3 offers at least two important contributions. First, this study provides novel insights
into organizational members heterogeneous response sensitivities to disruption and identifies
different cognitive frames of reference which members use to comprehend change. In doing so,
Study 3 gives evidence for the existence of three types of member’s sensitivities: domain
preservers, role enthusiasts, and knowledge emphasizers. Empirical findings show that identity
and knowledge are dominant and function as cognitive frames of reference to interpret change,
whereas culture is seen as a contextual factor to support the transformation of identity and
knowledge. Second, Study 3 advances organizational identity theory as a theoretical lens to
study disruptive innovation adoption in incumbent firms. The article extends mainly
institutional-sociological views of organizational identity (Navis & Glynn 2010, Watkiss &
Glynn 2016) and moves beyond strongly domain-focused conceptions. Further, it emphasizes
the importance of organizational role identity (Kammerlander et al. 2018) for future research
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on identity-innovation topics and indicates its important effects on organizational life and
employee behavior.

3.2

Overview of applied research methodology

This dissertation applies both an established method for conducting systematic literature
reviews (Study 1) as well as qualitative research strategies (Studies 2, 3). In the following two
chapters, a detailed explanation of the methodical approaches used for the studies is given (see
Table 2 for an overview).

3.2.1

Systematic literature review (Study 1)

Study 1 is non-empirical and adopts methodological guidelines in accordance with a
systematic literature review. The process of a systematic literature review originates from
medical science and was first introduced to management research around the early 2000s (Cook
et al. 1997; Wolf et al. 2001; Tranfield et al. 2003). A systematic review applies an explicit
algorithm and a multi-stage review strategy in order to collect, analyze and synthesize a body
of research studies (Mulrow 1994; Pittaway et al. 2004; Crossan & Apaydin 2010). Given its
transparent and reproducible process, it is well suited for analyzing and structuring the vast and
heterogeneous literature on digital transformation and its related research fields. As this
research area is rather incoherent, a theoretical synthesis into fields and sub-fields is more
purposeful than an empirical approach.
The nature of the review in Study 1 is both scoping and descriptive (Rowe 2014; Paré et al.
2015) and aims to provide an initial indication of the potential size and nature of the existing
literature. Further, its objective is to summarize and map existing findings from digital
transformation research. Following the guidelines of Tranfield et al. (2003) and the
recommendations of Denyer & Neely (2004, p. 133), the review process was divided into three
parts: data collection, data analysis and data synthesis. Each step requires scientific rigor in
order to ensure a high quality of the review.
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Table 2: Overview of methods
Study Methodology
1

Systematic
literature
review

Data collection strategy
•

•

2

Qualitative
single case
study

•

•

•

3

Qualitative
single case
study

•

•

•

Review of digital
transformation articles
published between 2001-2018
As a complement, review of
articles on corporate
entrepreneurship (1983-2017)
and technological disruption
(1986-2017)

Sampling strategy
Management and IS journal
websites, cross-referencing,
and five databases:

•

EBSCO Business Source
Premier
Scopus
Science Direct
SSCI Thompson Reuters
Google Scholar

Semi-structured face-to-face
interviews with paper-based
questionnaire (Spring 2019)
Participant observations &
follow-up emails & calls
(2016-2020)
Secondary sources
(2000s-2020)

•
•
•

Company network
Company data base
Snowball-sampling

Semi-structured face-to-face
interviews with paper-based
questionnaire (Spring 2019)
Participant observations &
follow-up emails & calls
(2016-2020)
Secondary sources
(2016-2020)

•
•

•
•
•
•

Sample size
•

N=118

Sample specifics
Selected articles from peerreviewed academic journals:
•
•
•

•

N=39

•
•

Data analysis
•

Concept-centric
analysis and synthesis
following Webster &
Watson (2002)

•

Qualitative data
analysis as proposed
by Gioia, Corley and
Hamilton (2013)

•

Qualitative data
analysis as proposed
by Gioia, Corley and
Hamilton (2013)
Typology construction

58 articles on digital
transformation
32 articles on corporate
entrepreneurship
28 articles on technological
disruption
Major German
car manufacturer
Interviews with different
levels of hierarchy involved
with three disruptions:
electrification, digital
connectivity, autonomous
shared mobility

•

Company network
Company data base
Snowball-sampling

•

N=35

•
•

Major German
car manufacturer
Interviews with different
levels of hierarchy involved
with four disruptions:

•

electrification, digital
connectivity, autonomous
driving, shared mobility
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Data collection. Data collection was exclusively limited to peer- reviewed academic journals
as recommended by McWilliams et al. (2005) and executed based on keyword combinations
containing ‘digital* AND transform*’, ‘digital* AND disrupt*’, ‘digitalization’, and
‘digitization’. This keyword-based search was conducted in the websites of leading journals in
the management and information science field (AIS Basket of eight) and five different
electronic databases: Business Source Premier (EBSCO), Scopus, Science Direct, Social
Sciences Citation Index (SSCI), and Google Scholar. Following a predefined and structured
multi-step selection process (similar to Siebels & Knyphausen-Aufseß 2012) and defined
specific criteria for inclusion (Templier & Paré 2015), a final sample of 58 digital
transformation studies, 32 corporate entrepreneurship papers, and 28 technological disruption
articles was obtained (in sum 118 studies).
Data analysis & synthesis. Following the concept-centric data analysis recommendations by
Webster & Watson (2002), each paper was read and openly coded to derive at a final data
structure which encompasses first-order concepts, second-order themes, and aggregate
dimensions (similar to Corley & Gioia, 2004). Most importantly, 194 coded insights were
generated within the field of digital transformation: 61 first order concepts, nine second order
themes, and two aggregate dimensions. These nine second order themes (see Chapter 4.4 for
details) represent the most intricate core themes across the papers, which finally constitute the
two aggregate dimensions of the emerging digital transformation map: technology and actor.

3.2.2

Empirical studies (Studies 2 and 3)

In contrast to Study 1, the other two studies of this dissertation are empirical in nature. While
there has been a significant amount of studies on organizational identity over the past three
decades, research on the reciprocity of disruptive technology adoption with identity change and
member’s sensitivities is still inconclusive and in its formative stage. This requires scholars to
look at the phenomenon in its natural context of occurrence (Bonoma, 1985; Yin, 2008) and
therefore calls for a qualitative research design. Hence, Studies 2 and 3 combines elements of
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inductive theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and structured methods (Eisenhardt, 1989) and apply
an inductive, longitudinal, field-based case design (Eisenhardt, 1989). Although single case
studies may potentially limit the generalizability of findings (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007;
Langley & Abdallah, 2010), the opportunity to delve deeply into one organizational context
and gain a profound understanding of why and how this organization’s identity perceptions are
affected by disruptive innovation were most valuable.
Research setting. The automotive industry was chosen as a research setting for both studies
2 and 3. At the time of this dissertation, there were few other industries which experienced such
deep and game-changing technological disruptions, including electrification, digital
connectivity, autonomous driving, and shared mobility. Furthermore, taking into account the
industry’s long-standing history of more than 140 years, it may be expected that its major
traditional players each have a very distinctive evolution of their organizational identity. While
these identities have been exposed to technological changes several times in the past, it can be
assumed that the aforementioned disruptions and societal transformations of the automotive
industry were more significant and disruptive than ever before and would permanently change
the industry’s landscape, self-image and identity.
The German automotive industry provides a particularly rich context for studying
incumbent’s responses to these technological disruptions, because it is home to many marketleading global. In addition, it is also the country’s largest economic sector with a substantial
tradition and history and an important role in society. In fact, one may even conclude that the
country’s overall identity is closely linked to the evolution of the car and mechanical
engineering. This historical identification of German culture with cars is also evidenced by the
IAA (International Automobile Exhibition), which dates back to 1897 and is the world's largest
motor show. Therefore, the current transformations are observed very attentively by German
OEMs, suppliers, industry insiders, the government and general public.
The company examined in Studies 2 and 3 is one of the major German car manufacturers
with a history going back more than 130 years. The company employs around 300,000 people
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and generated a revenue which surpassed 150bn USD in 2018. In the past years, it has been one
of the biggest selling premium vehicle brands in the world, with its product mix ranging from
mid-size sedans and coupés, to premium SUVs, and luxury sedans. The firm was chosen as a
setting specifically due to the importance of innovations and identity in its evolution. It has
been a major contributor to automotive innovations in the past decades and developed an
identity which is inherently tied to these origins.
Data collection. For both studies 2 and 3, data collection was based on multiple sources to
allow for triangulation of themes and patterns (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2008) and by
this bolster validity and robustness of the resulting theory (Eisenhardt, 1989; Jick, 1979).
Primary data sources included personal interviews, follow-up phone calls, emails, observations,
regular conversations with insiders, and personal on-site notes. Secondary sources included
among others longitudinal documents, web pages, press releases, news articles, and annual
reports.
To identity informants for the semi-structured personal interviews, the search strategy and
sampling logic was mainly based on company networking. As the author of this dissertation
was engaged part-time for the focal company as part of his dissertation project and was
therefore familiar with internal structures, his knowledge and network were the starting point
and primary approach to identify qualified interview partners. In addition, snowball sampling
(von Hippel et al. 2009) was also applied to find further informants. The personal interviews
were conducted between March and June 2019. The average length of an interview was 45
minutes. To increase reliability, the author followed two different interview protocols which
were specifically developed for each study and were primarily informed by the literature on
organizational identity and incumbents’ response to technological disruption. To encourage
candor, anonymity to the firm and all informants was assured. Interviews were recorded and
transcribed within a maximum of ten days.
Samples. The sample sizes for Study 2 was 39 informants (N=39) and for Study 3 was 35
interviewees (N=35). For both studies, to account for informant bias, highly knowledgeable
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informants from four different hierarchical levels were interviewed: employees, managers,
senior managers, and directors. The samples across the two studies are similar, yet the focus of
Study 3 was at the lower and operational levels. All interviewees came from the focal firm’s
German headquarter.
Data analysis. Data analysis for both studies was similar and mainly informed by the
approach proposed by Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2013), keeping with the guidelines for
coding and analyzing qualitative data (Strauss and Corbin 1998). Generally, for both studies
first-order concepts were extracted in an open coding process (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Mayring,
2008) based on interview data and secondary material. In a second step, first-order concepts
were aggregated into second-order themes and overarching dimensions to arrive at a holistic
understanding of the dynamics of identity and disruptive innovation adoption. As a result,
comprehensive data structures emerged. For Study 3, the author followed the methodical
guidelines put forward (e.g. Fauchart & Gruber, 2011) to construct a valid and empiricallyderived typology of member’s sensitivities to disruption.
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Abstract
In the last years, scholarly attention was on a steady rise leading to a significant increase in
the number of papers addressing different technological and organizational aspects of digital
transformation. In this paper, we consolidate existing findings which mainly stem from the
literature of information systems, map the territory by sharing important macro- and microlevel observations, and propose future research opportunities for this pervasive field. The paper
systematically reviews 58 peer-reviewed studies published between 2001 and 2019, dealing
with different aspects of digital transformation. Emerging from our review, we develop
inductive thematic maps which identify technology and actor as the two aggregate dimensions
of digital transformation. For each dimension, we derive further units of analysis (nine core
themes in total) which help to disentangle the particularities of digital transformation processes
and thereby emphasize the most influential and unique antecedents and consequences. In a
second step, in order to assist in breaking down disciplinary silos and strengthen the
management perspective, we supplement the resulting state-of-the-art of digital transformation

1 The manuscript has been published in Management Review Quarterly on April 18, 2020 (Impact Factor: 1.250;
VHB-Ranking: C).
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by integrating cross-disciplinary contributions from reviewing 28 papers on technological
disruption and 32 papers on corporate entrepreneurship. The review reveals that certain aspects,
such as the pace of transformation, the culture and work environment, or the middle
management perspective are significantly underdeveloped.

Keywords
Digital transformation; digital disruption, technological disruption, corporate
entrepreneurship, literature review, research agenda

4.1

Introduction

Digital transformation, defined as transformation ‘concerned with the changes digital
technologies can bring about in a company’s business model, ... products or organizational
structures’ (Hess et al. 2016, p. 124), is perhaps the most pervasive managerial challenge for
incumbent firms of the last and coming decades. However, digital possibilities need to come
together with skilled employees and executives in order to reveal its transformative power.
Thus, digital transformation needs both technology and people. In the last years, scholarly
attention, particularly in the information systems (IS) literature, was on a steady rise leading to
a significant increase in the number of papers addressing different technological and
organizational aspects of digital transformation. In the light of this development, we are
convinced it is the right time to map the territory and reflect on the current state of knowledge.
Therefore, in this paper we aim at providing a descriptive, thematic analysis of the field by
critically assessing where, how and by whom research on digital transformation is conducted.
Based on this analysis, we identify future research opportunities.
We approach this objective in two steps. First, we adopt an inductive approach and conduct
a systematic literature review (following Tranfield et al., 2003; Webster & Watson, 2002) of
58 peer-reviewed papers dealing with digital transformation. By applying elements of grounded
theory and content analysis (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Gioia et al., 1994) we identify important
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core themes in the literature that are particularly pronounced and/or unique in transformations
enabled by digital technologies. In a second step, in order to assist in breaking down disciplinary
silos (Jones & Gatrell, 2014) and avoiding the building of an ivory tower (Bartunek et al., 2006;
Fuetsch & Suess-Reyes, 2017), we supplement the pre-dominantly IS-based digital
transformation literature with a broader management perspective. Accordingly, we integrate
cross-disciplinary contributions from reviewing 28 papers on technological disruption and 32
papers on corporate entrepreneurship.
We find these research fields particularly suitable for informing digital transformation
research for two reasons. First, by reviewing the literature on techno- logical disruption we
hope to derive implications regarding technology adoption and integration. Burdened with the
legacy of old technology, bureaucratic structures and core rigidities (Leonard-Barton, 1992),
incumbents may face major challenges in this respect during their digital transformation
journey. Second, we expect corporate entrepreneurship to add a more holistic perspective on
firm- internal aspects during the process of transformation, such as management influence or
the impact of knowledge and organizational learning.
Our findings and related contributions are threefold: First, based on a systematic and
structured analysis we develop digital transformation maps which inductively categorize and
describe the existing body of research. These thematic maps identify technology and actor as
the two aggregate dimensions of digital transformation. Within these dimensions, we reveal
nine core themes which help to disentangle the particularities of digital transformation
processes and thereby emphasize the most influential and unique antecedents and consequences
of this specific type of transformation. Thus, it becomes possible to identify the predominant
contextual factors for which research would create the strongest leverage for a better
understanding of the challenges inherent in digital transformation. Second, we contribute to the
advancement of this field by elaborating opportunities for future research on digital
transformation which integrate the three perspectives mentioned above. In particular, informed
by corporate entrepreneurship, we find that the important middle management perspective on
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digital transformation has thus far been largely neglected by researchers. Also, emerging from
our review we call for more studies on the various options for integrating digital transformation
within organizational architectures and existing processes. Third, in reviewing the adjacent
literature on technological disruption and corporate entrepreneurship, we strengthen the
valuable management perspective within the primarily IS-based discussion on digital
transformation. This way we avoid the reinvention of the wheel while at the same time enable
the identification of cross- disciplinary research opportunities. We hope to stimulate discussion
between these different but strongly related disciplines and enable mutual learning and a fruitful
exchange of ideas.

4.2

Conceptual foundations

Technology as a major determinant of organizational form and structure has been well
acknowledged by academics for a long time (Thompson & Bates, 1957; Woodward, 1965;
Scott, 1992). Following a significant decline of interest in this relation- ship until the mid-1990s
(Zammuto et al., 2007), innovations in information technologies (IT) and the rise of pre-internet
technologies have revitalized its relevance in the context of organizational transformation.
Thus, the literature on IT-enabled organizational transformation, a concept which originates
from the field of information systems (IS) that has caught considerable academic attention
starting back in the early 1990s (Ranganathan et al., 2004; Besson & Rowe, 2012), may be seen
as one of the scholarly roots of digital transformation research. In his seminal book, Morton
(1991) argued that companies must experience fundamental transformations for effective IT
implementation. In the course of the years a shift of attention occurred from technological to
managerial and organizational issues (Markus & Benjamin, 1997; Doherty & King, 2005). Nontechnological aspects such as leadership, culture, and employee training were found to be
equally important for successful IT-enabled transformation (Markus, 2004). This is supported
by Orlikowski (1996) who found empirical evidence from a 2-year case study that
organizational transformation was in fact enabled by technology, but not caused by it.
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Today, information technologies have become ‘one of the threads from which the fabric of
organization is now woven’ (Zammuto et al., 2007, p. 750). Digital technologies are considered
a major asset for leveraging organizational transformation, given their disruptive nature and
cross-organizational and systemic effects (Besson & Rowe, 2012). In order to achieve
successful digital transformation, changes must occur at various levels within the organization,
including an adaptation of the core business (Karimi & Walter, 2015), the exchange of
resources and capabilities (Cha et al., 2015; Yeow et al., 2018), the reconfiguration of processes
and structures (Resca et al., 2013), adjustments in leadership (Hansen & Sia, 2015; Singh &
Hess, 2017), and the implementation of a vivid digital culture (Llopis et al., 2004). Therefore,
the scope of our review revolves around digital transformation at the organizational level only
(in contrast to implications at the individual level).
In this study, we conceptualize digital transformation at the intercept of the adoption of
disruptive digital technologies on the one side and actor-guided organizational transformation
of capabilities, structures, processes and business model components on the other side. In other
words, and in line with Hess et al. (2016), we define digital transformation as organizational
change triggered by digital technologies. Hence, we argue that two perspectives of digital
transformation within organizations must be captured: a technology-centric and an actor-centric
perspective. To exploit the technology-centric perspective we include the literature on
technological disruption (e.g. Tushman & Anderson, 1986; Anderson & Tushman, 1990) and
merge it with research on digital transformation. For the actor-centric perspective, we derive
essential implications from the field of corporate entrepreneurship (Guth & Ginsberg, 1990),
which we believe may add valuable insights regarding actor- driven innovation and renewal
processes within firms. In the following, we offer a brief introduction to both concepts and their
relationship with digital transformation.
Rice et al. (1998) define disruptive innovations as ‘game changers’ which have the potential
‘(1) for a 5–10 times improvement in performance compared to existing products; (2) to create
the basis for a 30–50% reduction in costs; or (3) to have new-to-the world performance features’
40

Chapter 4 | Study 1
(p. 52). Similarly, Utterback (1994) emphasizes this disruptiveness at the firm and industry
level and provides a similar ‘game changer’ definition in terms of ‘change that sweeps away
much of a firm’s existing investment in technical skills and knowledge, designs, production
technique, plant and equipment’ (p. 200). Tushman and Anderson (1986) distinguish between
prod- uct and process disruptiveness. Product disruptiveness encompasses new product classes,
product substitutions, or fundamental product improvements. Process disruptiveness may take
the form of process substitutions or process innovations which radically improve industryspecific dimensions of merit. Christensen and Raynor (2003) introduce a further form of
disruptive innovations, namely disruptive business model innovations, which represent the
implementation of fundamentally different business models in an existing business.
We argue that digital technologies may reflect in all of these definitions of disruptive
innovation. They may represent new-to-the-world product innovations, dis- locate existing
processes, and open up entirely new business models. As resumed in a recent study by Li et al.
(2017), e-commerce for instance is defined as a disruptive technology (Johnson, 2010) which
involves significant changes to an organization’s culture, business processes, capabilities, and
markets (Zeng et al., 2008; Cui & Pan, 2015).
Corporate entrepreneurship (CE) on the other side is a multi-dimensional concept at the
intersection of entrepreneurship and strategic management in existing organizations (Zahra,
1996; Hitt et al., 2001; Dess et al., 2003). We adopt the conceptualization proposed by Guth
and Ginsberg (1990, p. 5), who argue that corporate entrepreneurship deals with two
phenomena ‘(1) the birth of new businesses within existing organizations, i.e. internal
innovation or venturing, and (2) the transformation of organizations through renewal of the key
ideas on which they are built, i.e. strategic renewal.’ Particularly the aspect of strategic renewal
in corporate entrepreneurship, also labelled as strategic change, revival, transformation
(Schendel, 1990), reorganization, redefinition (Zahra, 1993), or organizational renewal
(Stopford & Baden-Fuller, 1994), provides a promising interface to digital transformation. As
stated by Covin and Miles (1999, p. 50), corporate entrepreneurship ‘revitalizes, reinvigorates
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and reinvents’ - processes also required for digital transformation. Various authors have stated
that corporate entrepreneurship is a vehicle to improve competitive positioning and transform
corporations (Schollhammer, 1982; Miller, 1983; Khandwalla, 1987; Guth & Ginsberg, 1990;
Naman & Slevin, 1993; Lumpkin & Dess, 1996). Considering the disruptive nature of many
current digital technologies, we believe that organizations need to fundamentally renew and
redefine the key ideas of their business in order to fully exploit the potential of digitization and
eventually achieve successful transformation. The literature places particular attention on the
role of middle managers as the locus of corporate entrepreneurship (Burgelman, 1983; Floyd
& Wooldridge, 1999). Concluding, we will review the research on corporate entrepreneurship
and identify those contributions which we believe may offer valuable knowledge regarding
actor-driven internal renewal and change processes in the light of digital transformation.
Our review of the literature on digital transformation, technological disruption and corporate
entrepreneurship is conducted in a two-step approach. First, we review, analyze and synthesize
existing articles on digital transformation. Then, in a second step we supplement these findings
be simultaneously reviewing the literature stream on technological disruption and corporate
entrepreneurship. We believe a separate analysis and contrasting of the research streams is
appropriate for two reasons: first, it provides the reader with more clarity on the status quo of
digital transformation knowledge and prevents the confusion of concepts emerging from
different literature fields. Second, white spots and opportunities for future research regarding
digital transformation become much more visible in such a structured approach.

4.3

Research methodology

A systematic review is a type of literature review that applies an explicit algorithm and a
multi-stage review strategy in order to collect and critically appraise a body of research studies
(Mulrow, 1994; Pittaway et al., 2004; Crossan & Apaydin, 2010). This transparent and
reproducible process is ideally suited for analyzing and structuring the vast and heterogeneous
literature on digital transformation. In conducting our review, we followed the guidelines of
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Tranfield et al. (2003) and the recommendations of Denyer and Neely (2004, p. 133)2 as well
as Fisch and Block (2018) in order to ensure a high quality of the review.
The nature of our review is both scoping and descriptive (Rowe, 2014; Paré et al., 2015) as
we aim to provide an initial indication of the potential size and nature of the available literature
as well as to summarize and map existing findings from digital transformation research. By
developing opportunities for future research, our review further contributes to the advancement
of this field and stimulates theory development.
For the purpose of data collection, we exclusively limit our focus on peer-reviewed academic
journals as recommended by McWilliams et al. (2005). Thus, we opted to exclude work in
progress, conference papers, dissertations, or books. First, based on discussion among the
authors and the reading of a few highly-cited papers, we designed our search criteria using
combinations of keywords containing ‘digital* AND transform*’, ‘digital* AND disrupt*’,
‘digitalization’, and ‘digitization’. Then, we manually searched each issue of each volume of
the leading journals in the management3 and IS field (AIS Basket of eight)4. In addition, we run
our search query against five different electronic databases: Business Source Premier (EBSCO),
Scopus, Science Direct, Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI), and Google Scholar. We used
all years available and only included articles referring to business, management, or economics
in order to exclude irrelevant publications. We abstained from including digital innovation in
our search (the only exception in our sample is a recent literature review by Kohli and Melville
(2019), in order to capture consolidated insights). Although we realize that it is a hot topic in

The development of clear and precise aims and objectives; pre-planned methods; a comprehensive search of all
potentially relevant articles; the use of explicit, reproducible criteria in the selection of articles; an appraisal of the
quality of the research and the strength of the findings; a synthesis of individual studies using an explicit analytic
framework; and a balanced, impartial and comprehensible presentation of the results.
3 The search included Academy of Management Journal, Administrative Science Quarterly, Entrepreneurship
Theory and Practice, Journal of Management Studies, Strategic Management Journal.
4 The search included European Journal of Information Systems, Information Systems Journal, Information
Systems Research, Journal of the Association for Information Systems, Journal of Information Technology,
Journal of Management Information Systems, Journal of Strategic Information Systems, MIS Quarterly, MISQ
Executive.
2
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IS research at the moment (e.g. Fichman et al., 2014; Nambisan et al., 2017; Yoo et al., 2010,
2012), we aim to concentrate our focus on papers dealing with digital transformation on a
broader level (firm and industry), rather than with transitions within innovation management.
Our first search query was conducted mid 2017 and yielded an initial sample of 1722
publications. This very large sample was mainly due to the broad ambiguity of the terms
‘digital’ and ‘disrupt’. Given these broad search parameters, we anticipated that only a small
fraction of this very large sample would prove to be of substantive relevance to us. To select
these relevant articles for our final sample, we performed a predefined and structured multistep selection process (similar to the approach of Siebels & Knyphausen-Aufseß, 2012; Vom
Brocke et al., 2015) and defined specific criteria for inclusion (Templier & Paré, 2015). The
filters during our selection process included (1) scanning the titles, (2) reading abstracts, (3)
removing duplicates, (4) full reading and in-depth analysis of the remaining papers, and finally
(5) cross- referencing and backward searching by looking through the bibliographies of the
most important articles to find additional relevant work. The initial pool was split in half
between two panelists who separately performed the scanning of titles, analysis of abstracts and
removal of duplicates. After these early steps, the sample could be narrowed down to 155
articles. As we arrived at step 4 “full reading and in-depth analysis of the remaining papers”,
both panelists read and independently classified each of the remaining 155 studies. During this
process, papers qualified for the final sample if they satisfied three requirements: (1) articles
were required to have their primary focus and contribution within digital transformation
research or digitally-induced organizational transformation (e.g. a vast number of papers
inadequately captured the topic of digital transformation as they primarily focused on business
model innovation), (2) articles needed to be based on a sound theoretical foundation and
therefore not primarily practitioner oriented (such as articles that offer popular
recommendations to business leaders on how to survive digital transformation), (3) papers that
were not addressing digital transformation at an organizational level (e.g. the rise of homebased online businesses by entrepreneurs) were dismissed. Whenever disagreements emerged
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regarding the inclusion or classification of an article, we engaged in discussion and tried to
resolve the issue together to make our selection rules more reliable. We updated the review in
the autumn of 2018 for any articles that had appeared between then. Following this approach,
58 studies passed all five selection steps and were included in our final sample.
Within this sample, conceptual articles (27) and case studies (20) are dominant. Roughly
60% of the articles stem from the IS literature, while 40% cover a broader management
perspective of digital transformation. While the reviewed papers span a time frame from 2001
to 2018, approximately eighty-percent of articles were published within the past five years,
indicating the relative novelty of digital transformation as a research discipline.
Upon the recommendation of Webster and Watson (2002), our categorization and analysis
of the literature was concept-centric. First, to facilitate analysis and build a basis for our initial
coding, each selected paper was reviewed to determine the following database information.
(1) Article title, (2) outlet, (3) research methodology, (4) sample, (5) region, and (6) key
findings. Next, we started coding our sample, adopting elements of the approach introduced by
Corley and Gioia (2004). We began by identifying initial concepts in the data and grouping
them into provisional categories and first order concepts (open coding). Then, we engaged in
axial coding (Locke, 2001) and searched for relationships and common patterns between and
among these provisional categories, which allowed us to assemble them into second order
themes. Finally, we assigned these second order themes to aggregate dimensions, representing
the highest level of abstraction in our coding. In sum, reviewing and analyzing the extant
literature, 194 coded insights were generated within the field of digital transformation: 61 first
order concepts, nine second order themes, and two aggregate dimensions. The nine second
order themes represent core themes across the papers, which finally constitute two aggregate
dimensions: technology and actor. In conclusion, we define digital transformation as actordriven organizational transformation triggered by the adoption of technology-driven digital
disruptions. The result of the coding process is a high-level inductive map of the core themes
in digital transformation research (Figure 3).
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Second Order Themes

Aggregate Dimensions

Second Order Themes

Pace of Change
& Time to Market
Transformative Leadership
Technology Capability
& Integration
Consumer & other Stakeholder
Interface

Managerial
& Organizational Capabilities

Technology

Actor
Company Culture

Distributed Value
Creation & Capture
Work Environment
Market Environment
& Rules of Competition

Figure 3: Digital transformation high-level thematic map emerging from the analysis of
the literature

4.4

Results

The reviewed studies from our sample provide a rich body of knowledge regarding the
specific contextual factors of digital transformation. This may be beneficial to both researchers
and practitioners enabling a more comprehensive understanding of the peculiarities of digital
transformation (in comparison to previous technology- driven transformations).

4.4.1

Macro-level findings

On a macro level, the central observation emerging from our review is that both technologyand actor-centric aspects take center stage within this debate. This is also reflected in various
definitions of digital transformation provided in the sample. For example, Lanzolla and
Anderson (2008) represent the technology-centric side and emphasize the diffusion of digital
technologies as an enabler for transformation. Such digital technologies may include big data,
mobile, cloud computing or search-based applications (White, 2012). Similarly, Hess et al.
(2016) note that digital transformation is ‘concerned with the changes digital technologies can
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bring about in a company’s business model, which result in changed products or organizational
structures or in the automation of processes’ (p. 124). However, Hess et al. (2016) also highlight
the role of actors (e.g. managers) in promoting transformation processes, while facing the
challenge of simultaneously balancing the exploration and exploitation of resources. Leaders
must have trust in the value and benefits of new IT technologies and support their
implementation (Chatterjee et al., 2002).
In total, we find an almost even distribution of papers studying the two dimensions of
technology and actor: 33% are technology-centric, 34% are actor-centric, and 33% of papers
cover both technology and actor. However, within these two dimensions we observe a rather
uneven distribution of articles by second order themes. On the technology-centric side, we find
that understanding the implications of digital technologies on the consumer interface and
market environment are highly active research streams. In comparison, understanding the pace
of change in times of digital transformation and its direct impact on incumbents is so far
comparably understudied. On the actor-centric side, our review reveals a very dominant focus
on leadership and capabilities in a digital context, while in contrast company culture and work
environment thus far received less recognition. We also find that the status-quo of digital
transformation literature is rather diverse, in a sense that papers discuss topics across various
categories of our thematic map and are therefore not restricted nor focused to a specific unit of
analysis. The vast majority of articles is related to adjacent topics of digital transformation
underpinning its nature as a diverse and broad field of research while again indicating its
emerging nature.
In addition, we observe some degree of diversity in the theoretical foundations drawn upon.
Different theories are applied by several authors to capture the context of digital transformation,
e.g. alignment view, configuration theory, resource-based view, dynamic capabilities,
organizational learning theory, network view or business process reengineering. It would be
interesting to use other theoretical angles, for example from the literature on corporate
entrepreneurship and technological disruption, in order to increase theoretical diversity. Such
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an exchange with different fields of research would broaden the scope of the field and help
bridging an ivory divide. Finally, from a methodological perspective, we observe that actorcentric papers primarily use case studies while technology-centric studies at this point are preeminently conceptual. In general, the literature is scarce regarding quantitative empirical
evidence. We see this as a strong indicator for the early stage of digital transformation research.

4.4.2

Micro-level findings: the technology-centric side of the equation

In the following, we present and discuss the most important findings of the second order
themes within the technology-centric dimension. In Figure 4 we provide a thematic map for
this dimension and in Table 3 a brief summary including illustrative quotes.

Pace of change and time to market. In times of digital transformation, the speed of
technological change is disproportionally accelerating with new digital capabilities being rolled
out every year. The technological capability of applications such as the Internet of Things (IoT),
big data, cloud computing, and mobile technologies significantly increases the overall pace of
change. For example, entire industries, like the newspaper business, have been transformed and
digitized within a very short period of time (Karimi & Walter, 2015). Further, the cloud and
online platforms have revolutionized the process and pace of turning an innovative idea into a
business (Vey et al., 2017). Today, innovative ideas can be realized within days and companies
set-up literally ‘over-night’. In this sense, in the digital world striving for a ‘first-mover
advantage’ due to a ‘winner takes it all’ environment has become more important for incumbent
firms (Grover & Kohli, 2013) as they have much less time to respond to such threats and should
not give away first-mover advantages too easily.
Moreover, pure digital companies like Facebook, Google or Amazon have substantially
raised the overall time to market and speed of product launches (Bharadwaj et al., 2013). With
continuous improvements in hardware, software and connectivity, these companies set the pace
for a tightly timed series of product launches.
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Figure 4: Thematic map for technology-driven themes in digital transformation literature

Less time to respond to
disruptive threats by competitors
(Grover & Kohli 2013)

Increased speed of decision
making & product launches
(Bharadwaj et al., 2013)

Free flow of digital goods
precipitates an erosion of property
rights (Loebbecke & Picot 2015)

Digital transformation
redefines, blurs and even
dissolves existing industry
boundaries, leading to
cross-industry competition
(e.g. Sia et al. 2016; Weill
& Woerner 2015)

Importance of flexible IT (Cha et al. 2015),
new enterprise platforms (El Sawy et al.
2016), and scalable operational backbone
(Sebastian et al. 2017)

Digital technologies revolutionized the
process & pace of turning an innovative
idea into a business (Vey et al. 2017)

Dematerialization of tangible
products and objects, like CDs,
books, or machinery
(Loebbecke and Picot 2015)

Pace of change
& time to market

Technology
capability &
integration
Role and significance of data as
one of the most powerful assets in
the digital era (e.g. Günther et al.
2017, Ng & Wakenshaw 2017)

Technologydriven

Digital technologies increase
innovation network knowledge
heterogeneity (Lyytinen et al. 2016)

Market environment
& rules of competition

Market infrastructure becomes increasingly
interconnected with the emergence of digital
platforms, networks, and ecosystems (e.g.
Grover & Kohli 2013; Majchrzak et al. 2016)

Significantly higher computing
power, data storage and information
distribution of cross-boundary
digital technologies (e.g. Dremel et
al. 2017; Rayna & Striukova 2016)

Value is increasingly co-created
and captured in a series of
partnerships in a value network
(e.g. Evens 2010)

Distributed
value creation &
value capture

Digital technologies offer opportunities
for customers to co-create products
with the manufacturer (e.g. El Sawy et
al. 2016; Ng & Wakenshaw 2017)

Instant access to data reduces
information asymmetries
between sellers and buyers
(e.g. Granados & Gupta 2013)

Consumer &
other stakeholder
interface

In the digital era, the buyer,
not the seller, determines the
dimensions of value that matter
(Keen & Williams 2013)

Customer behavior, knowledge, and
preferences are increasingly influenced
by online customer-to-customer
interaction via platforms and social media
(Berman 2012, El Sawy et al. 2016)
Intermediaries are replaced by multi-sided
digital platforms and networks to match
sellers and buyers (e.g. Bharadwaj et al.
2013; Evens 2010; Pagani 2013)
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Table 3: Summary of emergent themes from the digital transformation literature - The technology-driven side
Aggregate
dimension

Second order themes

Examples of
first order concepts

Pace of change
& time to market

Increased speed of
decision making,
product launches,
convenience of new
business formation,
time-to-market

Technology
capability &
integration

'Digital products and services emerge as substitutes for established offerings.
Exponential
They offer superior performance and higher benefits to consumers and
advancements in the
businesses than their physical/analog counterparts'
price/ performance
(Loebbecke and Picot, 2015, p. 153)
capability,
'Data storage capabilities and computing speed have enabled data collection
dematerialization of
at an unprecedented scale' (Ng and Wakenshaw, 2017, p. 13)
tangible products,
agile and scalable
'Intensive interactive digital connectivity to the outside requires integration
digital infrastructure
between the outside and inside of the enterprise that goes beyond the
for seamless
traditional ERP and supply chain management integration paradigm'
technology integration
(El Sawy et al., 2016, p. 142)

Technologydriven

Consumer
& other stakeholder
interfaces

Illustrative quotes
'Technology has allowed firms to speed up decisions that otherwise might be
slowed due to information flows up and down the hierarchy'
(Bharadwaj et al., 2013, p. 476)
'The cloud and all sorts of platforms have revolutionized how to set up and
run a business. Innovative ideas can be realized in days, and the
corresponding business set up almost “overnight”' (Vey et al., 2017, p. 23)

Examples of other sources
addressing the second-order
theme

Grover and Kohli (2013),
Moreau (2013)

Cha et al. (2015), Dremel
et al. (2017), Evens
(2010),
Günther et al. (2017), Hess
et al. (2016), Kohli and
Johnson (2011), Kohli and
Melville (2018), Lyytinen
et al. (2016), Rayna and
Striukova (2016), Resca et
al. (2013), Sebastian et al.
(2017), Sia et al. (2016)
Bharadwaj et al. (2013),
'IoT applications will be mostly focused on co-creation and communities ...
Co-creation of
El Sawy et al. (2016),
For instance, Philips indicated the use of co-creation as type of customer
products and services
Evens (2010), Granados
relationship for their IoT product ‘Hue’, since customers can design their
with customers,
and Gupta (2013),
own light recipes' (Dijkmana et al., 2015, p. 677)
consumer behavior,
Hagberg et al. ((2016),
consumer knowledge,
Ives et al. (2016), Leong et
'In the new digital marketplace, consumers are using mobile, interactive tools
consumer analysis,
al. (2017), Llopis et al.
to become instant experts on product and service offerings'
multi-sided digital
(2004), Loebbecke and
(Berman, 2012, p. 16)
platforms
Picot (2015), Majchrzak et
eliminate
al. (2016), Ng and
intermediating
Wakenshaw (2017),
'If a leader at any level does not understand how to use the digital world and
function,
Pagani (2013), Sebastian et
its accompanying instrumentation, and if they do not understand the power
information ubiquity
al. (2017), Setia et al.
that it has on their relationships with their stakeholders ... then they will be
raises exposure of
(2013), Sia et al. (2016),
seriously left behind' (Bennis, 2013, p. 635)
leaders to stakeholders
Vey et al. (2017), Weill
and Woerner (2015)
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Table 3 (continued)
Aggregate
dimension

Second order themes

Distributed value
creation & capture

Technologydriven

Market environment
& rules of competition

Examples of
first order concepts

Value creation and
capture are driven
and co-created in
networks with
multiple partners,
value is always
shifting and a
moving target

Illustrative quotes
'As more products and services become digital and connected, network
effects become the key differentiator and driver of value creation'
(Bharadwaj et al., 2013, p. 475)
'In multi-sided platform markets, value is not created in the transformation
of goods, but in the mediation of these goods between different kinds of
users, who pay for access to the network ... in value networks, value is
co-created and revenues are shared amongst all participants'
(Evens, 2010, p. 53)
'Digital business will be driven in its next phases by value architectures
rather than business models' (Keen and Williams, 2013, p. 646)
'The simultaneous increase in environmental turbulence, the requisite speed
of organizational change, and the intensified ubiquity of digital
technologies are spawning a phenomenon that is messy, complex, and
chaotic'
(El Sawy et al., 2010, p. 835)
'As digital interconnectivity becomes virtually ubiquitous, it overcomes
physical barriers and enables the possibility of reaching more people and
of building a network based on interests rather than on geographical
location' (Lanzolla and Anderson, 2008, p. 76)

Dynamics of business
environment, interconnected business
infrastructures,
emergence of
innovation networks,
cross-industry
competition,
'The new kid on the block can come “out of the blue”, from anywhere –
erosion of property
it does not have to be a well-known competitor in your industry'
rights, knowledge
(Vey et al., 2017, p. 23)
heterogeneity, demand
harmonization
'Two-thirds of respondents said they were experiencing a high level of threat
… from enterprises in other industries that have existing relationships with
their customers' (Weill and Woerner, 2015, p. 32)

Examples of other sources
addressing the second-order
theme

Berman (2012), El Sawy
et al. (2016), Loebbecke
and Picot (2015), Matt
et al. (2015), Ng and
Wakenshaw (2017),
Pagani (2013), Rayna and
Striukova (2016),
Sebastian et al. (2017)

Bharadwaj et al. (2013),
Dremel et al. (2017),
Evens (2010), Grover and
Kohli (2013), Kohli and
Johnson (2011), Leong et
al. (2017), Loebbecke and
Picot (2015), Lyytinen et
al. (2016), Majchrzak et
al. (2016), Markus and
Loebbecke (2013), Mazzei
and Noble (2017), Mithas
et al. (2013), Rayna and
Striukova (2016), Sia et al.
(2017)
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Thus, firms in the hybrid world (digital and physical) are being put under enormous pressure
to also accelerate their product introductions. In a digitally transformed market, the control of
speed of product development and launches is increasingly transferred to an ‘ecosystem of
innovation’ in the sense of a network of actors with complementary products and services
(Bharadwaj et al., 2013).

Technology capability and integration. The technological capability and power of digital
transformation applications, such as for example the Internet of Things (IoT), big data, cloud
computing, and mobile technologies, is in terms of computing power, data storage and
information distribution in many cases significantly higher than in previous technology-driven
trans- formations. Earlier business transformations were mostly concerned about introducing
internal management information systems such as enterprise resource planning (ERP) or
customer relationship management (CRM). These transformations were usually limited to
improvements to business processes within firm boundaries (see Ash & Burn, 2003; Kauffman
& Walden, 2001 in: Li et al., 2017). But today, cross-boundary digital technologies such as IoT
devices (Ng & Wakenshaw, 2017), 3D printing (Rayna & Striukova, 2016), and big data
analytics (Dremel et al., 2017), drive transformations that go far beyond internal process
optimizations as they potentially induce drastic changes to business models (Rayna &
Striukova, 2016), organizational strategy (Bharadwaj et al., 2013), corporate culture (El Sawy
et al., 2016; Dremel et al., 2017; Sia et al., 2016), and entire industry structures (Kohli &
Johnson, 2011).
Further, the review confirms that the role and significance of data itself is changing
profoundly and that personal data has become one of the most powerful assets in the digital era
(Ng & Wakenshaw, 2017). In fact, we believe the impact of the massive increase in quantity
and quality of data generated every day (Bharadwaj et al., 2013) and the game changing power
of big data analytics (Günther et al., 2017) are yet to be fully experienced and understood by
society, economy and academics.
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With regards to the process of dematerialization of tangible products and objects (e.g. CDs,
books, machinery etc.), triggered by the transformative capabilities of digital technologies, the
most notable insight is that intriguingly, in many cases the digital substitutes, for example ebooks, offer superior performance and higher customer benefits than their physical counterparts
(Loebbecke & Picot, 2015). This, for example, is in contrast to the assumptions provided by
Christensen (1997) more than 20 years ago, arguing that new disruptive technologies usually
provide different values from mainstream technologies and are often initially inferior to
mainstream technologies, therefore only serving niche markets in the beginning.
Finally, regarding technology integration, the current state of research emphasizes the
importance of flexible IT (Cha et al., 2015), new enterprise platforms (El Sawy et al., 2016),
and a strong and scalable operational backbone (Sebastian et al., 2017) as part of an agile digital
infrastructure. The old paradigms of technology integration are not effective any more.
However, in a second step we need to reach a more comprehensive understanding of ‘how’ and
‘where’ the integration of technology and transformation activities should be embedded within
the organizational architectures of incumbent firms.

Consumer and other stakeholder interface. With regards to the customer interface, which is
currently receiving the highest levels of attention by scholars, we conclude that there is some
solid research particularly on changes in consumer behavior (Berman, 2012; El Sawy et al.,
2016; Ives et al., 2016; Lanzolla & Anderson, 2008), consumer preferences (Vey et al., 2017)
and consumer knowledge (Berman, 2012; Granados & Gupta, 2013). Firstly, our review
confirms that in the new digital marketplace, consumers behave differently than before, and
traditional marketing techniques may not apply anymore. Today there are myriad choices to
easily gather information about products and services far before the actual purchase. For
instance, customer buying decisions are increasingly influenced by online customer-tocustomer interaction via platforms and social media, where users share products feedbacks,
upload home video clips, or publish blog entries (Berman, 2012). In this sense, digital
53

Chapter 4 | Study 1
technologies are also transforming firms’ customer-side operations (Setia et al., 2013) and
customer engagement strategies (Sebastian et al., 2017). For example, reaching out to
customers in a digital environment requires digital omnichannel marketing, including e.g. social
media, mobile apps, and augmented reality (El Sawy et al., 2016). Secondly, we may note that
digital technologies increasingly reduce the information asymmetries between sellers and
buyers (Granados & Gupta, 2013). In this sense, information ubiquity (Vey et al., 2017) and
instant access to data via mobile technologies (Berman, 2012) profoundly change the longestablished seller–customer relationship. And thirdly, the current literature raises awareness for
the emergence of multi-sided business models. While in the ‘old’ world, intermediaries were
matching sellers and buyers, in the digital market place, intermediation increasingly takes place
through the establishment of multi-sided digital platforms and networks (Bharadwaj et al.,
2013; Evens, 2010; Pagani, 2013).

Distributed value creation and value capture. The review of the literature reveals that the
value chain has become far more distributed in times of digital transformation - particularly
value creation and value capture. Two major changes can be observed here: (1) digital
technologies offer opportunities to customers to co-create products with the manufacturer, e.g.
via digital platforms (El Sawy et al., 2016; Ng & Wakenshaw, 2017), and (2) on an inter-firm
level value is increasingly co-created and captured in a series of partnerships in a value network
(Evens, 2010). As Bharadwaj et al. (2013) argue, network effects are the key differentiator and
driver of value creation and capture in a digital world. The focus of value creation is therefore
shifting from value chain to value networks. For this purpose, companies like Google are
experimenting with multi-sided business models. In such a multilayered business model, a
company gives away certain products or services in one layer to capture value at a different
layer (Bharadwaj et al., 2013). Google is giving away its Android operating system for free and
captures value via the ability to control advertising on every phone that uses Android.
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In more general terms, we may conclude that control of value in the digital world is less and
less determined by R&D capabilities, competitors, or industry boundaries. Instead the buyer,
not the seller, determines the dimensions of value that matter (Keen & Williams, 2013).
Therefore, businesses need to engage with their customers at every point in the process of value
creation (Berman, 2012). Also, the strong impact of digital technologies on incumbent’s value
chains imply some degree of deviation from the classical and often analog core business. For
example, new product-related competencies, platform capabilities or value architectures will
be required. And, incumbents must prepare for new forms of monetization in the digitized
marketplace.

Market environment and rules of competition. This is a rather broad and diverse
categorization in our review, as it comprises technology-driven changes in the market
environment. After consumer-centric aspects this research stream received the most attention
by scholars in the review (on the technology-centric side). In sum, the current state of literature
recognizes three major developments. First, digital transformation redefines, blurs and even
dissolves existing industry boundaries which may lead to cross-industry competition (Sia et al.,
2016; Weill & Woerner, 2015). Dominant industry logics (Sabatier et al., 2012) apparently do
not work anymore in times of digital transformation. The ‘new kid on the block can come out
of the blue’ (Vey et al. 2017, p. 23) and even individuals can become competitors as 3D Printing
is expected to lead to a sharp increase in competition from SMEs and individual entrepreneurs
(Rayna & Striukova, 2016). And with the emergence of multi-sided business models also
incumbents are starting to disrupt new markets (Weill & Woerner, 2015). For instance, Google
is disrupting the mobility sector with its self-driving car subsidiary Waymo, while Amazon has
introduced AmazonFresh as a grocery delivery service which is seen as a potentially tough
competitor to supermarkets. Second, with the emergence of digital platforms, networks, and
ecosystems the market infrastructure becomes increasingly interconnected (Grover & Kohli,
2013; Majchrzak et al., 2016; Markus & Loebbecke, 2013). In a broader sense, we see a shift
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from controlling or participating in a linear value chain to operating in an ecosystem or network
(Weill & Woerner, 2015). As different types of innovation networks with different cognitive
and social translations regarding knowledge emerge, novel properties of digital infrastructure
in support of each network are required. Digital technologies therefore increase innovation
network knowledge heterogeneity (Lyytinen et al., 2016). Third, the free flow of digital goods
precipitates an erosion of property rights and higher risks of imitation (Loebbecke & Picot,
2015).

4.4.3

Micro-level findings: the actor-centric side of the equation

In the following, we present and discuss the most important findings of the second order
themes within the actor-centric dimension. In Figure 5 we provide a thematic map for this
dimension and in Table 4 a brief summary including illustrative quotes.

Transformative leadership. Understanding the impact of digital transformation on leadership
and management behavior is a very active and prioritized research focus. In total, 23 papers in
our review explore this aspect. First and foremost, research calls for a shift in the traditional
view of IT strategy as being subordinate to business strategy (El Sawy et al., 2016). In the
course of the past two decades information technologies have sur- passed their subordinate role
as administrative ‘back office’ assets and evolved into an essential element of corporate strategy
building. Thus, incumbents should align IT and business strategies on equal terms and fuse
them into ‘digital business strategy’ (Bharadwaj et al., 2013).
Also, emphasis is placed on the changing nature of leadership itself, caused by digital
transformation. Such changes may include rapid optimization of top management decisionmaking processes enabled by instant access to information and expansive data sets (Mazzei &
Noble, 2017), new communication principles (Bennis, 2013; Granados & Gupta, 2013), or
changes in leadership education (Sia et al., 2016).
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Figure 5: Thematic map for actor-driven themes in digital transformation literature

Digital transformation demands
changes in leadership education
(Sia et al. 2016)

Leaders must integrate
functional IT strategy and
business strategy
(Bharadwaj et al. 2013)

Managerial level: much faster strategy and
implementation cycle is needed to cope
with pace of digital transformation
(Daniel & Wilson 2013)

Leaders in the digital era are significantly
more exposed publicly than their analog
predecessors (Bennis 2013)

Transformative
leadership

Complexity of digital transformation
leads to emergence of Chief Digital
Officer position (Dremel et al. 2017;
Tumbas et al. 2017)

Actordriven

Digitization may effectively lead to
a growing skills gap between predigitization workers and recently
hired digitally savvy employees
(Kohli and Johnson 2011)

Managerial &
organizational
capabilities

Organizational level: challenge to
manage the ambidexterity of
analog and digital capabilities
(e.g. Sebastian et al. 2017)

Digital transformation
demands a data-sharing and
data-driven corporate culture
(Dremel et al. 2017).

Work
environment

Company
culture

A digital workplace becomes
inevitable to attract ‘born digital’
employees (El Sawy et al. 2016)
Digital interconnectivity dissolves traditional
hierarchical work structures and routines and
enables the emergence of cross-location teams
(Loebbecke & Picot 2015, White 2012)

Some studies suggest to adopt the
theory of dynamic capabilities (e.g.
Li et al. 2017; Yeow et al. 2017)

Organizational learning is
key for digital innovation
(Kohli & Melville 2018)

Incumbents need to develop their
informatic culture to an informational
culture (Llopis et al. 2004)

Digital transformation may trigger cultural conflict
between younger and comparably inexperienced
digital employees and older but more experienced
pre-digitization employees (Kohli & Johnson 2011)
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Table 4: Summary of emergent themes from the digital transformation literature: the actor-driven side
Aggregate
dimension

Second order themes

Examples of
first order concepts

Illustrative quotes
'Transformational leadership is proposed as a significant antecedent of ebusiness adoption ... Transformational leadership first plays a key role in
changing characteristics of culture and then facilitates e-business adoption'
(Alos et al., 2017, p. 382)

Transformative
leadership

Actordriven

Transformational
leadership, fusion
between functional IT
strategy and business 'When implementing a digital transformation project, it is important to have
direct policing by top management and solid congruence between a firm’s
strategy, leadership
business goals and its IT development strategy, not just count IT projects
education, nature of
as additional jobs for the MIS department' (Liu et al., 2011, p. 1739)
leadership, emergence
of Chief Digital
Officers
'The necessary digital transformation requires new roles, such as a chief
digital officer (CDO), and organizational structures to be established'
(Dremel et al., 2017, p. 82)

Examples of other sources
addressing the second-order
theme
Bennis (2013),
Cha et al. (2015),
Chatterjee et al. (2002), El
Sawy et al. (2016), Gerth
and Peppard (2016),
Granados and Gupta
(2013), Hu et al. (2016),
Kohli and Melville (2018),
Llopis et al. (2004),
Loebbecke and
Picot (2015), Mazzei and
Noble (2017), Rigby et al.
(2016), Rindova and
Kotha (2001), Sia et al.
(2016), Singh and Hess
(2017), Yeow et al. (2017)

Berman (2012), Daniel and
Wilson (2003), El Sawy
et al. (2010), El Sawy et
al. (2016), Granados and
Gupta (2013), Karimi and
'It is crucial for firms to use existing resources and capabilities to meet
Walter (2015), Kohli and
customer demands when implementing digital transformation'
Melville (2018), Rindova
(Liu et al., 2011, p. 1739)
and Kotha (2001),
Sandström (2016),
'We argue that information technology investments and capabilities influence
Sebastian et al. (2017),
firm performance through a nomological network of three significant
Setia et al. (2013), Singh
organizational capabilities (agility, digital options, and entrepreneurial
and Hess (2017), Svahn et
alertness) and strategic processes (capability-building, entrepreneurial
al. (2017), Weill and
action, and coevolutionary adaptation)' (Sambamurthy et al., 2003, p. 237)
Woerner (2015)
'Organizations can promote digital transformation through building the
dynamic managerial capabilities of their top management'
(Li et al., 2017, p. 4)

Managerial &
organizational
capabilities

Managerial
capabilities,
organizational
capabilities
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Table 4 (continued)
Aggregate
dimension

Second order themes

Examples of
first order concepts

Illustrative quotes
'In the past, our leadership program has been all about leadership skills,
communication skills. We scrapped all of that and our leadership program
now is all about hackathons'
(Sia et al., 2016, p. 109)

Company culture

Cultural change,
conflict,
organizational
learning

‘Similarly, a large number of on-site technical contract workers or service
providers may cause conflict between two cultures - those who understand
technology and those who understand the business'
(Kohli and Johnsons, 2011, p. 153)

Examples of other sources
addressing the second-order
theme

Alos-Simo et al. (2017),
Dremel et al. (2017),
El Sawy et al. (2016),
Llopis et al. (2004),
Schuchmann and Seufert
(2015), Vey et al. (2017)

'Learning is often necessary (although not sufficient) for digital innovation.
For example, in the case of externally adopted IS, knowledge drives
opportunity sensing, which in turn drives experimentation and subsequent
innovation' (Kohli and Melville, 2018, p. 6)

Actordriven

‘Four technologies in particular are rapidly shaping the future of corporate
IT and the way that work will be undertaken: Mobile, Big data, Cloud
computing, Search-based applications' (White., 2012, p. 210)

Work environment

Digital workplace,
work structures
and routine, skills gap

‘As more 'born digital' younger employees enter the workforce with different
values, they will have different expectations of the workplace in terms of
flexibility of location and working hours, sophistication of mobile online
access, and the extent to which the workplace environment is 'humanized'
(El Sawy et al., 2016, p. 143)

Cha et al. (2015), Hansen
and Sia (2015), Kohli and
Johnson (2011),
Schuchmann and Seufert
(2015), Seufert and Meier
(2016), Vey et al. (2017)

‘With digitization and big data analytics cross-location teams emerge, and
traditional hierarchical work structures dissolve and transform into
increasingly flexible, in-house and networked structures across locations'
(Loebbecke and Picot, 2015, p. 151)
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Further, there is consensus that senior management requires a new digital mindset in order
to captain their company’s digital transformation journey. Therefore, incumbents should also
rethink their leadership education practices. In the past, leadership programs have been
primarily about leadership and communication skills. But in times of digital transformation,
executives must become ‘tech visionaries’ and develop their transformative powers. For
example, Sia et al. (2016) have conducted a case study on an Asian bank that uses hackathons
to educate their senior managers. Media transparency and exposure are further key challenges
of digitization where top managers may require some additional education. Given the ubiquity
of information and the speed of online data dissemination (via mobile phones, viral effects of
social media etc.), leaders today are significantly more exposed publicly than their analog
predecessors. Therefore, according to Bennis (2013) leadership in the digital era needs to be
learned through embracing transparency and adaptive capacity (specifically resilience as the
ability to rebound from problems and crisis).
Finally, the vast extent and complexity of digital transformation leads to the emergence of
an additional position at the top management level - the Chief Digital Officer (Dremel et al.,
2017; Tumbas et al., 2017). Given the immense challenges of digital transformation and the
claim for a new mindset and different skills, CEOs or even CIOs are conceivably not the best
match (Singh & Hess, 2017). Particularly not if they are expected to drive digital transformation
in addition to their original tasks.

Managerial and organizational capabilities. Our analysis suggests that in order to
effectively drive digital transformation additional and refined capabilities are required - both
managerial and organizational (Li et al. 2017) - in comparison to the analogue world.
At the managerial level, for one thing, a much faster strategy and implementation cycle is
needed to cope with the pace of digital transformation (Daniel & Wilson, 2003). The turbulent
and ever-changing digital environment is forcing managers to make decisions and implement
strategies significantly faster than they had been previously required to. In order to study
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managerial capabilities in the context of digital transformation, some studies have adopted the
theory of dynamic capabilities (Daniel & Wilson, 2003; Li et al., 2017; Yeow et al., 2018) as
introduced by Teece et al. (1997), Teece (2007, 2014). In particular, results indicate that
dynamic capabilities may support the refinement of digital strategy and are therefore not
separate from alignment, but on the contrary have the potential to enact and guide the process
of aligning.
At the organizational level, one of the most intriguing challenges for incumbents will be to
manage the ambidexterity of capabilities in terms of analog and digital capabilities. Firms need
to incorporate ‘old’ and ‘new’ capabilities into their organizational structure in a
complementary and not impeding way. In addition, capabilities in two further areas are of
particular importance to many firms. First, capabilities to implement and operate in networks
(Bharadwaj et al. 2013), platforms (Li et al., 2017; Sebastian et al., 2017), and ecosystems (El
Sawy et al., 2016; Weill & Woerner, 2015). Depending on contextual factors like for example
their industry or business model, companies must learn to take advantage of network effects in
terms of complementary capabilities while also learn how to become more of an ecosystem
rather than continue managing value chains. Second, in the digital era it is essential to develop
sensing capabilities, such as entrepreneurial alertness and environmental scanning (Kohli &
Melville, 2019), in order to identify new ideas and critically evaluate, design, modify and
eventually deliver new business models (Berman, 2012; Daniel & Wilson, 2003).

Company culture. Digital transformation is not exclusively a technology-driven challenge
but requires deep cultural change. Everyone within the organization must be prepared with an
adaptive skill set and digital know-how. Two major insights can be identified within the existing
literature. First, digital transformation demands a data-sharing and data- driven corporate
culture (Dremel et al., 2017). Data as such must be recognized much more as a valuable
resource and an enabler to become a digital enterprise. This will require higher operational
transparency in daily-business and work-routines and a data- sharing mindset among
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employees. In this sense, incumbents need to develop their informatic culture to an
informational culture (Llopis et al., 2004). In comparison to an informatic culture, an
informational culture values IT as a core element of strategic and tactical decisions and clearly
understands the financial and transformative potential of digital technologies. Second, digital
transformation may trigger cultural conflict between younger and comparably inexperienced
digital employees and older but more experienced pre-digitization employees (Kohli &
Johnson, 2011). Management is well advised to prevent that two different cultures arise within
the same organization - a group of employees who understand digital technologies and those
who have a long-standing track record in the traditional business but are technologically lagging
behind. Facilitating a learning friendly culture (Kohli & Melville, 2019) and publicly affirming
support and trust by the executive level may effectively mitigate such a potential cultural divide.

Work environment. Our review reveals that digital transformation is changing the daily work
environment in incumbent firms in terms of work structures (Hansen & Sia, 2015; Loebbecke
& Picot, 2015), job roles, and workplace requirements (White, 2012). For example, digital
interconnectivity enables the emergence of flexible and networked cross-location teams across
the entire geographical company map. In this context, traditional hierarchical work structures
dissolve and new opportunities emerge beyond company boundaries, such as the integration of
external freelancers (Loebbecke & Picot, 2015). Also, the implementation of a digital
workplace becomes inevitable. Particularly for ‘born digital’ younger employees a digitally
well-equipped workplace may represent a major criterion for their choice of employer (El Sawy
et al., 2016). According to White (2012), a digital workplace must be adaptive, compliant,
imaginative, predictive, and location-independent.
However, the most notable insight in this perspective is that - in addition to a potential
cultural divide - digitization may effectively lead to a growing skills gap between predigitization workers and recently hired digitally savvy employees (Kohli & Johnson, 2011). In
fact, while digital technologies significantly help to optimize and accelerate many work
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processes and thereby increase productivity, incumbents must be aware that many employees
might not keep pace with this digital high-speed train and feel left behind. It is unclear how
such a tradeoff is considered and how firms could handle related conflicts.

4.5

Avoiding an ivory tower: Drawing on existing knowledge from adjacent research
fields

We assume that pre-existing knowledge on corporate transformation processes in general is
partly already available and may provide implications for digital transformation. Therefore, at
this point in our review, we aim to stimulate a theoretical discussion by identifying potential
white spots abstracted from adjacent research fields. For this purpose, we additionally reviewed
28 studies from the literature on techno- logical disruption (to gain technology-centric input)
and 32 papers from corporate entrepreneurship (to expand the actor-centric view). By this, we
supplement the pre-dominantly IS-based digital transformation literature with a broader
management perspective. First, by reviewing the literature on disruptive innovations we hope
to derive implications regarding technology adoption and integration. Burdened with the legacy
of old technology, bureaucratic structures and core rigidities (Leonard-Barton 1992),
incumbents may face major challenges in this respect during their digital transformation
journey. Second, we expect corporate entrepreneurship to add a more holistic perspective on
firm-internal aspects during the process of transformation, such as management contribution or
the impact of knowledge and learning.
We rigorously conducted the same review and analysis process as for our digital
transformation sample. Within the main body of this article, we only draw attention toward
three key implications (Figure 6). In the following, we provide a brief synthesis of these
implications and their grounding in the respective literature. In a second step, we transfer and
apply these implications to the context of digital transformation and integrate them into an
agenda for future research opportunities.
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Figure 6: Expanding the digital transformation high-level thematic map with insights from technological disruption and corporate
entrepreneurship
Second Order Themes
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4.5.1

Insights from technological disruption

Existing knowledge from the adoption of disruptive technologies suggests that in order to
successfully integrate, commercialize or develop disruptive technologies incumbents need to
create organizations that are independent from but interconnected in one way or another with
the mainstream business (Bower & Christensen, 1995). The reasons for this are manifold. For
example, managers are encouraged to protect disruptive technologies from the processes and
incentives that are targeted to serve established customers. Rather, disruptive innovations
should be placed in separate new organizations that work with future customers for this
technology (Bower & Christensen, 1995; Gans, 2016). Further, separation potentially helps to
unravel the discord between viewing disruptive innovations as a threat or an opportunity.
Exempted from obligations to a parent company, separate ventures are more likely to perceive
a novel technology as an opportunity (Gilbert & Bower, 2002). And lastly, a freestanding
business also enables local adaptation and increased sensitivity to changes in the environment
(Hill & Rothaermel, 2003).

4.5.2

Insights from corporate entrepreneurship

Our review of the corporate entrepreneurship literature identifies two major implications that
have not been (adequately) considered in digital transformation research yet.
First, the literature indicates that middle management plays a crucial role in redefining a
firm’s strategic context and by this driving organizational trans- formation. A middle
management perspective has thus far been completely neglected in digital transformation
research. We see this as a major gap, since the middle layers of management are ‘where the
action is’ (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1999, p. 124). Top management should control the level and
the rate of change and ensure that entrepreneurial activities correspond to their strategic vision
(Burgelman, 1983), but middle managers at the implementation level are the driving force and
key determinant behind organizational transformation. However, on the downside, middle
managers may also represent a major barrier to organizational change (Thornberry, 2001).
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Typically, managers have the task to minimize risks, make sure everything is compliant to the
rules and perform their functional roles. Thus, middle managers usually have the most to lose
from radical changes and are therefore often the least likely to be entrepreneurial or to support
transformations (Thornberry, 2001). In order to solve middle and operational manager’s riskawareness and unleash their entrepreneurial spirit, research suggests encouraging autonomous
behavior (Shimizu, 2012). In sum, reviewing the literature on corporate entrepreneurship raises
our awareness for the impact of hierarchy and management levels on organizational
transformation (Hornsby et al., 2009).
Second, a closer cooperation and regular exchange between incumbents and start-ups in
order to accelerate entrepreneurial transformation is proposed (Engel, 2011; Kohler, 2016).
Incumbents should recognize start-up companies as a source of external innovation and develop
suitable models for collaboration (e.g. corporate accelerators). In particular, incumbents are
advised to implement three common best practices from successful start-ups in order to
facilitate transformation: (1) working in small omni-functional teams, (2) goal-driven rapid
development instead of bureaucratic processes, and (3) field-level exploration of market
potential instead of complex and tedious quantitative models (Engel, 2011). In addition,
corporate entrepreneurship underlines the importance of organizational learning as a vehicle to
drive and shape cultural transformation (Dess et al., 2003; Floyd & Wooldridge, 1999; Zahra,
2015). We come to understand that learning, and in fact also knowledge management, are
intimately tied to the concept of organizational transformation. A culture of learning and
knowledge drives experimentation, encourages the development of an adaptive skill set,
reshapes competitive positioning, and opens the minds of employees to new realities (Zahra et
al., 1999).

4.6

Opportunities for future research

Based on the cross-disciplinary perspectives from reviewing the literature on digital
transformation, technological disruption and corporate entrepreneurship, we propose
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opportunities for future research on digital transformation. Using our thematic map as a lens to
view future research opportunities, we focus on the two dimensions of technology and actor.
For the technology-centric dimension we expand on the structural and operational integration
of digital technologies and organizational transformation initiatives as well as gaining a deeper
under- standing of the pace of technological transformation. For the actor-centric dimension we
address three topics: we start at the leadership level by emphasizing the relevance of middle
management in digital transformation, after that we refer to the potential skills gap and threat
of an employee divide in incumbent organizations induced by digital technologies, and finally
we move beyond organizational boundaries to turn toward the potential benefits and drawbacks
of cooperating with start-ups and pure digital companies to boost transformation. For each area,
we propose a set of research questions. Altogether, the agenda is organized around five guiding
topics (Table 5).

Integration of digital transformation within organizational structures and activities in
incumbent firms. Our review of the literature on digital transformation reveals a knowledge gap
regarding this topic. However, we do gain some interesting cross-disciplinary insights from
technological disruption at this point. In fact, as already discussed, studies on technological
disruption indicate that in order to successfully integrate, commercialize or develop disruptive
technologies incumbents need to create organizations that are completely independent from but
interconnected in one way or another with the mainstream business (Bower & Christensen,
1995; Gans, 2016; Gilbert & Bower, 2002; Hill & Rothaermel, 2003).
Thus, the question arises as to how incumbents should incorporate their digital
transformation activities. Several options and interesting questions arise in this matter that
future research may investigate on:
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Table 5: Integrative agenda for future research on digital transformation
Research topic

Corresponding
second order theme

Source

Exemplary Research Questions
‘How, when, and why are different forms of organizational architecture most
suitable/detrimental for digital transformation?’ (e.g. platform-based, flexible IT, open
innovation)

Integration of digital transformation
within organizational structures
and activities in incumbent firms

Technology
Capability
& Integration

‘When and why is it an advantage/disadvantage to start digital transformation in a new
organization which is completely independent from traditional business, as suggested
by technological disruption research? Under what circumstances and why do spillover-effects to the parent organization happen/not happen?’
Review of:
DT, TD
‘How, when, and why do incumbents benefit from taking a ‘let a hundred flowers bloom’
philosophy by starting digital initiatives across all divisions simultaneously
and locally to encourage broad experimentation?’
‘How, when, and why do incumbents benefit from taking a ‘launch, learn, pivot’ approach
by starting with a pilot transformation project in a smaller market or subsidiary?’
‘What are the parameters that define the pace of change?’

Pace of digital transformation

Pace of Change
& Time to Market

Review of:
DT
‘Why do industries adopt to digital transformation at a different speed? What are the
parameters that define whether an industry is more or less transformative?’
‘It may be assumed that in a ‘digitally transformed’ company, the role of middle managers
transforms in terms of identity and job tasks. What is precisely changing? How and
why do middle managers react to these changes?’

The role of middle management
in digital transformation

Transformative
Leadership

Review of:
DT, CE

‘What kind of responsibilities and functions in middle management hierarchy are required
to accelerate digital transformation?’ (e.g. business-process management layers or
central administration platforms that can be shared across multiple initiatives)
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Research topic

Corresponding
second order theme

Source

Exemplary Research Questions
‘Which mindset and digital literacy do middle managers need to drive digital
transformation processes? How, when, and why are middle managers motivated/not
motivated to drive digital transformation?’

The role of middle management
in digital transformation

Transformative
Leadership

Review of:
‘How and why is digital transformation affecting the interface of the top management team
DT, CE
and middle managers?’
‘What is the impact of digital transformation on the overall importance of the middle
management layer?
‘How, when and why are incumbents able/unable to mitigate a growing skills gap and
employee divide in the face of digital transformation? How could different levels of
knowledge and experience residing within different employees be integrated in the
context of digital transformation?’

Growing skills gap and threat
of an employee divide

Work
Environment

Review of:
‘How are incumbents able/unable to incorporate old and new capabilities simultaneously
DT
within their organization to master the challenge of technological ambidexterity?’
‘Who in the company is managing the development and transformation of skills and how,
when and why does that impact outcomes of digital transformation?’
(e.g. HR, senior leadership, IT division, functional teams, employees etc.)

Cooperation with startups and
pure tech companies to accelerate
digital transformation

Company
Culture

Review of:
DT, CE

‘What are the constituent pillars of a digital culture which for example can be observed in
successful start-ups?’
‘What are the benefits of employee exchange programs with technology companies and
start-ups to scale-up digital skills?’

DT: Digital Transformation, TD: Technological Disruption; CE: Corporate Entrepreneurship
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•

Which forms of organizational architecture are most suitable for digital transformation? Seamless integration of digital technologies requires building an agile and
scalable digital infrastructure that enables continuous scalability of new initiatives (Sia
et al., 2016). For example, Resca et al. (2013) suggest a platform-based organization. In
addition, digital transformation demands a new kind of enterprise platform integration
(El Sawy et al., 2016). Given the high intensity of interactive digital connectivity
between the outside and inside of a company, traditional enterprise platforms (like ERP)
and the ‘old’ supply chain management integration paradigm are in many cases not the
most suitable solution anymore. Therefore, flexible IT is a key transformation resource
in the digital world (Cha et al., 2015). Pursuing an open innovation approach might be
another alternative for incumbents.

•

When and why is it an advantage/disadvantage to start digital transformation in a new
organization which is completely independent from traditional business, as suggested
by technological disruption research? Under what circumstances and why do spillover-effects to the parent organization happen/not happen? For example, Ravensburger
AG, a German toy and jigsaw puzzle company, founded Ravensburger Digital GmbH
as a subsidiary in 2009. The purpose of the subsidiary was to become the firm’s digital
competence center. In 2017, the digital subsidiary was reincorporated in the parent
organization as a digital unit with the goal to apply their digital knowledge to transform
the traditional business segments. We call for more qualitative case study research
devoted to this question to develop our understanding in this topic.

•

How, when, and why do incumbents benefit from adopting a ‘let a hundred flowers
bloom’ philosophy versus taking a ‘launch, learn, pivot’ approach? In the first scenario,
a company would start its digital initiatives across all divisions simultaneously and
locally to encourage broad experimentation. Such an approach was adopted by
AmerisourceBergen Corp., an American drug whole- sale company. The company is
convinced that digital transformation is a matter of culture that needs to be established
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across the entire organization. For this purpose, it implemented agile project teams
throughout the entire enterprise, of which each focused on different aspects. On the
downside, companies following such a broad approach may risk losing focus and at
some point, the various initiatives may start competing against each other. Hence, we
believe it is crucial to have a big picture in mind and accordingly allocate resources and
attention very thoughtfully. Alternatively, incumbents may start with a pilot
transformation project in a smaller market or subsidiary. Arguably, a major advantage
is the opportunity to assure that customers are happy with the transformation results and
everything is working out well before starting the large roll out in other markets. And it
provides incumbents time to fine-tune their initiatives. For example, American medical
company Alcon premiered their initial transformation efforts in Brazil before ramping
up their rollout in 27 further countries.

Pace of digital transformation. The rapid pace of technological change is perhaps the most
defining characteristic of digital transformation in distinction to previous IT-enabled
transformations. Yet, as this topic is only addressed by four papers in our sample it is still to be
studied in more depth. For example, there is consensus among the studies that the pace of
change has accelerated significantly, however the parameters that define the pace of change
remain yet to be defined. Further, we are informed that some industries like the newspaper
business have been digitally transformed within a very short period of time (Karimi & Walter,
2015), while other branches are still under transformation or are yet to be converted. We posit
two exemplary research questions regarding the pace of digital transformation:
•

What are the parameters that define the pace of change? Our review reveals that the
speed of product launches (Bharadwaj et al., 2013) and the time it takes to turn an
idea into a business (Vey et al., 2017) are two potential indicators, but we certainly
need to obtain a more comprehensive conceptualization at this point.
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•

Why do industries adopt to digital transformation at a different speed? For example,
consider front-runner industries like the media or publishing versus late-comers such
as oil and gas. In this specific case, the easiness to dematerialize and digitize the
product portfolio is certainly a main reason. However, other industries are less
obvious, and we would like to invite future research to investigate upon these
conditions. What are the parameters that define whether an industry is more or less
transformative?

The role of middle management in digital transformation. We have learned from our review
of the corporate entrepreneurship literature that middle managers are the locus of organizational
transformation in incumbent firms (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1999; Hornsby et al., 2002, 2009;
Shimizu, 2012). While top management controls the level and rate of change, middle managers
are in charge of execution (Burgelman, 1983). Hence, one may conclude that middle managers
are the kingpin of digital transformation. Yet, there is not a single paper in our sample that
covers a middle management perspective in digital transformation. We believe that this subject
has been highly neglected in research to this point and deserves far more attention in future.
Several topics are particularly interesting:
•

How and why is digital transformation affecting the role, tasks and identity of middle
managers? How and why do middle managers react to these changes? Based on our
review, we expect a deep change in the nature of middle management’s role and
influence in a ‘digitally transformed’ company ranging from administration to
leadership aspects. Middle managers require a new attitude as they move from
directing and controlling stable processes and people at the middle of hierarchy to
managing resources and connecting people in the middle of networks. In addition,
middle managers in the digital era must step up to their role of supporting, enabling,
and coaching people to use the available digital tools. They are expected to facilitate
the organization.
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•

What kind of new responsibilities and functions in middle management hierarchy are
required to accelerate digital transformation? The odds are that change fatigue
might grow on employees and digital transformation may start faltering. For this
purpose, horizontal functions such as business-process management layers or central
administration platforms may be implemented (McKinsey & Company, 2017). They
could be shared across multiple initiatives within the organization and help to
accelerate transformation.

•

Which mindset and digital literacy do middle managers need to be the driving force
behind digital transformation? How, when, and why are middle managers
motivated/not motivated to drive transformation? Research on corporate
entrepreneurship emphasizes that middle managers are often the least likely to
support change as they are inherently risk-averse, hardly entrepreneurial and very
attached to their functional routines (Thornberry, 2001). In addition, middle managers may easily get stressed about their ‘sandwich’ position in-between senior
management and the operational level. So how can we expect middle managers to be
the speedboat of digital transformation? Also, incumbents need to carefully evaluate
the existing digital skills and literacy of their middle managers. How comfortable do
they feel with digital tools, social media, the cloud and similar trends? They may not
fulfill their coaching and leadership role if they heavily struggle with technology in
the first place.

•

How and why is digital transformation affecting the interface of the top management
team (TMT) and middle managers? The relationship between the TMT and middle
managers is a very special and important relationship which significantly affects both
strategy formulation and the quality of implementation. Middle managers are the
organizational ‘linking pins’ between top and operational level and thus heavily rely
on a good exchange with their superiors. To what extent and in which ways does
digital transformation affect this special leader–follower relationship? How are
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digital technologies changing the speed and quality of information exchange? What
is the impact on the inter-personal level?
•

What is the impact of digital transformation on the overall importance of the middle
management layer? Since the 1950s, research indicates the decline of middle
managers in terms of both numbers and influence (Dopson & Stewart, 1993; Leavitt
& Whisler, 1958; Pinsonneault & Kraemer, 1997). The shift in emphasis from
planning and controlling to speed and flexibility is severely affecting the assumedly
‘slow’ middle. Are middle managers afraid that digital technologies will replace most
of their traditional tasks and functions, e.g. communicating and monitoring strategy?
Will digitalization naturally empower lower level operational managers at the bottom
and consequently eliminate the middle layer?

A growing skills gap and threat of an employee divide. Given the complexity and explosive
pace of digital technologies, there is a threat of a growing skills gap between pre-digitization
workers and recently hired digitally savvy employees (Kohli & Johnsons, 2011). A couple of
topics are particularly interesting for future research:
•

How, when and why are incumbents able/unable to mitigate a growing skills gap and
employee divide in the face of digital transformation? Given the increased
complexity of digital technologies, traditional IT trainings may not be effective
anymore. In a similar vein, how could different levels of knowledge and experience
residing within different employees be integrated in the context of digital
transformation? Future research might examine the mechanisms required for
facilitating or hindering such an integration.

•

How and when are incumbents able/unable to incorporate ‘old’ and ‘new’
capabilities within their organization? On the one hand firms need to develop new
capabilities to continuously transform their business, while on the other hand they
must leverage their existing knowledge and skills in order to maintain their existing
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operations. Thus, for the time of transformation incumbents need to develop
multiple, often inconsistent competencies simultaneously. In this context, how do
firms ensure not to lose focus while mastering the challenge of ambidexterity in times
of digital transformation?
•

Who in the company is managing the development and transformation of skills (e.g.
HR, senior leadership, IT division, functional teams, employees etc.), and how and
why does that impact outcomes of digital transformation? This question is not
addressed by current research at all. However, according to a survey (Capgemini
Consulting, 2013) this lack of alignment with digital strategy is rather worrisome.
Responsibilities for skills transformation and development in times of digitization
need to be clearly defined and allocated. Empirical academic research in this
direction might be helpful to understand the status-quo in incumbent firms regarding
this issue.

Cooperation with startups and pure tech companies to accelerate digital transformation.
Corporate entrepreneurship proposes a closer cooperation and regular exchange between
incumbents and start-ups in order to accelerate entrepreneurial transformation (Engel, 2011;
Kohler, 2016). In fact, start-ups are often perceived as the forerunners of digital transformation.
They are praised for faster innovation capabilities, higher levels of agility, a culture of risktaking, and supremely digitized processes and workflows. In contrast, incumbents have more
experience, access to capital, established brand trust and a huge customer base. Hence, a
cooperation between start-ups and incumbents may be beneficial for both parties. In addition,
non-tech incumbents may also consider cooperating with pure digital players which are beyond
their start-up phase but are important knowledge carriers in digital matters. Two topics are
particularly interesting:

75

Chapter 4 | Study 1
•

Assuming that successful start-ups have a good digital culture - what are the
constituent pillars of such a digital culture? And how could incumbents incorporate
these “best practices” and “lessons learned”?

•

What are the benefits of employee exchange programs with technology companies
or start-ups to scale-up digital skills? For example, in early 2008 consumer goods
giant Procter and Gamble and Google have been swapping two dozen employees in
an effort to foster creativity, exchange thoughts on online advertisement and
strengthen their mutual relationship. This program worked very well for both sides.

4.7

Limitations and conclusion

Our review is not without limitations. First, the specific objectives and nature of our filtering
process applied during the review naturally come with a certain selection bias. For example,
data collection, analysis and interpretation remain influenced by the subjective assessments of
the researchers. Also, despite being the common rule within systematic literature reviews,
searching exclusively in peer-reviewed academic journals might have omitted some relevant
research contained in books or dissertations. However, by means of a rigorous and transparent
search process, an as complete as possible review sample was collected and analyzed
subsequently. Second, using a high-level thematic map for such a complex multi-dimensional
phenomenon like digital transformation highlights particular connections while it potentially
fails to capture others. Specifically, critics may point to the lack of analytical depth within each
second order theme. However, we believe that within the limited scope of a review our broad
thematic description nevertheless adds value to the advancement of this field and should rather
be seen as a holistic starting point for future research to dive deeper into the characteristics of
sub-themes of digital transformation. Finally, we are aware that our focus on the organizational
level of digital transformation within the private sec- tor does not fully capture the implications
of digital transformation for our society, as it also occurs at various other levels, such as the
individual level or public sector. As such, future researchers may apply alternative approaches
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to review and synthesize the existing literature on digital transformation. For example, in
contrast to our inductive method to code and analyze our sample, it may also be interesting to
apply a more deductive and pre-structured method, in particular when focusing on a deeper
understanding of the sub-themes emerging from our analysis. Accordingly, future research
could benefit from adopting a phenome- non-based research strategy as proposed by von Krogh
et al. (2012).
Concluding, our paper contributes to the extant discussion by consolidating, map- ping and
analyze the existing research on digital transformation, sharing important macro- and
microlevel observations in the literature and proposing corresponding future research
directions. Emerging from our review of 58 studies, we develop a thematic map which identifies
technology and actor as the two aggregate dimensions of digital transformation and that
elaborates on the predominant contextual concepts (second order themes) within these
dimensions. From a macrolevel perspective, we observe that the status-quo of digital
transformation literature is rather diverse, in a sense that papers discuss topics across various
clusters and concepts. Further, we find some degree of diversity in the theoretical foundations
drawn upon as well as confirm that the existing literature in general is scarce regarding
quantitative empirical evidence. Another important contribution of our paper is bringing
different lenses together by integrating knowledge from related disciplinary areas outside IS
management, such as technological disruption and corporate entrepreneurship. With our
review, we hope to provide a comprehensive and solid foundation for the on- going discussions
on digital transformation and to stimulate future research on this exciting topic.
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4.8

Appendix

TABLE A1
Distribution of Sample across Journals
ABS 2015
Ranking

Quantity

MIS Quarterly

4*

13

MISQ Executive

2

10

Journal of Strategic Information Systems

4

3

Information Systems Journal

3

3

International Journal of Information Management

-

3

International Journal of Advanced Corporate Learning

-

3

Technological Forecasting and Social Change

3

2

Management Decision

2

2

Business Horizons

2

2

Academy of Management Journal

4*

1

Journal of Management Information Systems

4*

1

Information Systems Research

4*

1

International Journal of Research in Marketing

4

1

Harvard Business Review

3

1

MIT Sloan Management Review

3

1

European Journal of Information Systems

3

1

Industrial Management and Data Systems

2

1

Business and Information Systems Engineering

2

1

Business Strategy Review

1

1

Journal of Theoretical and Applied Electronic Commerce Research

1

1

Strategy & Leadership

-

1

Business Information Review

-

1

Human Systems Management

-

1

International Journal of Arts Management

-

1

International Journal of Retail and Distribution Management

-

1

Journal of Media Business Studies

-

1

Journal
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TABLE A2
Database - Digital Transformation Sample (58 Studies, in Alphabetical Order)

Authors
(Year)
Alos-Simo,
Verdu-Jover and
Gomez-Gras
(2017)

Outlet
Industrial
Management
and Data
Systems

Methodology
(Sample)
Quantitative
(181 incumbent
firms)

Region

Key Findings

Spain

Empirical results provide significant
evidence that adaptive culture is the
vehicle by which transformational
leaders positively influence digital
transformation.

Bennis (2013)

MIS Quarterly Conceptual

U.S.

Information ubiquity in a digital world
raises exposure of leaders to the public.
Thus, effective leadership in a digital
world needs to be learned through
embracing information-driven
transparency and adaptive capacity.

Berman (2012)

Strategy &
Leadership

Conceptual

U.S.

The article identifies changing consumer
behavior and consumer knowledge
about products and service offerings due
to digital technologies. In this new
marketplace, businesses need to engage
with their customers at every point in
the process of value creation and
furthermore develop capabilities to
design and deliver new business models.

Bharadwaj, El
Sawy, Pavlou
and
Venkatraman
(2013)

MIS Quarterly Conceptual

U.S.

Four key themes are identified to guide
the thinking on digital business strategy
and help provide a framework to define
the next generation of insights. The four
themes are (1) the scope of digital
business strategy, (2) the scale of digital
business strategy, (3) the speed of digital
business strategy, and (4) the sources of
business value creation and capture in
digital business strategy. The authors
define digital business strategy as the
fusion of IT strategy and business
strategy.

Australia

This study develops an integrative
model of IT-enabled organizational
transformation (OT). Specifically, three
important findings are provided. First,
flexible IT and policies were found to be
key transformation resources. Second,
training, teamwork, leadership, and
project ownership were identified as key
transformation capabilities. Third,
strategic outcomes such as
responsiveness, customer satisfaction,
and business scope were suggested as
key transformation outcomes.

Cha, Hwang and Management
Gregor (2015)
Decision

Case study
(10 cases –
5 firms that
reported
successful ITenabled OT and
5 that
reported less
successful)

79

Chapter 4 | Study 1
Chatterjee,
Grewal and
Sambamurthy
(2002)

MIS Quarterly Quantitative
(62 companies
from various
industries)

U.S.

This paper draws upon institutional
theory and the conceptual lens of
structuring and metastructuring actions
to explain the importance of three
factors – top management
championship, strategic investment
rationale, and extent of coordination – in
achieving higher levels of Web
assimilation within an organization.

Daniel and
Wilson (2003)

European
Journal of
Information
Systems

Case study (13
managers from
5 organizations
within the
domain of
e-business
transformation)

U.K.

This study identifies eight distinct
dynamic capabilities associated with ebusiness transformation. These
capabilities fall into two groups. One
group is associated with the need for
innovation due to the characteristics of
the e-business environment, while the
second group relates to the need to
incorporate or integrate e-business in the
existing operations of the business.

Dijkmana,
Sprenkelsa,
Peetersa and
Janssen (2015)

International
Journal of
Information
Management

Mixed methods
(11 interviews
with IoT
informants & an
online survey
with 103 IoT
professionals)

International

IoT applications will support the cocreation of products and services with
customers and strengthen customer
relationship. Thus, the most important
building blocks that constitute an IoT
business model are the value
proposition, customer relationships and
key partnerships.

Dremel, Wulf,
Herterich,
Waizmann and
Brenner (2017)

MIS Quarterly Case study
Executive
(AUDI AG)

Germany

The authors focus on the topic of big
data analytics as an enabler of a
transformation that can lead to
competitive advantage. The article
illustrates how Audi drives digitalization
towards harnessing digital opportunities
in digital business models and datadriven services in a three-stage journey
of increasingly strategic big data
analytics. The authors conclude with
five learnings with actionable guidance
for senior executives on how enterprises
can evolve toward digitization through
increasingly effective use of data and
analytics.

El Sawy,
Amsinck,
Kræmmergaard
and Vinther
(2016)

MIS Quarterly Case study
Executive
(LEGO)

Denmark

This paper describes the decade-long
journey of LEGO to transform into a
digital leader with products, marketing,
and its IT platform. Among others, the
authors argue that digital transformation
demands a new kind of enterprise
platform integration, a new digital
workplace, and a different kind of
people mindset.

El Sawy,
Malhotra, Park
and Pavlou
(2010)

Information
Systems
Research

U.S.

The concept of digital ecodynamics is
presented and defined as the holistic
confluence among environmental
turbulence, dynamic capabilities and IT
systems - and their fused dynamic
interactions unfolding as an ecosystem.

Conceptual
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Evens (2010)

Journal of
Media
Business
Studies

Conceptual

Belgium

Digitization blurs boundaries between
previously distinct access networks and
technologies (in media,
telecommunication and computing), and
affects industry architectures and
business models within the media
ecosystem. With the emergence of
multimedia platforms, value in the
digital broadcasting industry is being
gradually more created through the
establishment of value networks.

Gerth and
Peppard (2016)

Business
Horizons

Conceptual

U.S. &
Germany

The paper presents five major causes for
Chief Information Officer (CIO)
derailment: (1) misunderstanding the
transition, (2) ambiguity in defining IT
success, (3) ambiguity in role
expectations, (4) poor relationship
management with peers, and (5) pushing
change at the wrong pace. CEOs must
recognize the value and contribution that
a CIO can bring and actively engage
with the CIO and with all digital matters
to create an environment that enables
successful
digital transformation.

Granados and
Gupta (2013)

MIS Quarterly Conceptual

U.S.

The article addresses market
transparency related to the disclosure of
information outside the boundaries of
the enterprise. The authors contend that
there is a greater need for a transparency
strategy in a digital environment. They
articulate the informational elements of
an effective transparency strategy and
some of the strategic options around it
(disclosing, distorting, biasing, and
concealing). Further, it is argued that
digital technologies increasingly reduce
the information asymmetries between
sellers and buyers.

Grover and
Kohli (2013)

MIS Quarterly Conceptual

U.S.

This article propose that a firm’s digital
business strategy must balance its
system – software, process, and
information – visibility with the ability
to appropriate value from such systems.
Through a visibility-value framework
the authors illustrate the tradeoffs
involved in making these choices.
Further, the high pace of digital
transformation increases the overall
speed-to-market.
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Günther,
Mehrizi,
Huysman and
Feldberg (2017)

Journal of
Strategic
Information
Systems

Systematic
Netherlands
literature review
(67 papers on big
data value
realization)

Hagberg,
Sundstrom and
Egels-Zandén
(2016)

International
Journal of
Retail and
Distribution
Management

Conceptual

Hansen and Sia
(2015)

MIS Quarterly Case study
Executive
(Hummel, a
(Danish/
German sports
and fashion
products
company)

Hess, Matt,
Benlian and
Wiesböck
(2016)

MIS Quarterly Case study
Germany
Executive
(3 German
media
companies:
ProSiebenSat.1
Media SE;
Mittelbayerische
Verlag AG;
Ravensburger
AG)

Sweden

Denmark &
Germany

This in-depth systematic review of IS
literature on big data identifies six
debates central to how organizations
realize value from big data, at different
levels of analysis. Based on this review,
two socio-technical features of big data
that influence value realization are
identified: portability and
interconnectivity. The authors argue, in
practice, organizations need to
continuously realign work practices,
organizational models, and stakeholder
interests in order to reap the benefits
from big data.
Digitalization transforms the following
four elements of the retailer-consumer
interface: (1) retailing exchanges (in a
number of ways and in various facets of
exchange, including communications,
transactions, and distribution), (2) the
nature of retail offerings (blurred
distinctions between products and
services, what constitutes the actual
offering and how it is priced), (3) retail
settings (where and when retailing takes
place), and (4) the actors who participate
in retailing (i.e. retailers and consumers,
among other parties).
Four major lessons learned can be
derived regarding digital omnichannel
strategies from studying the digital
transformation journey of Hummel: (1)
embrace channel partners in the
omnichannel strategy, (2) recognize that
a successful omnichannel strategy
requires deep change, (3) leverage the
strategic role of the Chief Digital
Officer (CDO), and (4) evolve the role
of the CIO in enabling an omnichannel
strategy.
The article proposes 11 strategic
questions for managers confronted with
digital transformation, all grouped along
the following four dimensions of digital
transformation, as suggested by the
authors: use of technologies, changes in
value creation, structural changes and
financial aspects.
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Hu, Huang,
International
Zeng and Zhang Journal of
(2016)
Information
Management

Case study
China
(Red Collar
Group, a Chinese
suit
manufacturer)

Ives, Palese and
Rodriguez
(2016)

MIS Quarterly Conceptual
Executive

U.S.

Karimi and
Walter (2015)

Journal of
Management
Information
Systems

U.S.

Quantitative
(136 responses
from senior
executives from
the newspaper
industry through
a web survey)

Keen and
MIS Quarterly Conceptual
Williams (2013)

Kohli and
Johnson (2011)

U.S.

MIS Quarterly Case study
U.S.
Executive
(Encana Oil &
Gas Inc.:
multiple
interviews with
key IS and
business leaders
in the period
from 2009-2010)

This case study provides three major
lessons learned regarding corporate
entrepreneurship in times of digitization:
(1) corporate entrepreneurship is evident
in different stages during an
organization's transformation into a
digital ecosystem, (2) the fundamental
goal of organizational transformation
lies in the construction of a digital
ecosystem, and (3) the development of
such a digital ecosystem is a process of
co-evolution, in terms of the complex
interplay between competitive and
cooperative business strategies.
IoT technologies enable direct real-time
customer relationships. Also,
incumbents must be aggressive in
pursuing the advantages of digital data
streaming via the Internet of Things
(IoT), since they have many advantages
over startups, such as the ability to
leverage their larger scale and scope,
give customers greater assurances of
security and reliability, and take
advantage of the trust and brand loyalty
they have already established with
customers.
Empirical results suggest that first-order
dynamic capabilities that are created by
changing, extending, or adapting a
firm’s existing resources, processes, and
values are positively associated with
building digital platform capabilities,
and that these capabilities impact the
performance of response to digital
disruption.
The article argues that digital business
strategy will be driven by value
architectures rather than business
models. In digital business, the buyer
determines value and value is a function
of the choice space rather than the
product or service. As such, value is
always shifting and a moving target.
Two major insights are provided in the
article. First, industries with nonphysical products may digitize their
production and supply chain processes
to gain greater visibility.
Second, from a work environment
perspective digitization may lead to a
growing skills gap between predigitization employees and recently
hired digitally savvy employees.
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Kohli and
Melville (2018)

Information
Systems
Journal

Systematic
literature review
(161 articles
on digital
innovation)

U.S.

Lanzolla and
Anderson
(2008)

Business
Strategy
Review

Conceptual

U.K.

Leong, Tan B., International
Xiao, Tan F. and Journal of
Sun (2017)
Information
Management

Case study
(16 in-depth
semi-structured
interviews with
executives and
employees from
FinTech start-up
007fenqi)

China

Li, Su, Zhang
and Mao (2017)

Information
Systems
Journal

Qualitative
(7 Chinese
SMEs on the
Alibaba digital
platform)

China

Liu, Chen and
Chou (2011)

Management
Decision

Case study
Taiwan
(17 interviews
with
representative
from CBC Bank)

The study demonstrates that managing
digital transformation can be
challenging, and that awareness of, and
preparedness for, analysis of both the
resources/capability and external
demands through the resource fit
perspective are necessary.

Llopis,
Gonzalez and
Gasco (2004)

Human
Systems
Management

Case study
(Telefonica
Group)

Three lessons learned can be derived
from Telefonica's organizational
transformation towards a digital culture:
(1) leadership has a key role throughout
the entire process, (2) it is difficult to
adapt the current budget scheme to the
financing of internet-related initiatives,
and (3) efforts must be concentrated on
customers and their training to use
technology.

Spain

The authors undertook a systematic
review of the digital innovation
literature according to a theoretical
framework comprising 7 dimensions:
initiation; development;
implementation; exploitation; the role of
the external competitive environment;
role of internal organizational
environment; and product, service, and
process out- comes. From a macro
perspective, they identify uneven
coverage of research streams, both
diversity and diffusiveness, and
knowledge and learning as an
underlying conceptual pillar. Several
areas of future research are proposed.
The paper researched current
transformations in media,
telecommunications and technology
companies and identifies three specific
trends – digital interactions, digital
distribution and ubiquitous digital reach.
Digital transformation is disrupting even
highly regulated markets such as
banking and finance. The development
of an ecosystem-based business model
that consists of not only lending
services, but also the spending and
earning channels, may open up new
revenue streams while lowering
operational risks.
Based on qualitative research on seven
Chinese SMEs, a process model is
derived that aims to describe and
explain how SME entrepreneurs, with
support from a digital platform service
provider, drive digital transformation
through managerial cognition renewal,
managerial social capital development,
business team building, and
organizational capability building.
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Loebbecke and
Picot (2015)

Journal of
Strategic
Information
Systems

Conceptual

Germany

The authors expect digitization and big
data analytics to hit knowledge-based
business models and cognitive workers
as hard as non-knowledge business
models and manual workers. Also,
digitization breaks down traditional
hierarchical work structures and
transforms them into flexible networked
structures across locations.

Lyytinen, Yoo
and Boland
(2016)

Information
Systems
Journal

Conceptual

U.S.

Majchrzak,
Markus and
Wareham
(2016)

MIS Quarterly Conceptual

U.S.

Markus and
Loebbecke
(2013)

MIS Quarterly Conceptual

U.S. &
Germany

This article considers how the ‘new
materiality’ afforded by digital
technologies affects organizational and
inter-organizational knowledgerelated capabilities to innovate with
products. It proposes a framework
of digital product innovation networks
and explores some characteristics of
digital information infrastructures that
can support highly digitized forms of
innovation networks. Further, the
authors argue that the movement
towards anarchic forms of innovation
networks is an inevitable journey for
organizations that want to embrace the
generative
capacity of digitally induced product
innovation.
In their introductory commentary to a
MISQ Special Issue, the authors discuss
four major implications for researchers
interested in societal and business
change in the context of information and
communication technologies (ICTs):
researchers (1) should expand their
definitions of theory to include theories
of the problem and theories of the
solution, (2) explicitly define the ICT
artifact, include affordances and
constraints, and explicitly examine the
unintended consequences of the ICT
artifact, (3) consider emergent digital
designing as a replacement for
organizations, (4) couple research
findings with public policy and
regulation recommendations where
relevant.
Markus and Loebbecke develop the
notion of the larger unit of analysis as a
business community to accommodate
the possibility of overlapping
ecosystems with multiple orchestrators.
This brings into play the notion of a
community platform that is tailored for
use by all members of a community.
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Matt, Hess and
Benlian (2015)

Business and
Information
Systems
Engineering

Conceptual

Germany

Digital transformation strategies have a
cross-functional character and need to
be aligned with other functional and
operational strategies. Given the rather
recent appearance of DT strategies,
further evidence is needed as to how this
alignment can be conducted in practice.
Further, the article proposes that digital
technologies imply significant changes
in value creation.

Mazzei and
Noble (2017)

Business
Horizons

Conceptual

U.S.

The authors develop a framework which
proposes three tiers of value creation
due to big data phenomenon: (1) data as
a tool to improve problem solving and
decision making, (2) data as an industry,
with spin-offs and new ventures
specialized on big data, and (3) data as a
strategy for companies by building data
resources to develop innovative business
models.

Mithas, Tafti
and Mitchell
(2013)

MIS Quarterly Quantitative
U.S.
(400 firms and
1,225 firm-year
observations
from 1999-2006)

Findings imply that digital business
strategy is not solely a matter of
optimizing firm operations internally or
of responding to one or two focal
competitors, but also arises strikingly
from awareness and responsiveness to
the digital business competitive
environment.

Moreau (2013)

International
Journal of
Arts
Management

Conceptual

France

The case study shows that digitization
matches the characteristics of disruptive
innovation as described in the literature.
It explains why established firms
initially paid little heed to an innovation
leading to a product (digital music files)
that is cheaper and lower-quality than
their existing product (CDs) and illsuited to their mainstream consumers.

Ng and
Wakenshaw
(2017)

International
Journal of
Research in
Marketing

Conceptual

U.K.

Data storage capabilities and computing
speed have enabled data collection at an
unprecedented scale. Moreover,
digitization and IoT applications are
changing the role and significance of
data itself (data as a service). Thus, in
the digital era, personal data is the most
powerful yet contentious aspect of IoT.

Pagani (2013)

MIS Quarterly Qualitative
International
black-box
modelling
(45 industry
experts from 15
leading
companies in
Europe and the
United States
from 2000-2008)

This study shows that in order to survive
in an increasingly uncertain and
complex environment, the firm has to
transform its organizational intelligence
into a new relational intelligence,
enacting an open communication
process with its stakeholders.
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Rayna and
Striukova
(2016)

Technological Conceptual
Forecasting
and Social
Change

France &
U.K.

Resca, Za and
Spagnoletti
(2013)

Journal of
Theoretical
and Applied
Electronic
Commerce
Research

Case study
(Midblue
project)

Italy

Rigby,
Harvard
Sutherland and Business
Takeuchi (2016) Review

Conceptual

U.S.

Rindova and
Kotha (2001)

Academy of
Management
Journal

Case study
(Yahoo! &
Excite)

U.S.

Sambamurthy,
Bharadwaj and
Grover (2003)

MIS Quarterly Conceptual

U.S.

3D printing technologies have the
potential to change the way business
model innovation is carried out, by
enabling adaptive business models and
by bringing the ‘rapid prototyping’
paradigm to business model innovation
itself. Further, the authors argue that
digitization leads to 'dematerialization'
by turning tangible objects into
intangible ones.
A theoretical framework is proposed
that combines three perspectives. First,
the importance of digital architectures in
the modalities through which firms
organize for innovation is stressed.
Second, organization as a platform
outlines a scenario for generating
multiple organizational forms based on
recombination of existent resources,
routines and transactions. Third, digital
platforms are seen as determinant tools
for a dematerialization process that
consents to recombine the factors of
production for achieving a competitive
advantage.
Agile methods such as scrum, kanban,
and lean development are spreading
beyond IT to other functions. In their
conceptual paper, the authors argue that
the concept of agility may be a useful
approach to create a new generation of
skilled general managers for the digital
era.
This study represents an early
application of dynamic capabilities in
the context of e-business. The findings
suggest that digitization demands
continuous company-wide
transformations (labelled as 'continuous
morphing'). Continuous morphing is an
important mechanism for renewing
competitive advantage in transient
environments.
This paper introduces a theoretical
perspective which highlights three
important dynamic capabilities (digital
options, agility, and entrepreneurial
alertness) and three strategic processes
(capability-building, entrepreneurial
action, and coevolutionary adaptation)
within the nomological network of
influences that mediate between IT
investments and capabilities and firm
performance.
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Sandström
(2016)

Technological
Forecasting
and Social
Change

Schuchmann
and Seufert
(2015)

International
Journal of
Advanced
Corporate
Learning

Sebastian, Ross, MIS
Beath, Mocker, Quarterly
Moloney and
Executive
Fonstad (2017)

Case study
International
(25 interviews
with key
individuals who
have been in
charge
of shifting the
hearing aid
industry towards
3D printing)
Case study
Germany
(11 banking
organizations)

Transition to 3D printing is partially
associated with competence destruction,
meaning that firms need to develop new
skill sets. While it is important to do so
at an early point, first movers faced
extensive technological uncertainty.
Waiting until the dominant design and
reduced uncertainty therefore seems to
be an important success factor.

Case Study (25
medium and
large
companies)

This article describes findings from
a study of 25 companies that were
embarking on digital transformation
journeys. The authors identify two
digital strategies - customer engagement
and digitized solutions - that provide
direction for a digital transformation.
Two technology-enabled assets are
essential for executing those strategies:
an operational backbone and a digital
service
platform.
The authors show how information
quality acts as a key digital resource and
a critical antecedent to customer-side
dynamic capabilities that enable a rapid
sense-and-respond to customer needs.
This study provides insights for how
local business processes and digital
design can influence an enterprise’s
customer-side response capabilities and
digital business strategy.

U.S.

Setia,
Venkatesh, and
Joglekar (2013)

MIS Quarterly Quantitative
India
(70 branches of a
large Indian
bank)

Seufert and
Meier (2016)

International
Journal of
Advanced
Corporate
Learning

Conceptual

Switzerland

The paper identifies organizational
learning as an enabler for digital
transformation. Concludingly,
successful digital transformation begins
with understanding digital consumer
behavior, preferences and choices. It
then leads to major consumer-centric
changes within the organization that
address these needs.

Digital transformation requires not only
general skills and attitudes. These skills
and attitudes have to be applied and
used in the specific functions and
professional domains that constitute the
organization. Digital transformation
emerges when usage enables innovation
and creativity that then leads to
significant change – at the individual or
organizational level.
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Sia, Soh and
Weill (2016)

MIS Quarterly Case study
Executive
(12 interviews
with executives
from a large
Asian bank)

Singapore

Singh and Hess
(2017)

MIS Quarterly Case study
Germany
Executive
(10 interviews
with executives
and Chief Digital
Officers from 6
companies)

Digital business strategy demands
strong leadership, the continuous
navigation of the dynamic and emerging
digital landscape, and an agile and
scalable "core". In addition, changes in
leadership programs towards the digital
context can be observed (e.g.
participation in hackathons, e-forums).
The case shows that digitization leads to
the establishment of new roles in the Csuite such as that of the Chief Digital
Officer (CDO). The CDO needs a solid
blend of digital/IT competences and
management skills. However, the
authors argue that this position may be a
temporary phenomenon.

Svahn,
MIS Quarterly Case study
Mathiassen and
(Volvo Cars)
Lindgren (2017)

Sweden

This case study illustrates digital
innovation at Volvo Cars. It specifically
shows the paradoxes Volvo experienced
while transitioning to the open
connected car initiative, which
externalizes software development of
applications for the vehicle. In general,
the case shows that incumbents may
face four competing concerns as they
embrace digital innovation: innovation
capability, innovation focus, innovation
collaboration, innovation governance.

Tumbas,
Berente and
vom Brocke
(2017)

MIS Quarterly Qualitative
Executive
(35 interviews
with Chief
Digital Officers
from various
sectors)

Liechtenstein

Results from this qualitative article
suggest three general types of CDOs
(digital accelerator, digital marketer and
digital harmonizer) which result from
different reasons for establishing the
role. Further, the authors identify
specific domains where successful
CDOs build digital capabilities and each
of these domains is a focal domain for
one of the identified CDO types: digital
innovation, data analytics, and customer
engagement.

Vey, FandelMeyer, Zipp and
Schneider
(2017)

International
Journal of
Advanced
Corporate
Learning

Switzerland

Facilitating a learning friendly culture
by using different pillars is a way to
generate innovation and to secure the
existence of organizations in times of
digital transformation. For this purpose,
new roles and action areas for Learning
& Development (L&D) professionals
emerge, such as change agents &
consultants, or innovation labs.

Conceptual
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Weill and
Woerner (2015)

MIT Sloan
Management
Review

Conceptual

U.S.

The author identifies a shift from
controlling or participating in a linear
value chain to operating in an
ecosystem. Ecosystems offer greater
customer choice, enhanced customer
value and better customer experience.
Incumbents should engage in open
ecosystems based on relationships with
complementary or even competing
services to own the customer
relationship.

White (2012)

Business
Information
Review

Conceptual

U.K.

Digital transformation requires the
introduction of digital workplaces. A
digital workplace must be adaptive,
compliant, imaginative, predictive, and
location-independent. The adoption of
digital workplaces needs to be initiated
by senior management.

Yeow, Soh and
Hansen (2017)

Journal of
Strategic
Information
Systems

Case study
(Longitudinal
case study of
sportswear
company
Hummels)

Denmark

Empirical evidence is provided that as
an organization shifts towards a digital
strategy, misalignments between the
emergent strategy and resources give
rise to tension. This case study resulted
in the development of an aligning
process model that is comprised of three
phases (exploratory, building, and
extending) and generalizable
organizational aligning actions that form
the organization's sensing, seizing, and
transforming capacities.

TABLE A3
Database - Technological Disruption and Corporate Entrepreneurship Sample
(28 and 32 Studies respectively, in Alphabetical Order))
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Authors
(Year)

Outlet

Methodology
(Sample)

Region

Key Findings

Technological Disruption (28 Studies)
Anderson and
Tushman
(1990)

Administrative
Science Quarterly

Quantitative
U.S.
(Longitudinal data
across three U.S.
industries: cement,
airplanes, minicomputer)

Bergek,
Berggren,
Magnusson
and Hobday
(2013)

Research Policy

Case study
International
(Two sets of
comparative
industry cases with
various companies
and experts)

Berman,
Davidson,
Ikeda and
Korsten
(2016)

Strategy &
Leadership

Conceptual

International

Bower and
Christensen
(1995)

Harvard Business
Review

Conceptual

U.S.

Danneels
(2004)

Journal of Product Conceptual
Innovation
Management

U.S.

This paper empirically explores
when and how dominant designs
emerge from technological
discontinuities and which firms
pioneer dominant designs. The
authors argue that a breakthrough
innovation inaugurates an era of
ferment in which competition among
variations of the original breakthrough culminates in the selection
of a single dominant configuration
of the new technology.
Creative accumulation requires firms
to handle a triple challenge of
simultaneously (1) fine-tuning and
evolving existing technologies at a
rapid pace, (2) acquiring and
developing new technologies and
resources and (3) integrating novel
and existing knowledge into superior
products and solutions.
To successfully guide innovations,
companies should investigate
opportunities to exploit new and
emerging technologies or business
models, or apply existing
technologies in new ways, and look
at other industries for ideas. To do
so, the authors suggest using
predictive and cognitive analytics to
investigate new trends, identify new
customer segments and make
smarter business decisions.
The paper argues that in order to
successfully commercialize and
develop disruptive technologies
incumbents need to create
organizations that are completely
independent from the mainstream
business. Once a spin off has
become commercially viable in a
new market, it should not be
integrated into the mainstream
organization.
The author challenges the findings
proposed by Christensen (1997),
who argues that incumbents tend to
falter when faced with disruptive
technologies. With reference to other
studies, the author argues that
incumbents were more likely to
survive in the long term. Future
research needs to address what the
characteristics are of incumbents
that do not fail.
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DaSilva,
Trkman,
Desouza and
Lindič (2013)

Technology
Analysis and
Strategic
Management

Case study
(Salesforce,
Amazon Inc. &
Siebel Systems)

U.S.

Findings suggest disruptive
technology per se is not the reason
for the collapse of large
corporations, but rather the failure to
adapt or create new business models
to incorporate novel technology.

Downes and
Nunes (2013)

Harvard Business
Review

Conceptual

U.S.

To survive "big-bang" disruptions
such as new digital platforms,
incumbents need to develop new
tools to detect radical change in the
offing, new strategies to slow down
disrupters, new ways to leverage
existing assets in other markets, and
a more diversified approach to
investment.

Gans (2016)

MIT Sloan
Management
Review

Conceptual

Canada

Incumbents may develop three
strategies in response to
technological disruption within their
industry: (1) attack by investing in
the new disruptive technology, (2)
cooperate with or acquire the market
entrant, and (3) having critical assets
that entrants lack and thus may buy
time for the incumbent firm.

Gawer and
Cusumano
(2014)

Journal of Product Conceptual
Innovation
Management

U.K. & U.S.

Industry platforms facilitate the
generation of a potentially very large
number of complementary
innovations by tapping into the
innovative capabilities of many
external actors, and function as a
technological foundation at the heart
of innovative business ecosystems.
In this sense, they guide
technological innovation trajectories
and stimulate innovation on
complements.
Based on a sample of 72 CEOs from
U.S. pharmaceuticals, this study
provides evidence that narcissistic
CEOs of established firms will be
relatively aggressive in their
adoption of technological
discontinuities. However, the effect
of a CEO’s narcissism on
organizational outcomes will be
moderated by audience engagement
– the degree to which observers
view a phenomenon as noteworthy
and provocative. When audience
engagement is high, narcissistic
CEOs will anticipate widespread
admiration for their bold actions and
thus will invest especially
aggressively in a discontinuous
technology.

Gerstner,
Administrative
König, Enders Science Quarterly
and Hambrick
(2013)

Quantitative
U.S.
(72 CEOs from 33
U.S.
pharmaceutical
companies)
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Gilbert and
Bower (2002)

Harvard Business
Review

Conceptual

U.S.

When incumbents are being
threatened by a disruptive
innovation, the authors suggest to
(1) separate business operations for
better performance, (2) invest in
stages, (3) cultivate outside
perspective, (4) appoint an active
integrator, (5) modularize
integration, and (6) consider
acquisitions.
There is a need to distinguish
between front-end and back-end
business model innovation
processes, and to recognize the
importance of organizational
learning when incumbents are faced
with disruptive technologies.

Günzel and
Holm (2013)

International
Journal of
Innovation
Management

Case study
(12 in-depth
interviews with
key informants
from three Danish
newspapers)

Denmark

Habtay and
Holmén
(2014)

International
Journal of
Entrepreneurship
and Innovation
Management

Mixed methods
(88 strategic
business units)

South Africa

Incumbents on average can succeed
with disruptive market-innovation
by being market orientated (MO),
leveraging prior core competences
and integrating the disruptive
innovation under the same business
unit that is responsible for traditional
businesses.

Hill and
Rothaermel
(2003)

Academy of
Management
Review

Conceptual

U.S.

Holm, Günzel
and Ulhøi
(2013)

International
Journal of
Technology
Management

Case study
(Two Danish
media companies:
JP/Politikens Hus
& Berlingske
Media)

Denmark

The authors identify a number of
factors that help to explain
incumbent performance in markets
shaken by a radical technological
innovation. These include among
others investment in basic research
to raise awareness of emergent
technologies, the legitimization and
institutionalization of autonomous
action, and the creation of a standalone division to commercialize a
radical technology
Findings suggest that a more
nuanced view and balanced
understanding of the term
‘openness’ with regards to business
models is needed. Yet, this study
confirms that the business model is a
useful conceptual and analytical
device that can be used when
studying the interrelations between
technological discontinuities and
business model adjustment.
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Johnson,
Christensen
and
Kagermann
(2008)

Harvard Business
Review

Conceptual

U.S.

This study proposes five strategic
circumstances that often require
business model innovation (BMI):
(1) the opportunity to address
through disruptive innovation the
needs of large groups, (2) the
opportunity to capitalize on a brandnew technology by wrapping a new
business model around it (Apple and
MP3 players) or the opportunity to
leverage a tested technology by
bringing it to a whole new market,
(3) the opportunity to bring a job-tobe- done focus where one does not
yet exist, (4) the need to fend off
low-end disrupters, and (5) the need
to respond to a shifting basis of
competition.

Koen, Bertels,
Elsum, Orroth
and Tollett
(2010)

ResearchTechnology
Management

U.S.

The case studies identify five key
dilemmas that companies face in
pursuing business model innovation:
(1) paradoxical leadership, (2)
organizational complexity, (3)
innovation management approach,
(4) financial uncertainty, and (5)
prior knowledge and experiences of
team members.

Lavie (2006)

Academy of
Management
Review

Case study
(7 case studies:
4 successful and
3 unsuccessful
business model
innovation
projects at ADM,
ConocoPhillips,
and NewellRubbermaid)
Conceptual

U.S.

Lucas Jr. and
Goh (2009)

Journal of
Strategic
Information
Systems

Case study
(Kodak)

U.S.

The paper presents a model of
capability reconfiguration,
integrating the Schumpeterian
perspective on technological
discontinuities with the dynamic
capabilities literature to explain the
responses of incumbents to
technological change. The author
identifies substitution, evolution, and
transformation as three mechanisms
of capability reconfiguration.
Kodak’s middle managers, culture
and rigid, bureaucratic structure
hindered a fast response to new
technology which lead to a 80%
decline in its workforce, loss of
market share, a tumbling stock price,
and significant internal turmoil.

Obal (2013)

Industrial
Marketing
Management

Quantitative
U.S.
(134 IT managers)

Evidence is given, that pre-existing,
interorganizational trust developed
by customers with incumbents has a
positive influence on the adoption
and diffusion of disruptive
technology by established firms.
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Pechmann,
Industrial and
Midler,
Corporate Change
Maniak and
Charue-Duboc
(2015)

Qualitative
France
(Renault’s ZE
Initiative, a
program to
develop and
market EV
technology –
observation over a
7-year period)
Quantitative
International
(Database of 141
European,
Japanese, and U.S.
robot
manufacturers
from 1978–1987)

The article proposes three
management levers for systemic and
disruptive innovation scale-up:
autonomous spanning units, a
portfolio of viable local systems, and
concurrent platform management.

Sabatier,
Technological
Craig-Kennard Forecasting and
and
Social Change
Mangematin
(2012)

Case study
(22 interviews
with experts from
the drug industry
from 2008-2009)

International

In mature industries experiencing
strong discontinuities and high
technological uncertainty, entrants’
business models initially tend to fit
into the industry’s established
dominant logic and its value chains
remain unchanged. But as new
technologies evolve, and uncertainty
decreases, disruptive business
models emerge, challenging
dominant industry logics and
reshaping established value chains.

Shaughnessy
(2016)

Strategy &
Leadership

Conceptual

U.S.

In the digital era, many firms have
focused on technology as the source
of disruptive innovation. However,
with the arrival of the platform age
the source of disruptive innovation is
now the organizational form. The
platform is a new way to organize
wealth-creating activity.

Tongur and
Engwall
(2014)

Technovation

Case study
(18 in-depth
interviews with
key participants
involved in the
"Slide-In Electric
Road System"
project)

Sweden

To survive during technology shifts,
firms need to master the complexity
of “double ambidexterity,” i.e., not
just the ambidexterity to
simultaneously foster incremental
and radical innovation, but also the
ambidexterity to simultaneously
advance both technological and
business model innovation.
Specifically, when developing new
technology considered
discontinuous, business model
aspects need to be brought into the
analysis early on.

Roy and
Sarkar (2016)

Strategic
Management
Journal

The study explores the relationship
between a firm’s organization and its
ability to face a radical technological
change. It is suggested that, during
such a change, the presence of both
in-house upstream knowledge and
downstream market linkages, within
a firm’s boundary, has its
advantages. Evidence is given that
technologically pre-adapted
incumbents with in-house users are
more likely to be able to make a
transition to the new technological
paradigm even if it is radical in
nature.
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Tushman and
Anderson
(1986)

Administrative
Science Quarterly

Quantitative
U.S.
(Longitudinal data
across 3 U.S.
industries: cement,
airplanes, minicomputer)

The study empirically demonstrates
that technology evolves through
periods
of incremental change punctuated by
technological breakthroughs that
either enhance or destroy the
competence of firms in an industry.
It is further shown that while
competence-destroying
discontinuities are initiated by new
firms and are associated with
increased environmental turbulence,
competence-enhancing
discontinuities are initiated by
existing firms and are associated
with decreased environmental
turbulence.
Results show that a primary reason
why incumbents fail to identify new
markets in the face of disruptive
technologies and therefore lose their
leadership is the inability to
recognize either the rising ‘social’
market, where customers use
products for fulfilling their need for
friendship, or the ‘esteem’ market,
where customers use products for
fulfilling their need for achievement.

Vecchiato
(2017)

Technological
Forecasting and
Social Change

Case study
(Motorola and
Nokia: interviews
with internal and
external
informants)

U.S. &
Finland

Yu and Hang
(2010)

International
Journal of
Management
Reviews

Literature review

Singapore

In this paper, a reflective review of
the extant literature on disruptive
innovation theory is presented.
Seven potential future research
directions are identified within this
research domain. In addition,
potential integrations with other
research fields such as open
innovation and others, further
research on start-up firms and
research methodology are discussed.

Three organizational pathologies
inhibit breakthrough inventions in
large corporations: (1) the
familiarity trap - favoring the
familiar, (2) the maturity trap favoring the mature, and (3) the
propinquity trap - favoring search
for solutions near to existing
solutions.
Entrepreneurship at the subsidiary
level has the potential to enhance
local responsiveness, worldwide
learning and global integration.

Corporate Entrepreneurship (32 Studies)
Ahuja and
Lampert
(2001)

Strategic
Management
Journal

Quantitative
(107 firms based
on patenting
activities between
1980-95)

International

Birkinshaw
(1997)

Strategic
Management
Journal

Mixed methods
(39 separate
initiatives in 6
subsidiaries of
multinational
corporations)

Canada
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Burgelman
(1983)

Management
Science

Conceptual

U.S.

Burgelman identifies CE with the
autonomous strategic behavior loop
model. Middle level managers play a
crucial role in this through their
support for autonomous strategic
initiatives early on, by combining
these with various capabilities
dispersed in the firm's operating
system, and by conceptualizing
strategies for new areas of business.
Top management's critical
contribution consists in strategic
recognition and support rather than
planning.
Results confirm that CEOs’
temporal leadership—how they
manage the temporal aspects of top
management teams’ activities—
mediates the relationship between
their temporal dispositions and
corporate entrepreneurship—firms’
innovation, corporate venturing, and
strategic renewal activities. Also,
CEOs’ time urgency is positively
related to their temporal leadership,
which in turn is positively related to
corporate entrepreneurship.

Chen and
Nadkarni
(2017)

Administrative
Science Quarterly

Quantitative
(129 SMEs)

China

Corbett,
Covin,
O’Connor and
Tucci (2013)

Journal of Product Literature review
Innovation
(8 publications
Management
from the CE
domain)

U.S.

Findings from the reviewed
literature indicate that (1) TMT
diversity and TMT network size are
positively associated with a firm’s
pursuit of CE, while (2) TMT size
has a negative effect on CE,
particularly under higher levels of
perceived technological uncertainty.

Covin and
Miles (1999)

Entrepreneurship
Theory and
Practice

Conceptual

U.S.

A typology is presented of the forms
in which corporate entrepreneurship
is often manifested: sustained
regeneration, organizational
rejuvenation, strategic renewal, and
domain redefinition.

Dess, Ireland,
Zahra, Floyd,
Janney and
Lane (2003)

Journal of
Management

Conceptual

U.S.

This article identifies four major
issues scholars can pursue to further
the understanding about CE: (1) the
various forms of CE (following the
typology of Covin and Miles
(1999)), (2) their implications for
organizational learning, (3) the role
of leadership and social exchange in
the CE process, and (4) the
internationalization of CE. The
authors adopt organizational
learning theory as a means of
integrating their discussion and
highlighting the potential
contributions of CE.
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Dushnitsky
and Lenox
(2005)

Research Policy

Quantitative
(Panel of 2289
U.S. public firms
during the period
1969–1999)

U.S.

Corporate venture capital (CVC)
programs may be instrumental in
harvesting innovations from
entrepreneurial ventures and thus an
important part of a firm’s overall
innovation strategy.

Engel (2011)

ResearchTechnology
Management

Conceptual

U.S.

The authors argue that the most
disruptive innovations are those that
go beyond technical discovery to
embrace business model innovations
that disrupt supply chains,
disintermediate incumbents, and
create new markets.

Floyd and
Wooldridge
(1999)

Entrepreneurship
Theory and
Practice

Conceptual

U.S.

Guth and
Ginsberg
(1990)

Strategic
Management
Journal

Conceptual

U.S.

The study integrates concepts from
knowledge theory and social
network theory into the CE debate
and highlights the importance of a
mid-level management perspective
in the CE process. It further offers
an integrative model that explains
how organizations overcome inertia
in the capability development
process.
The topic of CE encompasses two
types of phenomena and the
processes surrounding them: (1) the
birth of new businesses within
existing organizations, i.e. internal
innovation or venturing; and (2) the
transformation of organizations
through renewal of the key ideas on
which they are built, i.e. strategic
renewal.

Hornsby,
Kuratko and
Zahra (2002)

Journal of
Business
Venturing

Quantitative
exploratory factor
analysis
(Interviews with
761 middle
managers in 17
organizations)

U.S.

This study identifies five internal
organizational factors that influence
middle managers to foster
entrepreneurial activity within
established companies: (1)
management support, (2) work
discretion/autonomy, (3)
rewards/reinforcement, (4) time
availability, and (5) organizational
boundaries.

Hornsby,
Kuratko,
Shepherd,
and Bott
(2009)

Journal of
Business
Venturing

Quantitative
(458 managers
from different
levels and
companies)

U.S.

The pos. relationship between
managerial support and
entrepreneurial action is more
positive for senior and middle level
managers than it is for lower- (first)
level managers. Also, the pos.
relationship between work discretion
and entrepreneurial action is more
positive for senior and middle level
managers than it is for first-level
managers. These findings suggest
that managerial level provides a
structural ability to “make more of”
organizational factors that support
CE.
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Ireland, Covin Entrepreneurship
and Kuratko
Theory and
(2009)
Practice

Conceptual

U.S.

Karimi and
Walter (2016)

Long Range
Planning

Quantitative
(148 responses
from the
newspaper
industry through a
web survey)

U.S.

Kohler (2016)

Business Horizons Qualitative
(40 interviews
with managers of
corporate
accelerators and
startup teams)

U.S.

Kuratko,
Covin and
Hornsby
(2014)

Business Horizons Conceptual

U.S.

The paper outlines a model of the
antecedents, elements, and outcomes
of CE as an identifiable strategy. To
possess such a strategy, firms must
significantly display the three
foundational elements of an
entrepreneurial strategic vision, a
pro-entrepreneurship organizational
architecture, and entrepreneurial
processes and behavior as exhibited
throughout the organization. The
outcomes of CE strategy include the
development of competitive
capabilities and strategic
repositioning.
While autonomy, risk-taking, and
proactiveness have positive
associations with the extent of
adoption of disruptive business
model innovation, innovativeness
does not. Further, disruptive
business model innovation adoption
has a non-linear association with
business model performance.
To leverage startups’ innovation and
to make corporate accelerators an
effective part of a firm’s overall
innovation strategy, managers need
to systematically and thoughtfully
consider the design dimensions of
proposition, process, people, and
place.
There are four key implementation
issues that most corporations are not
recognizing or responding to
effectively when trying to promote
corporate entrepreneurship: (1)
understanding what type of
innovation is being sought, (2)
coordinating managerial roles, (3)
effectively using operating controls,
and (4) properly training and
preparing individuals. Together,
these four issues, if understood and
appropriately addressed, help create
an effective innovative ecosystem
within the organization.
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Lant and
Strategic
Mezias (1990) Management
Journal

Computer
simulation model

U.S.

The paper proposes that the concept
of CE can be better understood by
viewing it through the lens of an
organizational learning perspective.
This learning framework is used in
conceptualizing both the content and
level of entrepreneurship. Three
types of entrepreneurial strategies
are represented by three different
patterns of search behavior: fixed,
imitative, and adaptive. Firms with
adaptive strategies do less well over
the long run than firms with
imitative strategies, under conditions
of high environmental ambiguity.

Ling, Simsek,
Lubatkin and
Veiga (2008)

Academy of
Management
Journal

Quantitative
(CEOs and
members of their
TMTs in 152
SMEs)

U.S.

The study provides empirical
evidence that transformational CEOs
influence TMTs’ behavioral
integration, risk propensity,
decentralization of responsibilities,
and long-term compensation and
that these TMT characteristics
impact corporate entrepreneurship.

Marion,
Dunlap and
Friar (2012)

IEEE Transactions Mixed methods
on Engineering
(Pennsylvania and
Management
Massachusetts
Small Business
Development
Centers & Inc.
Magazine)

U.S.

This study empirically reveals that
successful start-ups use certain best
practices in unique ways. They
innovate with “hyper-agility” and
implement 1) small omnifunctional
teams with no functional boundaries,
2) goal-driven rapid development of
technology rather than process
guided methods, and 3) instinctive
exploration of market potential
rather than quantitative analysis.

U.S.

Based on a historical analysis of the
hospital industry, this paper
classifies models of organizational
change according to the primary
mode of change (continuous or
discontinuous) and the primary level
at which change occurs
(organization or industry) to yield
four basic types of change:
adaptation, metamorphosis,
evolution, and revolution. These
types influence organizations'
adaptive responses, shape industries'
competitive structures, and constrain
researchers' methods of inquiry.

Meyer, Brooks Strategic
and Goes
Management
(1990)
Journal

Conceptual
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Nason,
McKelvie and
Lumpkin
(2015)

Small Business
Economics

Peltola (2012)

Business Horizons Case study
Finland
(Interview with the
managing director
of a Finnish B2B
marketing services
firm)

Shimizu
(2012)

Organization
Science

Conceptual

Japan

Thornberry
(2001)

European
Management
Journal

Conceptual

U.S.

Turner and
Small Business
Pennington III. Economics
(2015)

Literature review
(157 articles on
CE)

U.S.

Quantitative
U.S.
(Survey data
collected from 200
franchisees of one
large U.S.
organization)

The literature review identifies how
size confers CE competitive
advantages via slack resources and
resource structuring processes, but
disadvantages via bureaucratic
structures and resource bundling.
Aware of these weaknesses, the
authors suggest that small firms are
more likely to utilize CE for growth
to overcome liabilities of smallness,
while large firms are more likely to
utilize CE for learning to overcome
liabilities of inertia.
Regarding the implementation of a
CE strategy, the following lessons
can be drawn from the case study:
(1) firms must analyze their history
and their current way of doing
business, (2) employees must
understand what the firms stands for,
now and in the future, (3) employee
roles should be reorganized and
redefined to meet long-term business
demands, and (4) in order to expand
the entire market, cooperations with
competitors might be worth
considering.
Although an increasing degree of
autonomy among middle and
operational managers has positive
effects on CE, too much autonomy is
harmful to the success of CE by
unexpectedly encouraging
opportunistic behaviors and
decreasing perceived fairness
(increasing perceived unfairness).
The author proposes various
obstacles to a successful
implementation of corporate
entrepreneurship in established
companies, including superficial top
leadership commitment, uncertainty
about the firm's CE objectives, and
low entrepreneurial levels of middle
managers.
Results demonstrate how knowledge
sharing and organizational learning
are associated with the motivation,
opportunity, and ability to act within
the corporate entrepreneurial
context.
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Turró,
Urbano and
Peris-Ortiz
(2014)

Technological
Forecasting and
Social Change

Quantitative
(718.758
observations from
the Global
Entrepreneurship
Monitor (GEM)
database from
2004–2008)

International
(62 different
countries)

Urbano and
Turró (2013)

International
Entrepreneurship
and Management
Journal

Quantitative
(339.071
observations from
the Global
Entrepreneurship
Monitor (GEM)
database from the
years 2004–2008)

International
(9 different
European
countries)

Zahra (1996)

Academy of
Management
Journal

Quantitative
(127 Fortune 500
companies)

U.S.

Zahra (2015)

Small Business
Economics

Conceptual

U.S.

Zahra and
Covin (1995)

Journal of
Business
Venturing

Quantitative
U.S.
(Longitudinal
analysis (7-yearperiod) of 24
medium-sized
manufacturing
firms, 39 chemical
companies, and 45
Fortune 500
industrial firms)

Findings highlight the impact of the
environmental factors on
organizational innovation,
specifically on CE. Variables such
as living in an entrepreneurial
culture and media exposure
(informal factors), and the number
of procedures necessary to create a
new business or access to finance
(formal factors), appear to be
significant for CE. Moreover,
informal factors behave as
moderators between formal factors
and CE.
The results show that internal factors
(resources and capabilities factors)
play a more important role than
external factors (formal and informal
institutions). In other words,
education level, knowing other
entrepreneurs and being able to
identify business opportunities
positively affect CE. On the other
hand, environmental factors, such as
a fear of failure, the effect of the
media and the number of days
required to start a business, are not
significant factors.
The study's argument is that
executive stock ownership and longterm institutional ownership are
positively related to CE, and that the
association of ownership and
governance with CE is moderated by
the level of technological
opportunities that exist in the firm's
major industry.
Both formal and informal CE
activities are always needed to
induce innovation, risk taking, and
proactiveness into companies’
operations. Also, hubs are crucial
within the study and practice of
CE—both formal and informal.
They connect individuals across
levels and across organizational
boundaries, and they capitalize on
the skills and talents of the members
of internal and external network.
The results from this empirical study
suggest that CE has a positive
impact on financial measures of
company performance. Specifically,
the results indicate that CE appears
to be a particularly effective
strategic practice among firms
operating in hostile business
settings.
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Zahra,
Entrepreneurship
Nielsen and
Theory and
Bogner (1999) Practice

Conceptual

U.S.

This paper argues that formal and
informal CE activities can enrich a
company's performance by creating
new knowledge that becomes a
foundation for building new
competencies or revitalizing existing
ones. The knowledge-creation
process within CE activities and the
subsequent strategic use of this
knowledge are tightly linked to the
firm's learning and unlearning
processes.
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TABLE A4
Concept Matrix: Categorization of Technological Disruption and Corporate Entrepreneurship Sample (28 and 32 Studies respectively)

Work Environment

Company Culture

Transformative
Leadership

Distributed Value
Creation & Capture

Managerial & Organizational Capabilities

Journal

actor-centric
Market Environment
& Rules of Competition

Methodology

Consumer & other
Stakeholder Interface

Articles

Technology Capability
& Integration

Pace of Change &
Time to Market

technology-centric

Technological Disruption (28 Studies)
1 Anderson and Tushman (1990)

Quantitative

ASQ

x

x

x

2 Bergek, Berggren, Magnusson and Hobday (2013)

Case study

RP

3 Berman, Davidson, Ikeda and Korsten (2016)

Conceptual

S&L

4 Bower and Christensen (1995)

Conceptual

HBR

x

5 Danneels (2004)

Conceptual

JPIM

x

6 DaSilva, Trkman, Desouza and Lindič (2013)

Case study

TASM

7 Downes and Nunes (2013)

Conceptual

HBR

x

x

8 Gans (2016)

Conceptual

MIT SMR

x

x

9 Gawer and Cusumano (2014)

Conceptual

JPIM

10 Gerstner, König, Enders and Hambrick (2013)

Quantitative

ASQ

11 Gilbert and Bower (2002)

Conceptual

HBR

12 Günzel and Holm (2013)

Case study

IJIM

13 Habtay and Holmén (2014)

Mixed methods

IJEIM

x

x

14 Hill and Rothaermel (2003)

Conceptual

AMR

x

x

x

x
x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x
x
x

x
x

x

x
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16 Johnson, Christensen and Kagermann (2008)

Conceptual

HBR

x

17 Koen, Bertels, Elsum, Orroth and Tollett (2010)

Case study

RTM

x

18 Lavie (2006)

Conceptual

AMR

19 Lucas Jr. and Goh (2009)

Case study

JSIS

20 Obal (2013)

Quantitative

IMM

21 Pechmann, Midler, Maniak and Charue-Duboc (2015)

Qualitative

ICC

22 Roy and Sarkar (2016)

Quantitative

SMJ

23 Sabatier, Craig-Kennard and Mangematin (2012)

Case study

TFSC

24 Shaughnessy (2016)

Conceptual

S&L

x

25 Tongur and Engwall (2014)

Case study

Technov.

x

26 Tushman and Anderson (1986)

Quantitative

ASQ

27 Vecchiato (2017)

Case study

TFSC

x

28 Yu and Hang (2010)

Review

IJMR

x

1 Ahuja and Lampert (2001)

Quantitative

SMJ

2 Birkinshaw (1997)

Mixed methods

SMJ

3 Burgelman (1983)

Conceptual

MS

x

4 Chen and Nadkarni (2017)

Quantitative

ASQ

x

x

Work Environment

x

Company Culture

x

Journal

Transformative
Leadership

Consumer & other
Stakeholder Interface

IJTM

Methodology

Distributed Value
Creation & Capture

Technology Capability
& Integration

Case study

Pace of Change &
Time to Market
15 Holm, Günzel and Ulhøi (2013)

Articles

Managerial & Organizational Capabilities

actor-centric
Market Environment
& Rules of Competition

technology-centric

x
x
x
x

x

x
x
x
x

x

x

x

x

x

x
x
x
x
x

x

x

Corporate Entrepreneurship (32 Studies)
x
x
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x

x

x

x

x

x

x

5 Corbett, Covin, O’Connor and Tucci (2013)

Review

JPIM

x

6 Covin and Miles (1999)

Conceptual

ET&P

x

7 Dess, Ireland, Zahra, Floyd, Janney and Lane (2003)

Conceptual

JOM

8 Dushnitsky and Lenox (2005)

Quantitative

RP

9 Engel (2011)

Conceptual

RTM

10 Floyd and Wooldridge (1999)

Conceptual

ET&P

11 Guth and Ginsberg (1990)

Conceptual

SMJ

12 Hornsby, Kuratko and Zahra (2002)

Quantitative

JBV

x

13 Hornsby, Kuratko, Shepherd, and Bott (2009)

Quantitative

JBV

x

14 Ireland, Covin and Kuratko (2009)

Conceptual

ET&P

15 Karimi and Walter (2016)

Quantitative

LRP

16 Kohler (2016)

Qualitative

BH

17 Kuratko, Covin and Hornsby (2014)

Conceptual

BH

18 Lant and Mezias (1990)

Comp. Simul.

SMJ

19 Ling, Simsek, Lubatkin and Veiga (2008)

Quantitative

AMJ

20 Marion, Dunlap and Friar (2012)

Mixed methods

TEM

21 Meyer, Brooks and Goes (1990)

Conceptual

SMJ

22 Nason, McKelvie and Lumpkin (2015)

Review

SBE

23 Peltola (2012)

Case study

BH

Work Environment

Company Culture

x

Transformative
Leadership

Distributed Value
Creation & Capture

Managerial & Organizational Capabilities

Journal

actor-centric
Market Environment
& Rules of Competition

Methodology

Consumer & other
Stakeholder Interface

Articles

Technology Capability
& Integration

Pace of Change &
Time to Market

technology-centric

x
x
x

x

x
x

x

x
x
x
x

x
x

x
x

x

x

x

x

x
x

x
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Conceptual

OS

x

25 Thornberry (2001)

Conceptual

EMJ

x

26 Turner and Pennington III. (2015)

Quantitative

SBE

27 Turró, Urbano and Peris-Ortiz (2014)

Quantitative

TFSC

x

28 Urbano and Turró (2013)

Quantitative

IEMJ

x

29 Zahra (1996)

Quantitative

AMJ

x

30 Zahra (2015)

Conceptual

SBE

x

31 Zahra and Covin (1995)

Quantitative

JBV

32 Zahra, Nielsen and Bogner (1999)

Conceptual

ET&P

Work Environment

Company Culture

Transformative
Leadership

Distributed Value
Creation & Capture

24 Shimizu (2012)

Managerial & Organizational Capabilities

Journal

actor-centric
Market Environment
& Rules of Competition

Methodology

Consumer & other
Stakeholder Interface

Articles

Technology Capability
& Integration

Pace of Change &
Time to Market

technology-centric

x

x

x
x
x

x
x

x

x
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Study 2: Identity Change in the Context of Multiple Disruptions:
The Interplay of Domain Identity, Role Identity and Identity Referents

Chapter 5 | Study 2
By Swen Nadkarni and Reinhard Prügl

Under review at
Academy of Management Journal5

Abstract
Past research has shown that when incumbents try to adapt to disruptive developments, their
existing organizational identity may need to change to move the transformation process
forward. In this study, we examine how organizational identity change unfolded within a
German automotive company as it attempted to adopt three different disruptions at the same
time. In contrast to previous studies, we embrace a multi-faceted conceptualization of identity,
which accounts for the dynamic interplay of domain identity, role identity, as well as symbolic
and formal identity referents. Our findings offer novel insights into temporal aspects of
organizational role identity and show that as long as members can stick to specific symbolic or
formal aspects of their inherent role identity, they are willing to assume a different temporary
role identity while embracing an identity-challenging disruption. Further, this study shows that
different drivers of identity change become observable, dependent on the nature of a disruption.
We argue that if a disruption is primarily technology or product related, a role-driven identity

5 The manuscript is under review at the Academy of Management Journal (Impact Factor: 7.191; VHB-Ranking:
A+).
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change may facilitate adoption, whereas if it is mainly related to market and business model
changes, organizations may respond with a domain-driven identity change.

Keywords
Organizational Identity; Identity Change; Disruption; Transformation; Qualitative Research

5.1

Introduction

Adapting to technological change has been identified as particularly challenging and various
well-established companies have failed in their attempt to do so (Christensen & Bower, 1996;
Cohen & Tripsas, 2018; Henderson & Clark, 1990). Popular examples include Kodak, who
struggled to move from analog to digital photography in the 1990s (Lucas & Goh, 2009), and
more recently Nokia, who failed to produce a next-generation smartphone in response to
Apple’s iPhone (Vuori & Huy, 2016). Extant research has identified a lack of cognitive
commitment among management and employees as a major cause for the inability to respond
effectively to disruption, arguing that adoption strategy and the organization’s institutionalized
identity were out of sync (e.g. Raffaelli, Glynn & Tushman, 2019; Tripsas & Gavetti, 2000).
The concept of organizational identity refers to a self-referential description (Ashforth,
Harrison, & Corley, 2008) and is defined as the central, distinctive, and enduring characteristic
of an organization (Albert & Whetten, 1985). Identity addresses questions like “who are we as
an organization?” or “how are we different from other organizations?” (e.g., Ashforth et al.,
2008; Brickson, 2013). The relationship between identity and disruptive innovation adoption
has received considerable attention by researchers (Gioia, Patvardhan, Hamilton, & Corley,
2013b) and various studies have demonstrated that identity influences an organization’s
judgement which innovations to pursue (e.g. Nag, Corley, & Gioia, 2007; Ravasi, 2017; Schulz
& Hernes, 2013) and at the same time dynamically interacts with the process of adoption. In
some cases, to enable and support innovation adoption, the existing identity of an organization
may need to change (Altman & Tripsas, 2015; Corley & Gioia, 2004). Accordingly, the
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alignment between adoption strategy and identity has been identified as a desired goal of
identity change (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Fiol, 2002; Ravasi, Tripsas & Langley, 2020).
However, despite this remarkable stream of research, some facets of the identity change
process remain unexplored. For example, past studies have largely adopted a purely domainfocused conceptualization of identity (ties to products or industry membership), thus primarily
giving evidence of how domain identity perceptions impact identity change (e.g. Livengood &
Reger, 2010; O’Reilly & Tushman’s, 2004; Tripsas, 2009). The recently introduced and
complementary facet of organizational role identity (Kammerlander, König & Richards, 2018)
and its influence on identity change have not been considered yet. This identity dimension
captures member’s perceptions regarding their organization’s essential relation to other actors
in their category (shaper or follower). This recent development is highly important for our
discussion because while adopting an innovation may be consistent with a firm’s domain
identity, it may well challenge its role identity. Also, to our knowledge, there are no empirical
insights available on identity change in a single organization adopting multiple disruptions at
the same time. Past studies have mainly explored identity change in the context of only one
single trigger at a time (e.g. Corley & Gioia, 2004; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006; Tripsas, 2009).
This appears problematic in the light of accelerating technological progress and the fact that
organizations are increasingly dealing with multiple disruptions at the same time.
Therefore, in this article we aim to advance our understanding of the nature of identity
change by adopting a multi-faceted identity conceptualization, which incorporates domain
identity, role identity, and symbolic and formal identity referents (e.g. beliefs, values, practices,
and routines). Further, we want to study identity change in the context of multiple simultaneous
disruptions to account for the influence of ambidexterity in managing disruption. For this
purpose, we qualitatively investigated how German Auto AG (a pseudonym), which is a
multinational German automotive corporation, was acting in the process of simultaneously
adopting three of the most important disruptions in the automotive industry at the time being:
electrification, digital connectivity and autonomous shared mobility.
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Findings from this study contribute to the literature in the following ways: First, evidence
from this study offers a more detailed understanding of how temporal aspects of identity change
unfold. In doing so, we reinforce the dynamic identity proposition (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991)
and account for the “adaptive instability” (Gioia et al., 2000) of identity. Most interestingly and
in contrast to previous research, our findings offer novel insights into temporal aspects of
organizational role identity. We argue that as long as members have specific aspects of their
inherent role identity which they can stick to while embracing a challenging disruption, they
are willing to assume a different role identity for a given period of time. In our case, we
observed that confronted with electrification and autonomous shared mobility, members at
German Auto were willing to reduce their shaper identity to specific aspects devoted to these
disruptions, while in general assuming a temporary follower identity during the adoption
process. Second, we advance knowledge on the concept of transitional identity (Clark et al.,
2010). Our findings indicate that transitional, parallel role identities can effectively facilitate
the process of adopting an identity-challenging disruption. More specifically, we theorize that
a transient follower identity may at least temporarily relieve an organization from the burden
of a shaper identity and the pressure of successfully adapting right away. Finally, by exploring
identity change in the context of multiple disruptions, this study shows that different drivers of
identity change become observable, dependent on the nature of a disruption. We argue that if a
disruption is primarily technology or product related, a role-driven identity change may
facilitate adoption, whereas if it is mainly related to market and business model changes,
organizations may respond with a domain-driven identity change.

5.2
5.2.1

Theoretical background
Organizational identity: A multi-faceted conceptualization

Past studies have primarily envisioned organizational identity as related to industry and
domain membership claims (Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Glynn & Abzug, 2002). However, we
hold a conceptualization mainly based on domain perceptions to be incomplete and comparably
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narrow, particularly in the context of disruptive innovation adoption. In this study, we take a
novel approach, moving beyond a pure domain-focus, and adopt a multi-faceted identity
conceptualization by integrating two further very important identity dimensions recently
brought forward: organizational role identity (Kammlerander et al., 2018), and identity
referents (Stanske, Rauch & Canato, 2020).
Organizational domain identity. Livengood and Reger coined the term identity domain
which in their view is an organization’s “competitive arena that best captures and reinforces the
sense of its identity in the marketplace” (2010: 49). Domain identity perceptions can emerge
from various sources, including historically or economically important markets, geographical
focus, products and services. Domain identity has important implications for an organization’s
competitive actions, particularly in the context of pursuing new technologies. Assumedly, the
more identity perceptions are attached to a firm’s domain, the lower the likelihood its members
will recognize or respond to disruptions and technological innovations outside their domain
(Livengood & Reger, 2010). Therefore, a domain-focused view is critical in the context of
organizational change and transformation. An example for a domain-focused strategic shift is
O’Reilly and Tushman’s (2004) investigation of USA Today’s attempt to transform its identity
from a “newspaper” towards a “network” company.
Organizational role identity. Recent work has argued that characteristics of organizational
identity can also be conceptualized as mirroring contents from individual-level identity – in the
sense that organizations too can have, for example, relational or social identities (Ashforth et
al., 2020; Cloutier & Ravasi, 2019). Kammerlander et al. (2018) introduced a similar distinction
by presenting the concept of organizational role identity as a complement to domain identity.
This identity dimension refers to cognitive conceptions of, “who are we with regard to our
central and distinctive impact on the overall development of our category?”, and “what is our
essential relation to other actors in our category?” (ibid: 1136). The authors differentiate
between two manifestations: member’s perception that their organization either leads other
players and shapes its category’s overall development (shaper identity), or that it adapts to,
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rather than initiates, changes in the category (follower identity). In their empirical study of
German publishing houses responding to digitalization, Kammerlander and colleagues found
that, for example, members who were attached to their firm’s shaper identity, were more likely
to reject the disruption if it was seen as a threat to this role perception. Role identities therefore
have an important, thus far often neglected impact on how organizational members interpret
and adopt disruptive innovations and are therefore of particular significance to our research.
Symbolic and formal identity referents. To complete our conceptualization of identity, we
integrate symbolic and formal identity referents (Stanske, Rauch & Canato, 2020) as frames of
reference that organizational members use to support their definition of "who we are". We adopt
the definitions recently provided by Stanske et al. (2020): symbolic identity referents are
attributes of a symbolic nature (e.g. beliefs, values, narratives and rituals); and formal identity
referents are attributes of a formal nature (e.g. operating practices, business models and
hierarchical structures). Both attributes constitute the notion of an “identity reservoir” (Kroezen
& Heugens, 2012) and substantiate identity claims (e.g. “we are innovative” or “we are a
publishing house”). For instance, specialized automotive supply chain processes undergird the
claim of “being a car manufacturer,” while values and mission, such as “ensuring highest
standards of engineering quality”, can support the label of being “an industry leader” or
“innovative.” Therefore, identity referents reinforce and support both domain and role identity
perceptions.

5.2.2

The role of identity change in organizational transformation

Extant research has identified a variety of impetuses for identity to change, such as
discrepancy between perceptions of “who we are” and “who we want to be” (Reger et al., 1994),
corporate spin-offs (Corley & Gioia, 2004), mergers (Clark et al., 2010), and technology- and
market driven disruptions (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006; Tripsas, 2009).
Most interestingly to this study, identity change has been depicted as an enabler and
facilitator for the successful adaptation to new technology and disruptive external changes. For
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example, Reger et al. (1994) observed that radical organizational changes are inhibited when
actions are inconsistent with identity, because organizational members struggle to comprehend
and implement changes. Accordingly, as suggested by Altman and Tripsas (2015),
organizational transformation often requires a concurrent shift in identity to make the strategic
change move forward.
Despite some insightful research on identity change in the context of organizational
transformation, we identify a number of important gaps. Thus far, existing studies have applied
a purely domain-focused conceptualization of organizational identity change, thus ignoring that
identity is in fact a multi-faceted construct. For example, Tripsas (2009) account of Linco’s
transition from a “digital photography company” to a “flash memory company”, revealed that
the company failed to recognize the potential of USB because it was so attached to its existing
domain identity tied to digital photography. Similarly, other investigations of identity change
have also primarily reported on domain-related identity perceptions, such as a longitudinal
identity change at Danish high-end audio company Bang and Olufsen (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006),
and most recently at Carlsberg brewery (Schultz & Hernes, 2020). Although domain identity
undoubtedly has a significant impact on how organizations react to disruptive change and how
a possible identity change takes place, the distinct influence of organizational role identity as
well as other identity referents and their dynamic interplay with domain identity remain
unknown. Would Linco have reacted earlier and better if they had felt threatened in their role
identity by the emergence of USB and flash memory?
Further, Kammerlander et al. (2018) have shown that if role identity perceptions are
threatened by a disruptive innovation, then innovation adoption is either rejected or hesitant
and conflictual. However, evidence remains unclear, whether role identity is flexible and can
change in order to enable adaptation to a challenging disruption? If so, to what extent is
organizational role identity malleable and how does this unfold in the process of overall identity
change?
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Similarly, symbolic and formal identity referents can also be a source of identity inertia.
When organizations pursue strategic change by acknowledging a shift in identity, the change
may not prove effective unless values, narratives, routines or practices are revised and adapted.
For example, Nag et al. (2007) noted in their account of an attempted transformation of a
science-based R&D organization into a market-based organization, that a failure to change
organizational practices eventually led the firm to revert to its previous identity, although
leadership formally announced a shift in identity claims. Likewise, Tripsas (2009), too,
observed that in the case of Linco’s attempted identity transformation, existing routines and
symbolic elements (e.g. logo) remained locked in the previous identity.
Also notably absent is a study, which examines how identity change unfolds in the context
of more than one disruption at a time. Previous research explored identity change in the context
of only one single trigger at a time, such as digitalization (Kammerlander et al., 2018; Tripsas,
2009), a corporate spin-off (Corley & Gioia, 2004), a corporate merger (Clark et al., 2010), or
competitive and economic threats at different periods in a firm’s history (Ravasi & Schultz,
2006). To the best of our knowledge, there are no empirical insights available on identity change
in a single organization adopting multiple disruptions at the same time. If identity change is
going to progress, we need to embed this phenomenon in our modern and volatile environment
and understand how organizations cope with the ambidexterity of managing identity change in
the face of multiple simultaneous disruptions.
Taken together, we believe that exploring the dynamism of domain identity, role identity
and symbolic and formal identity referents, and looking at it in the context of multiple
disruptions simultaneously taking place in a single organization, provides a strong foundation
from which to derive novel insights into the nature of identity change.
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5.3
5.3.1

Methods
Research design and setting

This study applies an inductive, field-based case design (Eisenhardt, 1989) to explore the
adoption of three simultaneous disruptions in a single organizational context. The company we
examine in this study is German Auto AG (a pseudonym), who is one of the major German car
manufacturers. At the time of data collection in 2019 it employed more than 200,000 people
and generated a revenue which surpassed 100bn USD. In the past years, it has been one of the
biggest brands for premium vehicles in the world, with its product mix ranging from mid-size
sedans and coupés, to premium SUVs, and luxury sedans. With a history going back more than
100 years, German Auto has been a major contributor to automotive innovations in the past
decades and developed an identity which was inherently tied to these origins. We believe this
organizational context is highly suited to study the reciprocal effects of organizational identity
and disruptive innovation adoption, as the theoretical issues of interest are perhaps more
“transparently observable” than in other firms (Eisenhardt, 1989: 537; Tripsas, 2009). In
addition, privileged access to confidential data, which was granted to the authors by company
representatives for this research, was an important selection criterion.
In this study, we examine how German Auto was in the process of adopting three of the most
significant disruptions taking place within the car industry at the time of this research:
electrification, digital connectivity, and autonomous shared mobility. All of these
transformations are highly disruptive as they (1) induce changes in product functionality
(Adner, 2002), (2) did not initially appeal to mainstream customers (Christensen, Raynor &
McDonald, 2015), (3) introduce different architectures for transforming inputs into outputs
(Christensen & Bower, 1996), (4) involve shifts in value chain (Ansari, Garud, &
Kumaraswamy, 2016), and (5) alter existing business models (Markides, 2006).
Electrification. Electrification refers to the development of electric vehicles (EVs), including
plug-in hybrid electric vehicles (PHEVs), fuel cell hybrid vehicles (FCHVs), and most
prominently battery electric vehicles (BEVs). In all cases, vehicles are equipped with an electric
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engine. Electric cars emerged as an expensive niche market segment in the early 2000s, as
climate change and global resource shortages led to a rethinking of classic individual mobility
based on combustion engines. Mainstream customers initially resisted electric vehicles due to
bad value for money and inferior functionality. Even two decades later, EVs still tend to appeal
to niche customers, which are mostly affluent, environmentally conscious, or technically
enamored buyers (Bohnsack, Pinkse & Kolk, 2014). Regarding product functionality, electric
cars are still inferior to combustion cars in important aspects like range, charging time, or
battery performance, which may be adversely impacted by weather conditions. In contrast, they
offer reduced emissions and pollution as well as lower running and maintenance costs, since
EVs have fewer moving parts and require no lubricating oils, filters, or catalytic converters
(Fontaine, 2008). Finally, with the shift from mechanic to electric technology, car manufactures
need to expand their technical skillset towards challenging fields like battery knowledge and
power electronics (Sovacool & Hirsh, 2009). Accordingly, EVs change the value chain by
adding a different set of suppliers, foremost battery producers and charging providers (Nykvist
& Nilsson, 2015), and modify existing manufacturing and assembly processes.
Digital connectivity. As digital interconnectivity becomes virtually ubiquitous and the
amount of data generation accelerates at an unprecedented scale (Ng & Wakenshaw, 2017), the
car as an important part of people’s daily life takes center stage in this transformation.
Connected car technologies, such as digital infotainment systems and digital services are of
particular interest. A connected car is a vehicle with direct access to the internet, enabling
automated links to all other connected objects, including smartphones, tracking devices, traffic
lights or smart homes (PwC, 2015). By this, digital connectivity reshapes the bundle of
customer benefits as it offers more in-car content and services, road and passenger safety,
efficiency savings, and driving convenience. Digital connectivity features initially appealed to
young and digitally savvy niche customers but are increasingly becoming a standard in most
cars. Two aspects are particularly disruptive with digital connectivity. First, it fundamentally
changes automotive business models and revenue formulas. While existing business models are
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primarily based on vehicle unit sales, the extension to digital revenue streams (digital services,
on-demand updates etc.) enables lifecycle monetization and a shift to recurring revenues. As
such, the traditional business model of car manufacturers becomes part of a larger mobility
ecosystem. Also, digital connectivity is redefining automotive industry boundaries as new
players emerge within the value chain and tech companies like Google or Apple enter the
market. Second, digital connectivity is a spill-over from the consumer electronics industry and
requires new skills which are outside the traditional automotive domain. Accordingly, a shift
from mechanic hardware capabilities to digital software know-how is unfolding.
Autonomous shared mobility. Fully autonomous vehicles will be among the most significant
technological disruptions in the industry since the invention of the car and will significantly
reshape mobility and public transportation (Bösch, Becker, Becker, & Axhausen, 2018).
Simultaneously, the social desire for private car ownership is decreasing, particularly in urban
areas, and alternative modes of public transportation arise. Therefore, autonomous shared
mobility merges the paradigms of short-term car rentals (e.g. car sharing, ride hailing) and taxi
services with self-driving capabilities (Fagnant, Kockelman, & Bansal, 2015). While in their
final development stage self-driving cars will be safer and more convenient than nonautonomous cars, today’s automated driving features are still much inferior to the human driver,
due to lower reliability, accuracy and restricted use cases. In addition, shared cars have less
availability than private cars and their features and equipment are not customized. As such,
autonomous shared mobility will initially appeal to niche customers who are either tech-savvy
early adopters or low-end customers who do not own a car (Cohen & Kietzmann, 2014). Apart
from product-related aspects, autonomous shared mobility will also trigger significant changes
in business models. For example, it will induce a shift from product to service-oriented business
models and also move revenue streams from private car sales to recurring revenues from ondemand and pay-per-use mobility services. In consequence, adopting this disruption would to
some extent cannibalize the existing main revenue source of car manufacturers. Further, this
disruption demands different skills since incumbents need to develop new know-how and
118

Chapter 5 | Study 2
transform their employee’s capabilities from mechanical engineering towards software,
sensors, cameras, and artificial intelligence (Stocker & Shaheen, 2017).

5.3.2

Data collection

We based our data collection on multiple sources to allow for triangulation of themes and
patterns (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2008) and by this bolster validity and robustness of
the resulting theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). Table 6 summarizes our data collection.

Interviews
Count
Hierarchical level

Participant observations
Sources

Electrification

14

Director, senior
manager, team
manager, employee

Digital
connectivity

10

Senior manager, team Management key notes,
manager, employee
regular conversations with
insiders, follow-up phone
calls, emails, personal onsite notes

Autonomous
shared
mobility

15

Director, senior
manager, team
manager, employee

Archival documents
Sources

Internal meetings, regular
Company chronicle,
conversations with insiders, longitudinal documents,
follow-up phone calls,
internal organization
emails, observations,
charts, annual reports,
personal on-site notes
board presentations,
minutes, web pages,
press releases, news
articles, CEO interview
with media
Brochures, company
chronicle, minutes,
internal organization
charts & workflows, web
pages, press releases,
news articles, CEO
interview with media

Internal meetings, regular
Longitudinal documents,
conversations with insiders, internal organization
follow-up phone calls,
charts & workflows,
emails, observations,
minutes, annual reports,
personal on-site notes
board presentations, web
pages, press releases,
news articles, CEO
interview with media

Table 6: Data sources

Interviews. Between March and June 2019, we conducted a series of 39 semi-structured
personal interviews at the focal firm. To address informant bias, we interviewed knowledgeable
informants from four hierarchical levels: employees, team managers, senior managers, and
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directors. We also used snowball sampling (von Hippel, Franke & Prügl, 2009) to identify other
informants within each disruption. This approach allowed us to capture a variety of perspectives
and identify hierarchical differences in identity perceptions. Informants were eligible for
inclusion, if they had a company tenure of at least three years and could account for a minimum
of two years of work experience involved with either of the three disruptions in the company.
Thus, we could ensure that our informants were familiar with German Auto’s identity and had
sufficient experience with the adoption process. The average length of an interview was about
45 minutes. Our general approach in all our interviews was to allow informants to speak rather
than asking them narrow and leading questions. However, to increase reliability, we flexibly
applied an interview protocol which was specifically developed for this case and was primarily
informed by the literature on organizational identity and incumbents’ response to technological
change. Our interview questions focused on challenges emerging in the context of adoption,
how and why they were related to organizational identity, and how the focal firm responded
and why it did so. To encourage candor, we promised anonymity to the firm and all our
informants. Interviews were recorded and transcribed within a few days.
Participant observations. One of the authors has been actively involved with the case
company in the role as academic researcher for more than two years prior to conducting our
personal interviews. This arrangement was part of a greater research project and provided us a
unique perspective due to the combination of insider and outsider status (Evered & Louis,
1981). This researcher was allowed to take detailed notes during internal meetings and to make
unobtrusive observations of members (data protection was guaranteed at all times). The inside
perspectives, knowledge and experiences gained during these years were very valuable in
interpreting and triangulating the interview data and gaining a deeper understanding of the
company’s identity. Further, it helped to reduce social desirability bias during our empirical
data collection, since interviewees had already gained trust and therefore felt more comfortable
sharing in-depth insights (Kammerlander & De Massis, 2020).
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Secondary data sources. Our secondary data includes annual reports, e-mails, strategy
statements, web pages, press releases, and news articles. As one of the authors was partly treated
as an in-group member (Michel, 2011), we gained an unusually complete level of access to
internal documents, including detailed reports related to adopting the disruptions. We also
supplemented our data with archival, longitudinal documents like minutes of relevant meetings,
power point presentations, internal analyses and annual reports going back to the early 2000s,
when, for instance, the company already examined the potential of electric vehicles. Archival
documents provided us with insights into the context and storyline of the adoption process.

5.3.3

Data analysis

In our data analysis, we followed the general approach proposed by Gioia, Corley and
Hamilton (2013a) to inductively develop and link concepts, thereby moving between empirical
data and emerging theory (Michel, 2011). We first conducted within-analyses and performed
individual write-ups for each disruption. Based on interview data and secondary material we
extracted first-order concepts in a creative and non-linear open coding process (Corley & Gioia,
2004). In a second step, we engaged in iterative cross-disruption comparison for theory building
in order to identify general patterns and conclusions (Eisenhardt, 1989). Here, we aggregated
first-order concepts into second-order themes and overarching dimensions. We constantly
challenged our emergent findings, re-labelled concepts, and connected constructs in new ways
as a means to probe our data analysis. Whenever we felt that vital information was missing or
statements were too ambiguous, we engaged in direct exchange with our informants to gain
clarification in follow-up conversations. This helped us to increase the validity of our data and
avoid misinterpretations. At the time we finished data collection, the focal firm was still under
transformation. Thus, we were able to account for post-rationalization bias when drawing
conclusions regarding the patterns and various facets of the identity change process.
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5.4
5.4.1

Findings
Existing identity perceptions (pre-disruption)

Domain identity. The origins of the focal firm go back to the early pioneering days of
automotive engineering in the 1880s. Thus, as reflected by an interviewee, the organization
claimed to be “the inventor of the automobile” (team manager). Members felt a “very strong
identification with these roots” and are determined to “continue [the firm’s] tradition” (another
team manager). Therefore, even more than 130 years later, the German Auto’s domain identity
seemed to be strongly tied to developing and manufacturing cars based on gas and diesel
technology. An employee emphasized: “So far I think we have identified ourselves very
strongly with producing combustion engines”. In terms of customers, the company was
primarily committed to selling its cars to “private customers” for “individual use” (as opposed
to concepts of shared economy) in a premium segment. In doing so, another employee
elaborated that German Auto’s products “define the image of upper-class circles and represent
a status symbol with a high claim for perfection”.
Role identity. We found strong support for the manifestation of a natural shaper identity.
German Auto had always been striving after technology and innovation leadership and did not
“wait to see what the others do” (senior manager). However, we observed a rising awareness
among members that this inherent shaper identity was threatened by the domain’s disruptive
technological changes. As captured by a director, members still felt as shapers in relation to
their “traditional competitors”, but in comparison to many cross-industry entrants, emerging
OEMs, or start-ups, the firm’s role identity perception was somewhat ambiguous.
Identity referents. Five symbolic identity referents in particular emerged from our interview
data: safety, quality, comfort, premium and design. Most notably, we observed that assuring
vehicle and passenger safety to their customers surfaced as a central and enduring attribute of
the organization’s identity. One employee reflected that simply to speed up product
development or market launches, “safe enough to try” would not be an option for the company.
Accordingly, formal identity referents at German Auto also reflected the company’s automotive
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roots and were characterized by traditional engineering-based processes and practices. And
given the incredible size and complexity of the company, we observed internal structures to be
rather bureaucratic, hierarchical and rigid.
In the following, we present the emergent findings from our in-depth investigation of how
the focal firm adopted electrification, digital connectivity, and autonomous shared mobility and
how and why it related to its existing identity.

5.4.2

Electrification: Adoption process and identity-related observations

The company’s adoption of electric vehicles has spread over several years and was a stepby-step process across multiple projects and product generations. As archival presentations
reveal, the beginnings can be traced back to the early 2000s, when German Auto first initiated
research and testing projects. As a lower level manager stated, in the early years it was “only a
small community within the company”. Then, from around 2009 to 2015, cautious steps were
taken towards commercial deployment. In this period, several plug-in hybrid electric vehicles
(PHEVs) and one small series fuel cell hybrid vehicle (FCHV) were launched.
Adoption accompanied by lengthy identity conflicts. As reflected by our data, the reasons for
this hesitant adoption were strongly identity-related. While EVs were consistent with the
organization’s existing domain identity (“Because at the end of the day, [with EVs] we still
develop and produce cars […] although we are replacing the heart of the car, the engine, it
remains the same product”, employee), the firm’s inherent shaper role identity was challenged
by the disruption. On one side, several EV-technologies were competing simultaneously (e.g.
battery vs. fuel cell), and the company was unsure “how and in what order to approach
electrification”, as stated by a team manager. On the other side, members felt their natural
mission was to remain pioneers in gas and diesel technology. As a result, due to this lack in
belief and confidence, members were struggling to embrace the disruption in a way they could
actually shape (or in a way aligned with the company’s shaper role identity). As the years went
by and electrification increasingly moved into economic and public focus, a role identity gap
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unfolded within German Auto. Members were confused about “who they are” and “who they
want to be”. An employee reflected: “We set ourselves the goal to shape future mobility in this
area [electrification], but my perception is rather that we keep chasing after the competition”.
Implementing a new approach to embrace disruption. The situation started to change in
2015, when the company acknowledged two facts. First, with increasing customer demand,
rising competition from emerging OEMs like Tesla, and pressure by CO2 legislations, EVs
would eventually succeed and the firm would need to adopt the disruption full-scale to remain
in a leading position. Second, as it took a rather long time to fully commit to EVs, the company
was now in a place where it technologically lagged behind its competitors and could only
approach electrification as a follower. Upon accepting their situation, organizational members
started to embrace the disruption with a new attitude and strategy.
In autumn 2015, the CEO introduced the firm’s own electric sub-brand at the IAA motor
show in Frankfurt. His committed goal was to launch an entire EV model family by the mid
2020s which should eventually represent up to 25% of German Auto’s global sales. For this
purpose, in 2016 the firm also established a separate EV business unit parallel to its traditional
combustion-centered divisions. As reflected by a team manager, organizational members
finally had a vision of the journey’s direction and how it could be accomplished: “The moment
our CEO announced our electric sub-brand at the IAA […] the company has turned the lever”.
This was accompanied by a change in rhetoric and public communication, as was noticeable in
a CEO press interview from 2017 and the annual report 2016:
“With regards to electromobility, we have flipped the switch. […] we are convinced: now is
the time to fully embark. To accomplish this, we must reinvent ourselves [as a company].”
(CEO, press interview 2017)
“[We have] launched a broad-based electric mobility offensive at all of our divisions during
the year under review. […] Attractive electric vehicles delivering high performance might
soon be a very common sight on streets and highways.” (Annual report 2016)
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Finally, the organization did in fact reinvent itself, by introducing an initiative regarding
future leadership principles, new work practices, leaner structures, and a gradual rejuvenation
of its corporate culture. Supported by these adjusted identity referents, members began to accept
the unfamiliar follower role identity which started to unfold within German Auto toward
electrification:
“We have always seen ourselves as a driver of innovation in the classic combustion world.
[…] When we look at new topics, especially electrification, we clearly do not shape the
industry and are clearly in a follower position. Simply because other manufacturers have
adopted the disruption earlier.” (team manager, interview)
Yet, the organization’s decision makers projected a desired future shaper role identity which
was to be regained in the 2020s. But as for the moment, the firm acknowledged that it could
not compete with early-adopters like Tesla or Toyota and therefore searched for a way to
implement electrification in a way that was consistent to its temporary follower role identity.
For this purpose, German Auto focused on two symbolic referents of its inherent identity
when embracing electrification: safety and design. As it obviously lagged behind its competitors
regarding features like electric range, fast charging, or driving performance, the organization
searched for opportunities where it could still act in line with its shaper role identity. Thus, in
contrast to many competitors, the company started to place a major emphasis on the fact, that
its EVs would have the safest batteries in the market. If batteries start to burn, they represent a
huge threat to passenger safety. As a director, German Auto would not be willing to
compromise on its high safety standards in any way, even if this caused additional costs or
slowed down overall development. Also, despite different proportions (e.g. a shorter stem), EVs
would have to fulfill the same ambitious internal crash requirements as the company’s gas and
diesel vehicles. “Safety is our asset and our customers are aware of that”, one employee noted.
In addition to safety, the company also emphasized design and therefore introduced an entirely
new design philosophy for its EV sub-brand. The company was looking for a way to
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differentiate its EVs from the classic portfolio and thereby create a clear separation. Also, the
new design philosophy would illustrate how the company envisioned electromobility.
Barriers to change. From our perspective as researchers, parts of the organization were still
struggling to identify with the disruption and therefore remained somewhat reluctant to adapt.
In particular, many lower level technical employees were strongly tied to gas or diesel
technology. In this context, our data revealed that the threat of a cultural divide surfaced within
the company. A team manager shared his impressions from 2016, when he was still working
on diesel vehicles: “They [EV employees] developed new technologies, different powertrains,
had new ways of working, and a separate organization. And that was parallel to the old world.
That was quite judgmental for me. New world and old world”.
Projected post-disruption identity. Members predicted, that their domain identity would
remain rather narrow and product-centric. For instance, one team manager assumed that
German Auto’s identity would still be strongly tied to developing and selling cars, however
“with a broad range of powertrain technologies such as gas, diesel, fuel cell, plug-in hybrid,
and battery”. More interestingly, our data largely confirmed that they expected electrification
to have a lasting impact on the firm’s role identity. Some assumed the company would succeed
in changing from its current follower identity back to a shaper identity in the near future, while
others remained very skeptical and even feared an overall role identity shift.

5.4.3

Digital connectivity: Adoption process and identity-related observations

German Auto started to embrace digital connectivity in its cars early on in the mid 2000s,
by subsequently introducing simple forms of vehicle-to-infrastructure (V2I) and vehicle-tovehicle (V2V) communication. In 2011, for the first time elementary online features were
implemented. A major breakthrough in the company’s journey towards a connected car was
realized in 2018, when it launched its multimedia system with artificial intelligence and the
ability to communicate with the cloud and the customers personal ecosystem.
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Almost self-evident decision to embrace digital connectivity. Our archival research,
supported by data from our interviews, shows that it was inevitable for German Auto to adopt
digitalization. In 2011, the CEO stated that with the emergence of digital disruption he saw “no
pressure, but a unique opportunity … [because] more and more people want to be always on”
(CEO press interview, 2011). Accordingly, connectivity would “redefine cars in the near
future”. Hence, it was an almost self-evident consequence, that the company embraced digital
connectivity with its inherent shaper identity.
Absence of struggles yet search for identity-consistent adoption. Although no identityinduced struggles emerged, our data suggests that the company was still embracing the
disruption in its own identity-consistent approach. For example, in 2015, during the
development of its next connectivity system, German Auto established a business unit solely
devoted to digital connectivity and installed a Chief Digital Officer (CDO). At an internal
conference, he expressed his vision of turning German Auto into a “software-driven company”
(CDO key note speech, 2015). The articulated ambition within the company was to “take the
lead [in connectivity]” and get “one or two years ahead of competition” within the next years,
as both a manager and senior manager recalled. This spirit was also visible on the operational
level, as stated by another senior manager, who felt that “colleagues working on connectivity
experienced a new kind of appreciation” and “took on a special role”. Further, the CDO also
implemented new practices within his division. To be promoted to managerial level, employees
needed to pass an additional IT test to demonstrate their software and programming skills.
At the same time, members were actively redefining essential attributes of their inherent
identity and adapting them to digital connectivity. For example, while the user interface of the
multimedia system launched in 2018 was to look progressive, the restriction was that it still had
to appeal to the firm’s traditional customers and “reflect its familiar design language” (senior
manager). Instead of replacing traditional operating elements, the company decided to combine
them with new elements, in order to also satisfy older customers from its core domain. Further,
when in 2015, the board short-term decided to implement a touch screen, employees soon
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realized that due to its high position in the center console, it would be ergonomically
inconvenient to reach for the customers. As a response, speech control as an additional
operation option was implemented “to guarantee highest levels of comfort”, a senior manager
reflected. Finally, safety was another aspect of the firm’s identity referents which were reframed
during adoption. With regards to digital connectivity, a senior manager noted that safety was
primarily tied to data security:
“We invested a lot of time and thoughts to find a way to ensure data security. How could we
really guarantee to our customers that their data would not be misused? How could we
secure our communication channels and connectivity features from hackers? At this stage,
our core identity values really determined our implementation.” (senior manager, interview)
As a result, another senior manager explicitly noted that “connectivity […] now contributes
to the formation and perception of the brand”. As such, “alongside safety and comfort”, he
elaborated, “connectivity has emerged as a core element of German Auto’s [product-centric]
identity [perception]” in the past years.
Projected post-disruption identity. Organizational members confronted with digital
connectivity were very aware that the firm’s identity was under transformation. However, as a
manager expressed his concern, in the midst of all technological disruptions and identity
transformations, the company should value its roots and must not turn into a tech or IT firm.
“Offering mobility to people must stay our focus” (team manager). Regarding their role
identity, members believed they would remain shapers in connectivity and would try to develop
software and hardware as much as possible in-house to retain control.

5.4.4

Autonomous shared mobility: Adoption process and identity-related observations

The concept of autonomous shared mobility emerged within the company in mid 2016, when
the board actively discussed whether it should embrace this disruption and set up a dedicated
project. While German Auto had already been involved in developing partly automated driving
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technologies in the past years, the technical complexity for fully autonomous driving was
enormous and immensely challenging. In a fully self-driving taxi no human intervention would
be necessary at all. In addition, such a robotic taxi would be operated in a ride-hailing mode
similar to Uber or Lyft, which was in stark contrast to the firm’s existing traditional business
model. Nevertheless, in January 2017 German Auto officially started its adoption and kickedoff a cross-functional intra-firm project. Three internal players were involved: the parent
company German Auto, that was manufacturing the vehicle; a specialized R&D spin-off, which
was developing the automated driving system; and a mobility subsidiary, which would operate
the ride-hailing services.
Commitment within top management, but reluctance at lower levels. Our interviews
revealed, that identity-induced conflicts related to embracing this disruption surfaced from the
beginning onwards. In particular, our data reveal significant hierarchical differences as to how
the disruption was perceived to reconcile with the existing identity of the organization. With
regards to the domain identity, lower levels felt that the disruption, in particular its facet of
shared mobility services, would violate the firm’s inherent domain identity as a car
manufacturer, as noted by an employee:
“We don’t possess the historically grown identity and self-image of being a ride-hailer.
We are a car manufacturer!” (employee, interview)
In stark contrast, top management was excited about this new field and convinced that it
would be “part of transforming our identity into a mobility provider”, as a director explained.
Also, based on their historical shaper role identity, management set the ambition to shape this
disruption, as reflected by the CEO in a 2018 press article:
“As pioneers of automotive engineering, we will not leave the field to others when it comes
to shaping the future of urban mobility" (CEO, press article 2018).
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Again, as lower levels saw the disruption outside the historically grown home turf of the
firm, they sensed a lack in capabilities and know-how to remain in a shaper position. Further,
they were concerned about the challenge of adapting the firm’s business model, which was an
inevitable consequence of providing ride-hailing services. As such, based on a discord between
“who we are” and “who we want to be”, an identity gap emerged within the lower levels of the
organization. A team manager summarized the dilemma as follows:
“I see us as a follower, who wants to become a shaper, but struggles. If you keep chasing
after somebody, but this person is so incredibly fast, you start losing motivation at some
point or simply hope this person will eventually stumble or fall. I see us in this position.”
(team manager, interview)
Upper management’s positive identity claim of “we want to be a connected mobility
provider” (CEO, press interview 2018) was perceived as being too vague and ambiguous for
large parts of the organization. Questions remained as to how this goal was to be achieved, and
struggles, stagnation, and insecurity unfolded within German Auto towards the disruption.
Adopting a new strategy to embrace disruption. The situation started to improve in 2018.
Similar to embracing electrification, German Auto reflected on its current position amid
adopting this disruption. First, it needed to implement autonomous shared mobility in an
approach reconcilable with its existing domain identity, hereby incorporating lower level’s
concerns. Second, it had to accept it was lagging behind its competitors, in particular crossindustry entrants such as Waymo or Uber, and therefore elaborate a follower strategy.
In German Auto’s attempt to reframe its adoption strategy, three facets were most
observable. First, an immediate change in language and mindset were noticeable in internal
management meetings and presentations, as the term “fast follower” was adopted. This was
accompanied by management lowering the product requirements for the firm’s self-driving
robotaxi and specifying it as a minimum viable product (MVP), in order to respond to the
employee’s confession regarding a technology gap. Second, members readily accepted the
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parallelly emerging fast follower role identity with much relief. In addition, as stated by a team
manager, a parallel domain identity also started to slowly surface within German Auto:
“At the moment, I feel that there should be a double identity. One which is still tied to making
the best vehicles for private use […] And at the same time, we also need to provide the best
mobility solutions.” (team manager, interview)
Third, as it was observable with electrification and digital connectivity, members were
actively redefining identity referents and adapting them to the disruption. Two identity referents
took center stage in this process: premium and safety. As a leading global premium brand,
German Auto was massively struggling to enter a shared mass mobility market which is
determined by price per ride rather than luxury. Therefore, the organization redefined its
premium identity in a shared mobility market. For instance, as noted by various interviewees,
aspects like “punctuality”, “cleanliness”, and “extra services” could provide the company with
the opportunity to reframe their premium claim, while also using it as a leverage to shape the
emerging autonomous ride-hailing market:
"And perhaps in autonomous ride-hailing, the premium attribute is no longer defined by
offering a fully equipped luxurious vehicle, but rather in terms of ensuring short waiting
times, being on time, having clean taxis and offering extra services." (team manager)
Furthermore, members were committed that the adoptive response must not risk the safety
image of the firm. In this regard, the organization was even willing to sacrifice an early market
entry. “We prefer to be late but perfect, rather than being early and vulnerable”, as noted by an
employee. A team manager underscored this by stating that the company would “never enter
the market with a pre-mature version of its autopilot and by this risk the lives of its customers”.
Projected post-disruption identity. Members exposed to this disruption were highly aware
that the firm’s domain identity was undertaking a shift from selling cars to selling mobility. A
senior manager reinforced the notion of a double identity by revealing that he envisioned
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German Auto to have a “50/50” share between “auto manufacturer and mobility provider by
2035”. Because the disruption was seen to have been initiated outside the historic boundaries
of the automotive market, our interview partners felt that in future the company might “shift in
a mode where it would react to external demands and developments” (employee), rather than
proactively shape the development of the industry, as it used to historically.

5.4.5

Exploring patterns across the disruptions: Facets of unfolding identity change

Our findings reveal that all three disruptions either facilitated or required changes in German
Auto’s identity. Electrification was perceived to be widely consistent with the company’s
domain identity as an automotive company (“I do not see any change, we still see ourselves as
a premium manufacturer - also for electromobility”, manager), but the organization struggled
to embrace the disruption reconcilable with its inherent shaper identity (“… we keep chasing
after the competition”, employee). Therefore, electrification caused a largely role-driven
identity change. Digital connectivity was experienced as being widely consistent with the
existing overall identity, nevertheless some identity adjustments still took place, more
specifically extensions or reinterpretations. Finally, autonomous shared mobility induced
identity-related conflicts in perceptions regarding both domain (“we don’t possess the
historically grown identity […] of being a ride-hailer”, employee) and role (“I see us as a
follower, who wants to become a shaper, but struggles”, manager). Accordingly, autonomous
shared mobility caused both a domain- and role-driven identity change. Table 7 offers a crossdisruption comparison with additional informant quotes, and Figure 7 summarizes our
comprehensive analysis of German Auto’s identity change.
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Table 7: Cross-disruption comparison

Adoption inertia
“I think we lost years, with back and
forth discussions, to decide how to do
it.” (employee)
Electrification

Digital
connectivity

Autonomous
shared mobility

• Members were unsure how and in
what order to approach disruption
• Emerging role identity gap
• Hesitation, lengthy discussions

“Digitalization is an opportunity for
us. In the past, the car was an island,
today it’s part of an ecosystem.”
(CTO)

Enablers of identity-consistent adoption: response facets

Barriers

“The old values apply for e-mobility. […] to tell our customers a • Some lower level
technical employees
story. […] core attributes of our identity, such as safety, quality,
were strongly tied to
and also design, are important.” (manager)
combustion
technology
• Introduction of electric sub-brand; installation of separate EV
business unit
• Threat of a cultural
divide: "old" vs.
• Acceptance of follower role identity amid disruption and
"new" world
projection of desired future shaper identity
• Reinterpretation of identity attributes safety and design
coherent with electrification
• No barriers observed
“We deliberately decided not to enable controlling safety
relevant features, such as opening windows or switching of ESC.
And I think we must remain prudent here.” (senior manager)

• Clear articulation of "who we want to be" by Chief Digital
• No identity-related conflicts
Officer: “software-driven company”
• Almost self-evident consequence,
• Reinterpretation of identity attributes safety, comfort and
to embrace digital connectivity with
design coherent with connectivity
inherent shaper identity
“[…] not a ride-hailer. We are a car
manufacturer!" (employee)

“We are not even talking about shaping. The question is how
quickly we will be able to follow.” (employee)

“It contributes to transforming our
identity towards a mobility provider.”
(director)

“To me, it's been a constant image, that based on investment
and tech capabilities, we won't come out first. We simply can't
[…] As such, adopting a 'fast follower' identity seems very
reasonable to me.” (manager)

• Lower levels: disruption violates
identity as OEM (why adopt?)
• Change in language and mindset to implement "fast follower"
role identity tied to autonomous shared mobility
• Discord between “who we are” and
“who we want to be” resulted in
• Lowering of product requirements to close capabilities gap
identity ambiguity and gap
• Reinterpretation of identity attributes premium and safety

Predicted postdisruption identity
• Narrow, productcentric domain
identity tied to cars
• Ambiguity regarding
future role identity
and prospects to
remain industry
shapers

• Broad, marketcentric domain tied
to offering mobility
• Goal to remain
shapers in
connectivity

• Hierarchical variance • Domain identity
in consistency with
would shift from
domain identity
selling cars to selling
mobility by 2030s
• Failure to change
routines and practices • Inherent shaper
identity envisioned
to be permanently
threatened by new
competitor set
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Figure 7: Facets of identity change amid multiple disruptions

IDENTITY CHANGE
Simultaneous adoption
of three disruptions
Electrification
• Technology-driven
• Disrupts value creation
• Requires new skills
within existing domain

Facets of triggered identity change
• Domain extended à still car maker, but electric engines added
• Role revised à shaper identity reduced to specific aspects
(e.g. design), while temporary follower identity was assumed
• Symbolic reinterpretation à key values (e.g. battery safety)
• Formal adjustment à electric sub-brand, leaner structures,
new rhetorics in line with transient follower identity

EXISTING
ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY
• Domain identity: premium car manufacturer
• Role identity: inherently a shaper, striving
for innovation and technology leadership
• Symbolic identity referents: safety as
enduring key value, but also quality, comfort,
premium and design
• Formal identity referents: traditional
engineering-based processes and practices;
business model tied to car ownership;
rigid and hierarchical structures

role-driven identity change to enable adoption
Digital connectivity
• Market-driven
• Disrupts automotive
business model
• Requires new skills

•
•
•
•

Domain reinterpreted à “software-driven” car manufacturer
Role extended à shaper identity expanded to car connectivity
Symbolic extension à connectivity added to brand claim
Formal changes to substantiate new identity claims à
installation of Chief Digital Officer, IT-test for managerial level

(minor) domain-driven identity change to smoothen adoption

Autonomous
shared mobility
• Tech- & market-driven
• Cannibalizes existing
business model
• Requires new skills

• Domain extended à emergence of parallel domain identities
(identity of car manufacturer and mobility provider)
• Role revised à shaper identity reduced to specific aspects
(e.g. premium and safety), temporary follower identity assumed
• Symbolic reinterpretation à key values (e.g. autopilot safety)
• Formal adjustment à specialized R&D spin-off

PROJECTED POST-DISRUPTION
ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY
• Domain identity: mobility provider with roots
as premium car manufacturer
• Role identity: despite some skepticism, goal is
unanimous - resume overall shaper identity
• Symbolic identity referents: preservation of
key values (but reinterpretations accepted)
• Formal identity referents: shift from
engineering- to more market-based processes
and practices; business model extended by
new mobility concepts and digital services;
reduction of hierarchical structures

domain- & role-driven identity change to enable adoption
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Changes to domain identity. Emerging from our data, we observed both domain extensions
and a domain reinterpretation. For electrification and autonomous shared mobility, the focal
company attempted to extend its domain identity to facilitate adoption, although at different
levels. In the case of electrification, German Auto was still able to remain a traditional car
manufacturer, as it simply required a product-centric extension from gas and diesel engines to
electric engines. For this purpose, the CEO announced the launch of an entire EV model family
for the next decade and emphasized that EVs would contribute to a significant share of the
firm’s future product mix and global sales. For autonomous shared mobility the situation was
different. In fact, we even observed the emergence of a parallel domain identity as a mobility
provider in addition to the old identity as a premium car maker. The organization anticipated a
gradual market-centric shift to extend member’s domain perception of “what business are we
in” to reduce adoption resistance. For digital connectivity, domain identity was not extended
but rather reinterpreted by adding the notion of “software-driven” to German Auto’s selfconception as a car manufacturer (see Table 7). Offering premium connectivity solutions had
become part of its core business and a “software-driven” mindset and development approach
was the key to build cars in future, as stated by the CDO in an internal conference. Both, domain
identity extensions and reinterpretations were effective mechanisms to smoothen disruptive
innovation adoption because they reduced incongruity of member’s existing identity
perceptions and potential changes associated with these disruptions.
Changes to role identity. For both electrification and autonomous shared mobility, the
company had to revise member’s perceptions of the firm’s role identity. Inherently a shaper in
the old world, for both disruptions a parallel, temporary follower identity was assumed to
facilitate adoption. In the short run this shift reduced the discrepancy between the firm’s general
shaper claim and its inability to embrace both disruptions like a shaper. And long-term, upper
echelons articulated the desire to regain a shaper identity to close the present identity gap.
Interestingly, we observed that even within these temporary follower identities, some ambitions
to shape remained. For example, the organization was still keen to offer the safest electric
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engines or the most premium shared mobility solutions, even if they would not shape overall.
Finally, for digital connectivity we found that not only did German Auto successfully preserve
its shaper identity amid adoption, but even extended it by adding connectivity as a new field in
which the company wanted to be market leaders in future. Figure 8 depicts both domain and
role identity with regards to each disruption in the course of adoption.
Changes to symbolic and formal identity referents. Lastly, all three disruptions induced
changes to some symbolic identity referents (e.g. beliefs, values, and rituals) and formal identity
referents (e.g. routines, practices and structures). This observation is in line with extant identity
change theory, which argues that symbolic or formal referents of identity are continuously
adapted as their meanings change, while the labels might remain stable (Gioia et al., 2000).
With regards to symbolic referents, we observed reinterpretations or extensions of core
values of German Auto’s inherent identity, such as safety, premium, or comfort in relation to
the respective disruption (e.g. safety in terms of data security, comfort in terms of convenient
digital user experience, and design in terms of a progressive yet familiar design language).
Moreover, offering customers highest standards of in-car connectivity emerged as a new key
value and part of the brand identity at German Auto, alongside others like safety and comfort.
Formal identity referents were also adjusted in the process of identity change. For Lastly, all
three disruptions induced changes to some symbolic identity referents (e.g. beliefs, values, and
rituals) and formal identity referents (e.g. routines, practices and structures). This observation
is in line with extant identity change theory, which argues that symbolic or formal referents of
identity are continuously adapted as their meanings change, while the labels might remain
stable (Gioia et al., 2000).
With regards to symbolic referents, we observed reinterpretations or extensions of core
values of German Auto’s inherent identity, such as safety, premium, or comfort in relation to
the respective disruption (e.g. safety in terms of data security, comfort in terms of convenient
digital user experience, and design in terms of a progressive yet familiar design language).
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Figure 8: Domain and role identity in the course of simultaneously adopting three disruptions
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Moreover, offering customers highest standards of in-car connectivity emerged as a new key
value and part of the brand identity at German Auto, alongside others like safety and comfort.
Formal identity referents were also adjusted in the process of identity change. For
electrification, the organization formally introduced a separate sub-brand in order to establish
electric engines as part of its product-related identity. Similarly, for autonomous shared
mobility a specialized R&D spin-off was created to independently develop the automated
driving system. And for digital connectivity, top management actively engaged in effective
internal and external communication to establish new answers and interpretations
(“[connectivity] redefines cars in the near future”, CEO). Also, the newly installed CDO
implemented a formal IT test as a requirement to be promoted to managerial level, to reinforce
his vision of a “software-driven company”.

5.5

Discussion
We used qualitative data from the adoption of three simultaneously occurring disruptions

in a single organizational context to enhance scholarly understanding of the nature of identity
change. While most other studies haven taken a comparably narrow view of identity, suggesting
that domain identity is the primary dimension of reference (e.g. Glynn & Abzug, 2002; O’Reilly
& Tushman, 2004), our work goes beyond this perspective. In doing so, we adopted a multifaceted view of organizational identity which accounts for the dynamism of domain identity,
role identity, as well as symbolic and formal identity referents. Furthermore, and in contrast to
previous research, we empirically showed how identity change unfolds in the context of more
than one disruption at a time. Our study makes several contributions to the extant discussion on
organizational identity change and its role in organizational transformation.

5.5.1

Temporal aspects of identity change

The evidence from this study offers a more detailed understanding of how temporal aspects
of identity change unfold. Our findings reinforce the dynamic identity proposition (Dutton &
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Dukerich, 1991; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991) but also show that some aspects of identity are
enduring, or more accurately, exhibit a sense of continuity over time (Albert & Whetten, 1985;
Gioia et al., 2000). Within the last two decades we have seen a stream of research devoted to
temporal aspects of organizational identity (e.g. Chreim, 2005; Fiol, 1991, 2002; Gioia &
Thomas, 1996; Hatch & Schultz, 2002; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006). As a result, the notion of
“enduringness” of organizational identity has been replaced by “continuity”, which is more
theoretically defensible. Gioia et al. (2000) noted that if identity changes, it often unfolds in
two ways: (i) a change in the labels or (ii) a change in the meanings associated with those labels.
In contrast to these previous studies, our research depicts identity as a more complex and
dynamic construct. While we also account for changes in labels, which we conceptualize as
identity referents, we advance knowledge by also exploring why and how aspects of domain
and role identity change or remain stable in the course of identity change (see Figure 7). Our
observations from German Auto show that certain parts of identity were relatively fluid and
malleable in adapting to environmental changes, while others were not.
Most interestingly, our findings offer novel insights into temporal aspects of organizational
role identity. We empirically show that role identity perceptions among members are
surprisingly flexible over time. Similar to domain identity, our results depict role identity as a
largely enduring, history- and path-driven concept, based on past experiences and a deeply
embedded collective mindset. In our case, German Auto had a proven track record of innovation
excellence and claimed to be the inventor of the car, which provided the organization with an
inherent shaper identity. And of course, with regards to German Auto’s traditional business,
producing and selling combustion cars, members did not retreat from their shaper identity at
any point. However, we find that specifically in the context of a challenging disruption, role
identity can in fact be a rather flexible construct. We observed that confronted with
electrification and autonomous shared mobility, organizational members were willing to reduce
their inherent shaper identity perceptions to specific aspects devoted to these disruptions, while
in general assuming a temporary follower identity during the adoption process. For example, a
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director emphasized that if the company was not able to shape the emerging market for electric
cars as a whole, then it at least should aspire to be the market leader as far as the safety of
electric batteries was concerned. This informant statement demonstrates how tightly role
identity and identity referents are linked, and how both are capable of reinforcing or supporting
one another. In particular, we observed that safety and premium endured as symbolic identity
referents for which the company aimed to remain a shaper at any price. Further, we also
observed that role identity was capable of being extended. Based on German Auto’s successful
progress in embracing digital connectivity, our informants reported that connectivity has
emerged as a new field in which the organization was keen to shape in future. Generally, we
argue that as long as members have specific aspects of their inherent role identity which they
can stick to while embracing a challenging disruption, they are willing to assume another role
identity for a given period of time. In sum, our findings evolve the work of Kammerlander et
al. (2018) and fill important theoretical gaps about the nature of organizational role identity and
its potential to facilitate organizational transformation.
Similarly, our results demonstrate that members want to preserve core aspects of their
product- or market-centric domain identity as a basis but are prepared to extend or revise
domain perceptions in order to help the organization managing disruption. As German Auto
embraced electrification, its domain identity remained tied to being a car maker, yet electric
engines were added as a new facet.
Finally, our study accounts for the “adaptive instability” (Gioia et al., 2000) of both symbolic
and formal identity referents over time, showing how old labels endure during the identity
change process but become associated with new meanings or new interpretations according to
the disruption context (e.g. German Auto’s key values safety, comfort or premium). Stable
labels whose meanings are nonetheless malleable provide the organization with a sense of
coherence and continuity across time while they also help render the organization adaptive to
environmental changes. In this sense, our insights also help to provide a more comprehensive
picture of how past identity referents pertain to present identity changes (Sasaki et al., 2019).
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5.5.2

Identity change in the context of multiple simultaneous disruptions

A primary contribution of our study is that we collect rich qualitative data on multiple
disruptions which take place at the same time and within the same organization. In contrast,
previous research focused on identity change in the context of only a single trigger at a time
(e.g. Corley & Gioia, 2004; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006; Tripsas, 2009). In so doing, we show that
organizational identity has more intricate implications in the context of disruptive innovation
than previously suggested (e.g., Anthony & Tripsas, 2016) and that different drivers of identity
change become observable, dependent on the nature of a disruption. Based on our data analysis,
we observed a mainly role-driven identity change for adopting electrification, a primarily
domain-driven identity change for digital connectivity, and an equally domain- & role-driven
identity change for autonomous shared mobility.
In our case, the theoretical differentiation is simple, yet insightful: If a disruption primarily
addresses aspects of technology and product functionality, an organization may feel exposed to
threats regarding their established role within the market. If members feel that they won’t “get
the product right” or do not have sufficient technical knowledge to embrace a disruption, a
mismatch may emerge with existing role identity perceptions. As a response, the organization
could engage in a role-driven identity change to find a more consistent approach to embrace
the transformation. For example, at Deutsche Auto, electrification was seen as a primarily
technology and product-driven disruption which to some extent changed the nature of the car
by replacing the engine as well as many mechanic parts. Although within the boundaries of the
existing automotive domain, the disruption required different know-how and members
struggled to develop a solution which satisfied their shaper role ambitions.
In contrast, if a disruption primarily addresses market and business model related changes,
an organization may feel exposed to threats regarding existing industry membership claims. If
members reject market shifts, the organization may run the risk of remaining locked in the old
domain. The organization could reply by facilitating a domain-driven identity change. For
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instance, our informants perceived digital connectivity as a more market-driven disruption
which moved the automotive business model from being product- to service-oriented.
Accordingly, as they embraced the disruption, members primarily involved in reinterpreting
their existing domain perceptions. Finally, autonomous shared mobility, a complex disruption,
was equally technology- and market-driven and therefore facilitated a hybrid identity change,
which was both role- and domain-driven. It challenged role perceptions by demanding new
technological skills to implement self-driving technology while it also cannibalized the existing
business model based on unit sales for privately owned cars (see Figure 7). As a response,
parallel domain and role identities emerged in addition to existing perceptions in the course of
the identity change process.
Since past studies have largely adopted a purely domain-focused identity conception, roledriven identity changes have not yet been part of the discussion. Therefore, in particular our
role-related insights on identity change offer a new platform for future research to extend
scholarly knowledge. And from a practical perspective, understanding what really drives an
identity change process may provide important implications to organizations in guiding their
transformation. Dependent on whether the change process is role- or domain-driven, different
means of sensemaking and sensegiving (Gioia & Thomas, 1996) may be required.

5.5.3

Transitional identities as facilitators to manage disruption

Another important contribution of this study is that we advance knowledge on the concept
of transitional identity (Clark et al., 2010) and explain why and how it may support
organizational attempts at managing identity-threatening events (Piening et al., 2020),
particularly in the context of multiple events. Clark et al. introduced the transitional identity
concept in the context of a merger of two healthcare organizations and defined it as an “interim
sense by members of what the two organizations would become as a merged entity” (2010:
420). Our study is among the first to detect the emergence of transitional identities within a
single organization and in the context of managing disruption.
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In particular, our findings indicate that transitional parallel role identities can effectively
facilitate the process of adopting an identity-challenging disruption. We expect that this
observation specifically pertains to organizations with a shaper role identity. If such an
organization is unable to embrace a disruption or new technology in a way they can actually
shape, a temporary follower role identity, explicitly devoted to this context, may serve as a
bridge between the current “follower” reality and the desired future shaper position. The
transient follower identity may relieve the organization from the burden of successfully
adapting right away, and from the mental struggle which employees and managers may suffer
as they realize the dissonance between their organization’s inherent shaper identity and how
they actually perform at the moment.
Our findings suggest that issues surrounding German Auto’s historically embedded shaper
identity were a central concern for employees involved in role identity-threatening disruptions
like electrification and autonomous shared mobility. Hence, transient follower role identities
emerged to enable and support the transformation and adoption process. This way we also
advance findings from Kammerlander et al. (2018), who argued that identity-induced struggles
may unfold during the adoption process if a disruption is not consistent with member’s shaper
role identity perceptions. In such a situation, our findings suggest the development of a transient
follower role identity as a coping strategy. From a theoretical perspective, potential
explanations are quite straight forward. A temporary follower role identity provides a necessary
sense of stability in a precarious and ambiguous context, gives freedom to members to
experiment, and takes pressure from fulfilling shaper ambitions right away. Also, it retains
some sense of current identity (Clark et al., 2010), since even within a temporary identity,
members can define specific aspects within a disruption where they still want to shape early on.
In our case, German Auto realized that it could not shape electrification and autonomous shared
mobility to its full extent from the beginning, but it nevertheless articulated ambitions to shape
specific aspects like safety or premium product attributes for both these disruptions. Also, based
on our evidence, it appears that the transitional follower identity was effective in part because
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it was presented as temporary and non-binding, while at the same time upper echelons clearly
articulated regaining a desired shaper identity at some point in the future (Gioia & Chittipeddi,
1991; Gioia & Thomas, 1996). This way, organizational members felt reassured that the
organization would not abandon its inherent shaper identity permanently. Therefore, key issues
concerning identity change and transient identities in this study involved two important
cognitive actions: (1) managerial sensegiving by articulating the desire to regain the “old” role
identity in future, and (2) employees relinquishing their existing sensemaking bases and
frameworks to accept a new temporary sense of who they are.
We believe that the discovery of this phenomena across two different settings (electrification
and autonomous shared mobility) suggests that generalizable processes are involved. A
seemingly important question for future research is under what other conditions apart from
disruptive innovation adoption and corporate mergers (Clark et al., 2010) is organizational
identity change facilitated by the emergence of a transitional role or domain identity?

5.5.4

Insights into identity multiplicity

Finally, our findings also suggest a new direction for research into the notion of identity
multiplicity in the context of disruptive innovation adoption. Early on, scholars have
conceptualized organizations as having many "selves" (e.g. Albert & Whetten, 1985; Pratt &
Rafaeli, 1997), arguing that different beliefs regarding “who we are” can co-exist among
organizational members, leading to dual or multiple identities. However, previous studies have
largely focused on conflicts and disputes arising from misalignments between identity beliefs
held by different groups (Glynn, 2000; Golden-Biddle & Rao, 1997; Pratt & Foreman, 2000),
thereby adding an arguably negative connotation to having multiple identities. With our study,
we offer a more positive view on this concept and demonstrate how temporarily and spatially
existent multiple identities can in turn be rather helpful to reduce adoption-related conflicts.
In our case, the emergence of multiple domain and role identities gave greater flexibility to
member’s interpretations of a disruption, thus reducing identity ambiguity (members
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supporting “several different interpretations at the same time”, Weick, 1995: 91) and identity
gaps among member’s conceptions. For example, at some point through adoption, members
collectively acknowledged the co-existence of two domain identities within their organization:
one tied to being a traditional car maker, the other directed toward offering a broad mobility
package beyond only producing cars. This way, more conservative and traditional employees
were able to preserve their car-centered identity while comprehending change, whereas other
members envisioned the process of adoption in a more progressive and open domain context.
Either way, both interpretations were accepted. We therefore show that not only individuals
may develop multiple identities, depending on the number of group memberships (Burke,
1980), but so can organizations, depending on the number of disruptions it is adopting.

5.6

Limitations and future research

Our study has several limitations. Our theoretical contributions and findings are inductively
generated based on three embedded disruptions in a single organizational context. While this
approach has its merits, temporal and contextual conditions such as who, where, and when
(Whetten, 1989), set boundaries of generalizability. We assume that several aspects, meanings
and causal relationships we delineated from the focal firm’s identity change process might be
rather unique and may not per se apply to other organizations. Thus, the generalizability of our
results needs to be tested in further studies. For this purpose, we suggest examining multiple
organizations from the same industry exposed to a similar technological context as well as
organizations embedded in a different setting. For example, which facets of change could we
observe in a pharmaceutical company or the financial sector? Also, firm age could explain
variances in identity change, since the company in our study is comparably long-lived and
tradition-bound. Finally, variation over time sets a further limit to our study. As our primary
data sources are drawn from personal interviews which were conducted over a specific period
of time, we may assume our data is time sensitive and that our interviewees’ interpretations
partially reflected their temporal judgment. We tried to deal with this limitation by integrating
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longitudinal, archival data, follow-up phone calls and multiannual participant observations at
the focal firm by one author.
Based on our findings, we see several promising deflections into new paths for future
research. In our study, we have focused on a context where identity change unfolded in a firm
with an inherent shaper identity. As noted by Kammerlander et al. (2018), shaper role identities
in particular trigger adoption flexibility and might therefore facilitate the process of identity
change. Future research could both complement and challenge our observations by examining
how the change process unfolds in an organization with a follower role identity. We expect
follower mindsets to be more rejective towards change and less flexible in their response.
Another interesting avenue for future research is to explore how and why internal identity
change relates to external identity change. In our study, we only account for the internal change
process. But how do organizations assure consistency between internal and construed external
identity (Dutton, Dukerich & Harquail, 1994) amid their transition? Perhaps external identity
change is an essentially separate process. Which mechanisms could be applied to manage this
change and how do they vary? Also, why could there be a possible time lag between internal
and external change? For example, Tripsas (2009), who highlighted the primacy of external
identity in transitions, observed that it took three to five years before external audiences
responded to the focal firm’s identity change.
Our findings also raise important questions about the tempos of identity change. Extant
research distinguishes between two fundamental frequencies, episodic and continuous (Weick
& Quinn, 1999). According to Gioia et al. (2013b: 178), “episodic change involves periods of
relative stability punctuated by episodes of change, while continuous change involves periods
of ongoing change punctuated by episodes of perceived stability”. As our focal firm’s industry
was still under disruption when we finished our study, we wonder whether its observed identity
change was episodic or continuous in nature. Triggered by discontinuous technological change
(Romanelli & Tushman, 1994; Tushman et al., 1986), the notion of “punctuated equilibrium”
(Gersick, 1991) may well apply in our case, since the focal firm’s status quo was punctuated
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by radical transformation. However, we could also imagine an extended period of incremental
adjustments to its identity, followed by brief periods of stability, referred to as “fluctuating
equilibrium” (D’Aveni, 1999). Thus, how can we understand and measure the pace of identity
change?
Finally, the findings of the present research may also be relevant to research on family
businesses. For instance, scholars may want to explore how the interplay of domain identity,
role identity, and identity referents are affected by distinctive family-related constructs. We
would expect that aspects of family firm identity (Beck, Prügl, & Walter, 2020; Zellweger,
Eddleston, & Kellermanns, 2010), ties to founders (Kelly, Athanassiou, & Crittenden, 2000),
conflicts in the course of succession (Cabrera‐Suárez, De Saá‐Pérez, & García‐Almeida, 2001),
or socio-emotional wealth (Duran, Kammerlander, van Essen, & Zellweger, 2016; Hauck &
Prügl, 2015; Prügl & Spitzley, 2020) may reveal different insights in contrast to our setting.

5.7

Conclusion

Our study is among the first articles in the management literature adopting a multi-faceted
conceptualization of identity, which accounts for the dynamism of domain identity, role
identity, and symbolic and formal identity referents. Further, by exploring how identity change
unfolds in the context of multiple simultaneous disruptions in a single organization, we close
an important gap and present novel empirical and theoretical insights. Most notably, we extend
previous research by building novel theory on temporal aspects of organizational role identity
and the role of transitional, parallel role identities in the process of disruptive innovation
adoption. Moreover, this study suggests that different drivers of identity change become
observable, dependent on the nature of a disruption. Overall, our results not only advance
knowledge on identity change, but provide intricate implications to the larger discourse on
organizational change itself.
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5.8

Appendix
TABLE A1
Data Structure: Dimensions, Themes, Concepts, and Quotations

Aggregate Dimensions
2nd Order Themes
1st Order Concepts

Representative Informant Quotations

I. Perceptions of pre-disruption organizational identity
1. Perceptions of domain identity
A. Product-centric definition of domain
identity

B. Market-centric definition of domain
identity

A1. "It's very clear, we have always been and
still are a car manufacturer. […] Vehicles are
clearly our focus." (manager, electrification)
A2. "These are our brand core values, which we
convey with our cars […] our purpose […] very
strongly attached to safety."
(manager, digital connectivity)
A3. "We produce cars that fulfill highest
standards in terms of quality and safety and
offer comfort and a high perceived value to our
customers during their ride."
(employee, aut. shared mobility)
B1. "The main purpose and main objective of
the company is to be the number one premium
manufacturer. So far, I think we have identified
very strongly with building gasoline vehicles."
(employee, electrification)
B2. "We make cars, we make premium
vehicles, and we're in a relatively exclusive
competitive environment with other premium
car manufacturers."
(senior manager, digital connectivity)
B3. "As a company, we are still essentially a
vehicle manufacturer for individual passenger
transport." (employee, aut. shared mobility)

2. Perceptions of role identity
C. Shaper role identity

C1. "In my opinion, we have been shapers for a
very long time. It feels like every new
generation of our luxury flagship model from
the 1960s to the 2000s has debuted and
introduced new innovations to the industry
which were new to the market and were not
available in any of our competitor’s vehicles.
We have always been shapers."
(manager, electrification)
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C2. "It certainly is not our strategy to wait and
see what the others are doing and then try to
make it better. I think we always feel we need
to be the fastest and build the best car."
(senior manager, digital connectivity)
C3. "It is not our attitude to do something only
after others have taken the first step."
(employee, aut. shared mobility)
D. Follower role identity

D1. "Yes, we invented the car. But for 130
years we have been using this to justify our
existence." (employee, aut. shared mobility)
II. Perceptions that disruptive innovation either enhances or challenges organizational
identity
3. Disruptive innovation enhances identity
E. We are still developing cars, but with a
E1. "Yes, it [electrification] was already within
different powertrain
our identity, because in the end, it's just about a
different powertrain. […] so, this disruption
already takes place within our identity."
(director, electrification)
E2. "Because at the end of the day, we still
develop and produce cars. Although we are
replacing the heart of the car, the engine, it
remains the same product."
(employee, electrification)
F. Disruption reinforces or extends identity F1. "I do not see any change, we still see
core attributes
ourselves as a premium manufacturer - also for
electromobility." (manager, electrification)
F2."Alongside safety and comfort, connectivity
has emerged as a core element of our [productcentric] identity [perception] - that happened
about two or three years ago."
(senior manager, digital connectivity)
F3. "As has been the case with [the identity
attributes] comfort and safety in the past,
connectivity now clearly contributes to our
company's shaper identity."
(employee, digital connectivity)
4. Disruptive innovation challenges identity
G. Disruption is outside our historically
G1. "Because autonomous ride-hailing is
grown home turf
something entirely new to our company, whose
domain identity is selling cars."
(employee, aut. shared mobility)
G2. "We are not a mobility operator and we
don’t possess the historically grown identity
and self-image of being a ride-hailer. We are a
car manufacturer!"
(employee, aut. shared mobility)
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H. Disruption challenges our capabilities
and know-how

H1. "[With electrification] we are abandoning
our home field technology as an OEM.
I strongly feel this in our current project."
(employee, electrification)
H2. "The technological basis [of autonomous
driving] is different and other companies are
simpler better here."
(employee, aut. shared mobility)
I. Disruption demands an adaptation of our I1. "We need to switch from selling cars to
traditional business model
selling 'minutes' [in a shared mobility market],
which is very challenging to us."
(manager, aut. shared mobility)
III. Emergence of identity-induced complications and struggles
5. Adoption of disruptive innovation does not reconcile with member's perception of "who
we are" and "how things are done"
J. We have a natural shaper identity, but
J1. "We set ourselves the goal to shape future
struggle to adopt the disruption in a way
mobility in this area [electrification], but my
that we can actually shape
perception is rather that we keep chasing after
the competition." (employee, electrification)
J2. "I believe that we have not lived up to our
[shaper] role identity, especially in EV
technology, as we do it externally."
(manager, electrification)
J3. "I see us as a follower, who wants to become
a shaper, but struggles. If you keep chasing
after somebody, but this person is so incredibly
fast, you start losing motivation at some point
or simply hope this person will eventually
stumble or fall. I see us in this position."
(manager, aut. shared mobility)
J4. "And I find that difficult, particularly
coming from our old role identity. If you
constantly see yourself as a shaper and also
convey this image to the public, but then
struggle to take the lead in such a disruption,
then this image and shaper role identity starts to
fall apart." (manager, aut. shared mobility)
K. Our management has no convincing
K1. "Now we see that the market is demanding
vision of "who do we want to be?"
the technology [electric vehicles], but our
committed response is much delayed now. As a
result, today we need much more effort, have a
lot of insecurity in our EV projects, must take
into account additional costs, and delayed
schedules. This is a fantastic example which
illustrates that the people in charge of making
decisions [in our company] are not really sure
about what they want. The strategy is not
crystal clear, in terms of: 'we have a precise
plan where we want to go'."
(manager, electrification)
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K2. "It took so long until we had a final plan to
which the board agreed and decided to provide
money to start a development [...] I think we
lost years, with back and forth discussions, to
decide how to do it." (employee, electrification)
K3. "And even the customer is not clearly
defined, in my opinion. At least not 200%. For
example, our director in charge of product
positioning thinks of a very luxurious honcircle customer in ride-hailing [...] But this is
not the typical ride hailing customer! So, there's
a conflict internally that we have to resolve."
(manager, aut. shared mobility)
L. Ideographic and hierarchical variances in L1. "I can't simply turn a specialist for
perception of how disruption affects
combustion engines into a specialist for electric
identity
engines. Mindset is in fact also part of it. If
someone has specific skills and someone else
does not, then changing the mindset is also
difficult. That is definitely a conflict."
(manager, electrification)
L2. "Our mobility division has a different
identity to some extent. Because they do not
have this premium claim, an instead identify
with mass mobility. [...] In contrast to our
vehicle business, they do not address this
premium market. Their goal is to transport as
many people as possible from A to B."
(manager, aut. shared mobility)
L3. "Someone who assembles a car in a
production line will never identify with being a
mobility provider. Neither will someone who is
involved in the development process. So, I
think there will continue to be a very large
group of colleagues who will see us as an
automaker at core."
(manager, aut. shared mobility)
IV. Manifestations of unfolding identity change process amid adoption
7. Identity-consistent adoption of disruption
M. Change in identity labels and their
M1. "But the meanings and definition of these
underlying meanings (e.g. safety, premium, [identity]values can change. What does safety
or design)
mean? What does premium or comfort mean?"
(manager, aut. shared mobility)
M2. "Such a battery must be protected. [...]
Therefore, with our brand, we will ensure that
more safety is provided as legally required. [...]
This has a certain penalty financially and also
in terms of effort. But we accept that in order to
remain authentic. This way, we can preserve
our identity." (director, electrification)
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M3. "In addition to the intuitive operating
experience, less driver distraction is another
advantage. [...] Intuitive operating system for
more safety and comfort."
(archival website 2018, digital connectivity)
M4. "Our upcoming EV model is innovative for
our company from a design point of view. It
introduces a new design language and shows
how we imagine an electric line and brand.”
(manager, electrification)
M5. "For 'look and feel', we have indeed put a
lot of emphasis on the operating concept in
conjunction with the interior design of the
vehicle, to make sure that our well-known
brand language is still recognizable."
(senior manager, digital connectivity)
M6. "And perhaps in a shared mobility world
our premium attribute is no longer defined by
offering a fully equipped luxurious vehicle, but
rather in terms of ensuring short waiting times,
being on time, have clean taxis and offering
extra services." (manager, aut. shared mobility)

N. Adaptation of organizational structure

8. Reconfiguration of domain identity
O. Product-centric reconfiguration

M7. "And then premium might be more of a
question of whether our self-driving car is
reliable and arrives on time [to pick up the
customer]. We have to resolve this conflict."
(manager, aut. shared mobility)
N1. "We established a separate business unit for
connectivity. […] Similar to safety issues [...]
I sensed that no compromises were made [with
connectivity topics]."
(senior manager, digital connectivity)
O1. "By 2022, we will electrify our entire
product portfolio. This means that we will offer
our customers different electrified alternatives
in each segment - from compact cars to large
SUVs."
(2018 interview with CEO, electrification)
O2."The moment our CEO announced our
electric sub-brand at the IAA […] the company
has turned the lever. Everything before could be
seen as mini projects."
(manager, electrification)
O3. "Connectivity has emerged as a core
element of our [product-centric] identity
[perception]. It probably happened within the
past two or three years."
(senior manager, digital connectivity)
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P. Market-centric reconfiguration

9. Reshaping of role identity
Q. Acceptance of mid-term follower
identity

R. Articulation of long-term desire for
regaining a shaper identity

10. Emergence of multiple identities
S. Emergence of a parallel domain identity

P1. "For me, that [autonomous shared mobility]
is part of transforming our identity into a
mobility provider. It contributes to turning a
hardware-centered vehicle into a product of
individual mobility."
(director, aut. shared mobility)
P2. "As pioneers of automotive engineering, we
will not leave the field to others when it comes
to shaping the future [market] of urban
mobility." (2018 press interview with CEO, aut.
shared mobility)
Q1. "I believe, with electromobility taking
center stage now, we are going through a shift
of our identity from shaper to follower. We
struggle here […] We have to realize that we
are clearly followers here."
(employee, electrification)
Q2. “To me, it's been a constant image, that
based on investment and tech capabilities, we
won't come out first. We simply can't […] As
such, adopting a 'fast follower' identity seems
very reasonable to me.”
(manager, aut. shared mobility)
R1. "From my point of view, in five to ten
years, we' will probably sell more electric
vehicles than combustors. And then our slogan
would probably be 'we build the best premium
electric vehicle'."(Manager, electrification)
R2. “With regards to electromobility, we have
flipped the switch. […] we are convinced: now
is the time to fully embark. To accomplish this,
we must reinvent ourselves [as a company].”
(2017
press
interview
with
CEO,
electrification)
R3. "[...] assume a leadership role and shaper
identity again [...] in conjunction with
electromobility and robocars."
(manager, digital connectivity)
S1. “At the moment, I feel that there should be
a double identity. One which is still tied to
making the best vehicles for private use […]
And at the same time, we also need to provide
the best mobility solutions.”
(manager, aut. shared mobility)
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S2. "For one, we are a premium car
manufacturer, always comparing ourselves
with our OEM core competitors. And then, we
are also increasingly becoming a mobility
provider. [...] In my view, we are 80% a
premium OEM, and less than 20% a mobility
provider."
(senior manager, aut. shared mobility)
S3. "Perhaps we could even say autonomous
ride-hailing is a rising parallel industry, and our
company is so focused on its current domain
identity that we saw it coming too late."
(employee, aut. shared mobility)
T. Emergence of a parallel role identity
T1. "We have always seen ourselves as a driver
of innovation in the classic combustion world.
[...] When we look at the new topics, especially
electromobility, we clearly no longer have a
shaper identity." (manager, electrification)
T2. "So far, our role identity has been a shaper
in many aspects. Particularly tied to safety and
comfort. Here, the goal always has been and
will remain to be the leader. [...] And if we talk
about future mobility, I feel that we take on a
follower identity."
(employee, aut. shared mobility)
V. Predictions for post-disruption organizational identity
11. Predictions for domain identity
U. Product-centric definition of domain
U1. "Well, I'd say in 2030 we are still a vehicle
identity
manufacturer offering a broad portfolio of
powertrains. There will be combustors, hybrids,
pure battery vehicles, and hopefully fuel cells
as well." (manager, electrification)
U2. "I think for the next five to ten years we
will still have the same domain identity. Yes,
we are looking into other fields and want to get
better, but within this time horizon the current
domain identity will remain the same."
(employee, electrification)
V. Market-centric definition of domain
identity

V1. "As a target, I hope that we will become a
holistic mobility provider between 75% and
80%. However, without losing our [OEM|
heritage." (manager, digital connectivity)
V2. "I do not think it's an [identity] shift, but
rather an addition or progression. Our origins
are retained, but we are transforming from a
pure automotive OEM to a holistic mobility
provider." (manager, digital connectivity)
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V3. "I firmly believe that we need to be able to
become a mobility service provider. In
particular, in response to this strong
urbanization trend, which we need to capture."
(employee, aut. shared mobility)
12. Predictions for role identity
W. Shaper role identity

X. Follower role identity

Y. Multiple role identities

W1. "[In future] we have to choose a field
where we can and want to be shapers."
(manager, electrification)
W2. "I am convinced that we will succeed in
retaining leadership and a shaper identity in the
area of connectivity." (manager, digital
connectivity)
X1. "We started looking at our competitors a
lot, which in general is good, but instead of
taking a shaper mindset to make a difference,
we might [in future] shift to a mode where we
[constantly] react to external demands and
developments instead."
(employee, aut. shared mobility)
X2. "As far as autonomous ride-hailing is
concerned we are definitely followers and in
my view are far from having the power, even in
Europe, to seriously compete with Uber and
Lyft. In particular, not in the US. And also, not
with Didi in China. Therefore, I don't have the
impression that we will become the 'Ubers' or
'Didis' for Europe."
(senior manager, aut. shared mobility)
Y1. "[In the future], I believe our role identity
will be tied to specific topics and fields.
Though, I also do not believe that as a company
you have to be at the forefront of every field. In
fact, you can't. So, we have to decide where
specifically we want to take up a leadership role
and where not." (senior manager, digital
connectivity)
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Abstract
We seek to understand why organizational members respond differently when prevalent
perceptions of their organization become threatened by disruption. Past research has examined
this question from various theoretical perspectives, predominantly building on identity theory,
nevertheless evidence remains unclear as to why and how responses and sensitivities across
members of an organization really differ. In this article, we combine identity theory with
existing research on organizational knowledge and culture and explore the dynamic interplay
of these three concepts. Based on a qualitative investigation of a German car manufacturer, we
develop a typology revealing three types of member’s sensitivities to disruption: domain
preservers, role enthusiasts, and knowledge emphasizers. We show that these three concepts
are manifested within member’s thinking in different ways: identity and knowledge are
dominant and function as cognitive frames of reference to understand and evaluate change,
while culture is perceived more as a contextual factor which supports transformation of identity
and knowledge. Overall, we find that individual differences in perceptions or attachment
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towards an organization’s identity, knowledge and culture explain why employees within the
same organization may in fact respond very differently to the same set of disruptions.

Keywords
Organizational Identity; Organizational Knowledge; Organizational Culture; Disruption;
Organizational Behavior; Typology; Qualitative Research

6.1

Introduction

Why do employees respond differently when existing identity perceptions of their
organization become threatened? This question is important to managers because when they
navigate transformation, there is no “one size fits all” solution to address variance in their
employees’ responses and sensitivities to change. The question is important to academics, too:
although organizational transformation is such an enduring concept and recurrent theme
(Kanter, 1990), the reasons why organizational members develop threat perceptions and inertia
to disruptive change are not yet fully explored (König et al., 2020).
A central stream in management research illuminates how incumbent firms adapt to
disruption (e.g. Christensen, 1997; Tushman & Anderson, 1986) and has identified various
barriers to adaptation and antecedents of organizational inertia (e.g. Ahuja et al., 2001; Gerstner
et al., 2013; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008). A particularly lively discussion within this literature
arouse around why and how member’s perceptions of their organization’s identity (Albert &
Whetten, 1985) affect how positively or negatively they see disruptive change. Some changes
related to the organization, its products, or strategic positioning, may no longer be congruent
with member’s existing work-related identity perceptions (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Dutton et
al., 2010) and cause them discomfort, conflict or loss of self-esteem (Petriglieri, 2015; Piening
et al., 2020). Employees will reflect on their retrospective and prospective identity perceptions
(Bednar et al., 2020), possibly revise them (Hatch & Schultz, 2002; Kjærgaard et al., 2011), or
resist the overall strategic transformation.
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Despite these insights into employees’ response patterns to disruption, a further identity
perspective could yield important additional insights: the recently introduced facet of
organizational role identity (Kammerlander et al., 2018). Prior studies have largely analyzed
organizational member’s domain identity perceptions to understand why they accept or resist
disruption (e.g. O’Reilly & Tushman, 2004; Tripsas, 2009), and thus, emphasized a perspective
which only captures potential conflicts of a disruption with existing ties to products or industry
membership. Complementary, role identity captures member’s perception of their
organization’s relation to others and its impact on its category’s development (follower or
shaper role identity). We argue that accounting for these social aspects of an organization, in a
sense also tied to employees’ self-concepts, will give a more complete picture.
Further, we know from previous work that identity and knowledge are interrelated constructs
(e.g. Nag et al., 2007), and that perceived discrepancy between them may additionally provide
employees with discomfort. Aware of the importance of knowledge in strategic contexts, we
propose that introducing a knowledge-based view (Grant, 1996; Kogut & Zander, 1992) to the
thus far identity-focused discussion may hold further valuable insights. After all, problems in
behavior are often a function of individual knowledge, attitudes and beliefs (Beer & Nohria,
2000). In this sense, changes to manifestations of organizational culture (Martin, 2002; Schein,
1985), resulting in interpersonal cultural heterogeneity (Corritore et al., 2020), may also affect
identity dynamics and shape member’s responses to disruption. Past research revealed that
particularly when executives attempt identity-challenging strategic moves, the embeddedness
of identity in values, beliefs, practices, or routines, may inhibit strategic transformation
(Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Tripsas, 2009).
Yet, despite their important theoretical and practical implications, the dynamic interplay of
the concepts of identity, knowledge and culture and how they influence member’s sensitivities
in the context of disruption have not been fully explored yet. Accordingly, we argue that the
variance in tensions between identity, knowledge and culture may be a major reason for
response heterogeneity of organizational members to disruptive change.
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In this article, we therefore take a multi-dimensional approach and combine organizational
identity, knowledge and culture and explore how they are embedded within organizational
members in the context of disruption. In so doing, we search for common patterns across
members of the same organization which combine these three perspectives to capture member’s
response sensitivities. For this purpose, we qualitatively investigated how German car
manufacturer Ringer AG (a pseudonym) was in the process of transforming itself from a
traditional engineering-based car maker to a holistic provider of mobility by simultaneously
adopting four of the most significant disruptions in the automotive industry at the time being:
electrification, digital connectivity, autonomous driving, and shared mobility.
This article offers at least two major contributions: First, we evolve organizational theory by
combining identity theory with research on organizational knowledge and culture. In so doing,
this study presents a novel typology accounting for organizational members heterogeneous
response sensitivities to disruption because of different cognitive frames of reference which
they use to comprehend change. We provide evidence for the existence of three types of
member’s sensitivities: domain preservers, role enthusiasts, and knowledge emphasizers. More
specifically, we show that these three concepts are manifested within member’s thinking in
different ways: identity and knowledge are dominant and function as cognitive frames of
reference to understand and evaluate change, while culture is perceived more as a contextual
factor which supports transformation of identity and knowledge. Second, we advance identity
theory as a theoretical lens to study disruption. We expand mainly institutional-sociological
views of organizational identity (Navis & Glynn, 2010, Watkiss & Glynn, 2016) and move
beyond purely domain-focused conceptions. We empirically show the importance of
organizational role identity (Kammerlander et al., 2018) for future discussions on identityinnovation topics and advance knowledge on how it may affect organizational life and
employee behavior.
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6.2

Theoretical background

In this article, we explore and theorize the role of three theoretical constructs that
organizational members use as cognitive frames of reference when interpreting and
experiencing change: organizational identity, organizational knowledge, and organizational
culture. Table 8 summarizes the conceptual platform from which we proceed to analyze our
empirical data later on.

Theoretical constructs

Underlying concepts

“Who
we are”

Organizational
identity

Domain identity
Role identity
Perception of organizations having
Perception that an organization
membership in a certain domain,
either leads other players and
often built on products or specific
defines its category’s overall
services (e.g. Gustafson 1995,
development (shaper), or that an
Watkiss and Glynn 2016), or
organization adapts to, rather than
belonging to a certain competitive
initiates, changes (follower)
group (e.g. Elsbach and Kramer
(e.g. Kammerlander et al., 2018)
1996, Livengood and Reger 2010,
Porac et al. 1989)

Organizational
knowledge

Knowledge content
Explicit vs. tacit (Nonaka and
Takeuchi 1995), simple vs.
complex (Zander and Kogut
1995), codified vs. procedural
(Kogut and Zander 1992)

Organizational
culture

Shared beliefs and values
Routines and practices
Ideational elements members share
Formal and informal practices that
and use to interpret organizational
shape behavior within an
reality (e.g. Deal and Kennedy
organization (e.g. Fiol 1991,
1982, Martin et al. 1983, Schein
Martin 2002, Ravasi 2016)
1985)

“What
we know”

“How we
do things”

Knowledge use
Formal/informal actions of organizational members as they engage
the world (e.g. Orlikowski 2002)

Table 8: Organizational identity, knowledge and culture

6.2.1

Organizational identity: “Who we are”

An organization’s identity addresses questions like “who are we as an organization?” or
“how are we different from other organizations?” (e.g. Ashforth et al., 2008; Brickson, 2013).
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Two dimensions of organizational identity conceptualizations are particularly relevant to this
study: domain identity and role identity.
Livengood and Reger coined the term identity domain, which in their view is an
organization’s “competitive arena that best captures and reinforces the sense of its identity in
the marketplace” (2010, p. 49). Organizational member’s domain identity perceptions can
emerge from various sources, including historically or economically important markets,
geographical focus, or products and services. For example, O’Reilly and Tushman’s (2004)
investigated how USA Today transformed its domain identity from a “newspaper” company
towards a “network”.
Recent work has argued that organizational identity can also be conceptualized as mirroring
contents from individual-level identity. Most notably, organizations too may develop relational
identity traits (Ashforth et al., 2020, Cloutier & Ravasi, 2019), which reflect definitions of self
toward “connections and role relationships with significant others” (Brewer & Gardner, 1996;
p. 84). Kammerlander et al. (2018) introduced a similar distinction to the discussion on identity,
by adding the concept of organizational role identity as a complement to domain identity. Most
generally, role identity refers to cognitive conceptions of “who are we with regard to our central
and distinctive impact on the overall development of our category?” (ibid, p. 1136). The authors
propose two manifestations: member’s perception that their organization either leads other
players and shapes its category’s overall development (shaper identity), or that it adapts to,
rather than initiates, changes in the category (follower identity).
Both, domain and role identity have important implications for organization’s actions in the
context of pursuing new technologies. Assumedly, the more member’s identity perceptions are
attached to a firm’s domain, the lower the likelihood these members will recognize or respond
to disruptions or technologies outside their perceived domain (Livengood & Reger, 2010).
Similarly, members attached to their firm’s shaper identity, for example, are more likely to react
sensitively to a disruption which threatens this role perception (Kammerlander et al., 2018).
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6.2.2

Organizational knowledge: “What we know”

Historically, research on organizational knowledge has centered around the possession,
creation, or sharing of knowledge. Different knowledge-related concepts have emerged,
including explicit vs. tacit (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995), simple vs. complex (Zander & Kogut,
1995), and codified vs. procedural (Kogut & Zander, 1992). In this article, we consider two
specific knowledge dimensions: knowledge content and knowledge use.
In their exploratory case study of an American high-technology R&D organization’s attempt
to transform into a market-oriented organization by "grafting" new, non-technological
knowledge, Nag and colleagues (2007) described the focal firm’s knowledge content (“knowwhat”) as technological and science-based. In this sense, knowledge content refers to the nature
of an organization’s collective knowledge in terms of specialist knowledge, that members may
have acquired by experience, function, or education. Therefore, organizations with, for
example, a majority of scientists may have historically developed a scientific knowledge base,
in contrast to market-driven or sales knowledge.
As a complement to knowledge content we introduce knowledge use (“know-how”) as the
second dimension of organizational knowledge important to this study. Knowledge use
describes how organizational members apply knowledge content (Orlikowski, 2002). For
instance, knowledge use can be characterized as “informal, atomistic, ad hoc, and even
serendipitous” (Nag et al., 2007, p. 834). Furthermore, knowledge use can also be distinguished
by the area of business, technology applications, or customer use cases in which organizations
apply their knowledge (Nag et al., 2007). In other words, the same knowledge can be applied
differently according to context, thereby changing its role in an organizational milieu (Cook &
Brown, 1999; Orlikowski, 2002). This connection between knowledge content and use is
important because it is through practice (action) that the meaning (cognition) and value of
knowledge become apparent (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Cook & Brown, 1999).
Knowledge usually evolves path- and history-dependent and once it is internalized or
institutionalized (Henderson & Clark, 1990), it is difficult to change. But the existing expertise
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and skills, which once have provided the organization with its competitive advantage, can
become sources of rigidity (Leonard-Barton, 1992) during uncertainty and transformation. Such
structural barriers, and organizational member’s individual sentiments to knowledge change,
may adversely affect the acquisition of new knowledge (Nag et al., 2007).

6.2.3

Organizational culture: “How we do things”

In this study, we define organizational culture as a set of shared cognitive beliefs and values
that are manifested in a web of formal and informal practices and routines which together guide
interpretation and action of organizational members by defining appropriate behavior (Fiol,
1991; Martin, 2002). Accordingly, as this study proceeds, we adopt two underlying concepts of
organizational culture that are widely recognized and have appeared in studies of cultural
dynamics before: shared beliefs and values and routines and practices.
Similarly, other researchers conceptualized organizational culture as composed of ideational
and material elements (e.g. Smircich, 1983; Martin, 2002). Ideational elements refer to beliefs,
assumptions, or values, and define “the correct way to perceive, think, and feel” about
organizational reality (Schein, 1985, p. 9). Ideational elements are then manifested in material
elements, comprised of formal practices (e.g. processes, structures or systems) and informal
practices (unwritten norms, routines or conventions) (see Stanske et al., 2020, Martin, 2002,
Trice & Beyer, 1984). Together, these elements of culture shape behavior within an
organization and serve as frames of reference that organizational members use to define "who
we are". As Albert remarked, "from this perspective, the relationship between identity and
culture is clear: A particular culture [. . .] may, or may not, be part of the answer to the identity
question: Who am I? What kind of firm is this?" (1998, p. 3).
In the context of disruption, particularly when top managers attempt identity-challenging
strategic moves, organizational culture and the embeddedness of identity in values, practices,
or routines, may inhibit strategic transformation (Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Tripsas, 2009).
Recent contributions have further underlined that both culture and identity tend to be grounded
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in the past (Bednar et al., 2019, Sillince & Simpson, 2010), thus holding potential for a decline
in cultural fit when organizations attempt to renew strategies (Hoon & Jacobs, 2014; Huy, 2011;
Srivastava et al., 2018).
6.2.4

Integrating the three literatures in the context of disruption

Our departure point for this article lies in the idea that organizational identity, organizational
knowledge, and organizational culture dynamically interact in shaping member’s responses and
sensitivities to disruptive change. Accordingly, the grounds for generating new theory becomes
evident when significant gaps in these literatures are considered together. Our literature review
reveals at least three areas in which understanding of these theoretical constructs and their
effects on member’s disruption sensitivities can be improved:
First, we have seen that previous studies examined the intersection of identity with either
only knowledge or culture to understand how and why organizations respond to disruptive
changes and pursue strategic transformation. Accordingly, these studies applied an identitylens to separately investigate how organizations guide attempts to preserve collective
knowledge use practices (Nag et al., 2007; Nag & Gioia, 2012), or how culture and image
manifest themselves as a platform for sensemaking and sensegiving actions (Corley & Gioia,
2004; Fiol, 2002; Gioia & Thomas, 1996; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006). Despite its theoretical and
practical importance, the question of how these three concepts of identity, knowledge, and
culture collectively interact has had surprisingly little research devoted to it. For example, how
do inconsistencies of a disruptive technology with member’s identity perceptions affect their
attitude towards existing knowledge and the prevailing culture? Which reciprocal relationships
exist within the interplay of these three concepts? Towards that end, we also want to understand
which individual “pain points” employees have during disruptive transformation.
Second, within the identity dimension, past research has primarily focused on how
organizational members respond to threats related to their domain identity perceptions
(Livengood & Reger, 2010; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2004; Tripsas, 2009), and has therefore
neglected the distinct influence of organizational role identity (Kammerlander et al., 2018). We
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argue that adopting a multi-faceted identity conceptualization which incorporates both domain
and role identity improves our understanding of member’s disruption sensitivities. For example,
while some employees might be more attached to their organization’s domain membership,
others might find their role in relation to their competitors more important. Furthermore, at the
individual level of analysis, managing congruence between personal self-perceptions and
perceived organizational identity appears important to induce attachment (Bednar et al., 2019;
Dutton et al., 1994; Fauchart & Gruber, 2011). For instance, individuals who are used to assume
leader roles in their social life, might find it important to work for an organization that wants to
take industry leadership.
Third, extant studies have not yet provided a systematic investigation of how member’s
heterogeneous responses can be classified by searching for common patterns. We assume that
individuals have different cognitive anchors which determine how positively or negatively they
view a potential threat to existing manifestations of organizational conceptions. Some traits, for
example, tied to knowledge content or role identity, may be stronger than others. In-depth
understanding of this would also hold implications for practice and help organizations to better
understand how to they can develop specific treatment or coping strategies during
transformation to account for the diversity of their members. Therefore, the extant discussion
would benefit from an empirically derived typology of member’s disruption sensitivities at the
intersection of identity, knowledge and culture.
Against the backdrop of these observations, this study explores two main research questions:
(1) How and why do individual organizational members respond heterogeneously, when
existing manifestations of identity, knowledge and culture are threatened by disruption?
(2) What are primary types to differentiate organizational member’s disruption
sensitivities?
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6.3

Methods

To accomplish our research objectives, we chose an exploratory case-study based research
design, which is recommended for investigating subtle phenomena (Strauss & Corbin, 1998;
Yin, 1984). Although a single organizational context potentially limits the generalizability of
findings (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007), we highly valued the opportunity to delve deeply into
one organization to gain an exhaustive picture of its member’s response patterns.

6.3.1

Study setting

The company we examine in this study, Ringer AG, is one of the major German car
manufacturers. At the time of our research, the company employed more than 100,000 people
worldwide. Its annual turnover by far surpassed 100bn USD in 2019 and it had been the number
one premium vehicle brand in the world. With a history going back more than 80 years, Ringer
has been a major contributor to automotive innovations in the past decades and developed an
identity, knowledge and corporate culture which are inherently tied to these origins. In this
study, we explore how members of the focal company responded to four major technological
and business disruptions in the automotive industry at the time being: electrification, digital
connectivity, autonomous driving and shared mobility.
Electrification. Electrification is the shift from combustion-based vehicles to vehicles that
use one or more electric motors. It thereby changes the nature of the car by replacing the engine
as well as many other mechanic parts. As the industry moves from mechanic to electric
technology, car manufactures need to expand their employee’s technical skillset towards
unfamiliar fields like battery knowledge and power electronics (Sovacool & Hirsh, 2009).
Accordingly, it disrupts the traditional value chain by adding a different set of suppliers and
modifying existing manufacturing and assembly processes (Nykvist & Nilsson, 2015).
Digital connectivity. Digital connectivity provides cars with direct access to the internet, thus
enabling automated links to all other connected objects, including smartphones, tracking
devices, traffic lights or smart homes (Ahlemann & Jursch, 2015). Since this disruption is a
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spill-over from the consumer electronics and IT industry, it introduces new non-automotive
players and requires new skills which are outside the traditional automotive domain.
Autonomous driving. Autonomous driving functions will be among the most significant
technological disruptions in the industry since the invention of the car and will significantly
reshape mobility (Bösch et al., 2018). This disruption also demands new skills since incumbents
need to transform their employee’s capabilities from engineering towards software, sensors,
cameras, and artificial intelligence (Stocker & Shaheen, 2017).
Shared mobility. Finally, shared mobility refers to the shared and on-demand use of a
vehicle, such as car sharing or ride-hailing. This disruption induces a shift from product to
service-oriented business models, as incumbents will move from manufacturing cars to
providing mobility services. In doing so, it somewhat cannibalizes the traditional business
model of car manufacturers, as revenue streams are expected to shift from private car sales to
recurring revenues from pay-per-use mobility services (Fagnant et al., 2015).
In sum, all of these transformations are highly disruptive as they at some point offer new
benefits to customers (Adner, 2002), are based on new architectures for transforming inputs
into outputs (see Christensen & Bower, 1996), involve shifts in cost structures (Ansari et al.,
2016), or alter existing business models (Christensen, 2006; Markides, 2006). This highly
disruptive environment within the automotive industry at the time of our research gave us a rare
opportunity to study member’s individual response sensitivities when current claims and
manifestations of identity, knowledge and culture are threatened.

6.3.2

Data collection

Data from several sources informed this research to facilitate triangulation and validation of
theoretical constructs: we collected data through semi-structured interviews, participant
observations, as well as secondary sources like presentations, reports, and archival documents.
Interviews. Between March and June 2019, we conducted a series of 35 semi-structured
interviews at the focal firm. Our sampling logic was based on our research interest: we
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interviewed people who could provide rich and insightful information on projects and company
activities related to at least one of the four disruptions within our scope. Since many informants
were engaged with more than one of the four disruptions, our data collection largely captured
a collective account of member’s attitudes towards these disruptions. As one of the authors was
already engaged part-time for the company as part of a broader multi-year research project and
was therefore familiar with internal structures, his knowledge and network were our starting
point and primary approach to identify qualified interview partners. In addition, we also used
snowball sampling (von Hippel et al., 2009) to find further informants.
All our interviewees came from Ringer’s German headquarter and were either involved in
implementing or planning the adoption of the aforementioned disruptions. Our interviewees’
tenure in the organization ranged from three to 33 years (average tenure 17 years) and almost
all had either engineering or business backgrounds with an average age of 44 years. To reduce
the risk of capturing only a narrow set of potentially biased interpretation, we interviewed
company employees at different levels, ranging from operational-level employees to director.
Interviews fell into a range of 30-70 minutes each, were conducted in person, and recorded and
transcribed within a few days.
Interview questions addressed the following broad issues: (1) members’ perceptions of why
and how the given disruptions will imply changes at both the industry and company level, (2)
members’ experiences in how their organization was embracing these disruptions so far, and
(3) members’ perceptions of how they are affected at an individual level as part of the larger
group. We urged all informants to take the perspective both at the organizational and the
individual level and reflect how the disruptions affect them separately and in interaction. Since
one author was already engaged with Ringer for two years prior to conducting our interviews,
he had assumed a combination of insider and outsider status (Evered and Louis 1981). This
helped us to reduce social desirability bias during our interviews, because informants had
already gained trust and felt more comfortable sharing honest insights (Kammerlander & De
Massis, 2020). We further promised anonymity to the firm and all our interviewees.
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Participant observations. In addition to interviews, we collected data through observations,
direct interactions with our informants and participation in internal meetings and workshops.
Over the course of three years, one of us was allowed to take part at various company events,
town halls, and even team meetings, where we made detailed notes (data protection was
guaranteed at all times). This author interacted with many of our informants on a regular basis,
both in the context of this research project, but also regarding broader topics which were on the
company’s agenda. With some members, he also arranged lunch dates to complement his
observations in a more informal setting. We used these encounters to discuss notes, clarify
issues and gain a deeper understanding of the focal organization and its member’s perspectives.
Secondary data. Finally, we complemented our data collection by analyzing secondary data
in the form of internal and external material. Due to one researcher’s quasi internal status, we
gained an unusually complete level of access to insider communication. Our internal data
included top management reports, strategic papers, meeting minutes, intranet articles, and other
internal publications. External data included annual reports of the past ten years, company net
pages, and press articles. These documents helped us to complement and interpret our interview
data, obtain more reference points for the dynamics of strategic change in the organization and
provided us with links to the recent evolution of its identity, knowledge and culture.

6.3.3

Data analysis

In our data analysis, we followed the approach proposed by Gioia, Corley and Hamilton
(2013), keeping with the guidelines for coding and analyzing qualitative data (Strauss & Corbin,
1998). Informed by the literature and in line with our research objectives, our data analysis was
based on three theoretical constructs: organizational identity, knowledge, and culture. The
literature on these constructs provided us a terminology and a conceptual reference that helped
us relate the information derived from our primary and secondary data sources.
Thus, interviews were read line by line and data coded according identity-, knowledge- and
culture-related statements, incidents, concerns, or ideas. We categorized these meanings
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according to the main themes that researchers often use to define each construct: an
organization’s (1) domain identity (Livengood & Reger ,2010), (2) role identity (Kammerlander
et al., 2018), (3) knowledge content, (4) knowledge use (Nag et al., 2007, Orlikowski, 2002),
(5) shared beliefs and values (Martin et al., 1983, Schein, 1985), and (6) routines and practices
(Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Fiol, 1991). Within each of these second-order themes, we
inductively searched for regularities and overlaps across the statements and assembled them
into first-order concepts. Then, for each of the three dimensions and their respective secondorder themes and first-order concepts, we analyzed whether meanings pertained to the current
status of one particular dimension or to potential sensitivities associated with future changes
brought by the disruption. As a result, we arrived at six dimensions which can be assigned into
two principal groups: status quo and the disruption context (see Figure 9).
Upon interpreting and analyzing our data structure, we identified various patterns across the
informants which urged us to derive a typology to differentiate organizational member’s
disruption sensitivities. For this purpose, we searched for regularities and common perceptions
among the different interviews. Specifically, for each interview we analyzed whether a
member’s meanings pertained to a particular dimension or theme most strongly. In so doing,
we tried to find a common “anchor” among interviewees, around which they build their
concerns and sensitivities in the context of disruptive change. This analysis process led to three
types of member’s sensitivities: using the dimension which was most dominant in each group’s
sensitivities, we labeled them as domain preservers, role enthusiasts, and knowledge
emphasizers. Individuals in a given group share very similar perceptions within each of the
three dimensions.
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Figure 9: Data structure
1st-Order Concepts
A. We are a car company.
B. We compete with other
premium OEMs.

2nd-Order Themes

Aggregate Dimensions

1. Domain
Identity
Current
Organizational
Identity

C. We want to build the best
cars.
D. We shape industry standards.

2. Role
Identity

E. We possess expert
knowledge in combustion
technology.
F. We are mechanical engineers.

3. Knowledge
Content

Potential Changes
to Organizational
Identity

2nd-Order Themes

1st-Order Concepts

7. Domain
Identity
Sensitivities

M. I hope it will still be about
cars.
N. Premium market will vanish.
O. Non-automotive companies
encroach our domain.
P. Where do we play in future?

8. Role Identity
Sensitivities

Q. Digital savvy, non-car
makers are in pole position.
R. What if we won't be shapers
anymore?

9. Knowledge
Content
Sensitivities
Current
Organizational
Knowledge

Potential Changes
to Organizational
Knowledge

S. We abandon our historical
core competence.
T. IT knowledge replaces
engineering expertise.

4. Knowledge
Use

10. Knowledge
Use Sensitivities

U. Thinking automotive only is
not enough, we must think in
mobility ecosystems.
V. We lack knowledge for new
fields.

I. Our core values are mainly
safety and comfort.
J. Our values reflect our
history and mission.

5. Shared
Beliefs & Values

11. Shared
Beliefs & Values
Sensitivities

W. Perhaps we must rethink or
reinterpret our values - but
not risk giving them up.
X. We must preserve our
traditional values.

K. We have a heritage of
traditional automotive
processes and structures.
L. ‘Safe enough to try' is not an
option for us.

6. Routines
& Practices

G. We apply our knowledge in
the automotive context.
H. I work within my area of
responsibility.

Current
Organizational
Culture

STATUS QUO

Potential Changes
to Organizational
Culture

12. Routines
& Practices
Sensitivities

Y. We are aware, that we need
changes in our structures and
processes.
Z. Faster and bolder, but never
carless.

DISRUPTION CONTEXT
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6.4

Findings

To understand organizational member’s sensitivities and heterogeneity in response to
disruptive change, we explored their perspectives on their organization’s identity, knowledge
and culture. Figure 1 depicts the emergent data structure. Although we are primarily interested
in the disruption context, the findings of this study are best understood by first delving into the
current milieu within which the disruptions take place. These insights lay the basis for
understanding why members may hold different positive or negative views about the need for
organizational change. Therefore, on the left side of Figure 9, we describe the character of
Ringer’s current organizational identity (domain and role identity), knowledge (knowledge
content and use), and culture (symbolic and formal referents), which jointly constitute the status
quo at the time of our data collection and as characterized by our informants (also see Table 9,
including representative interview quotes). In contrast, on the right side, we describe the
disruption context in which members anticipate their potential tensions or concerns as they are
confronted with disruptive change, which we label sensitivities. Again, we assembled our
findings into the concepts of identity, knowledge and culture.

6.4.1

Emergent typology of member’s sensitivities

Our research provides insights into key concerns and sensitivities of Ringer’s members when
current claims and manifestations of identity, knowledge and culture are threatened by
disruptive change. Following the data structure in Figure 9, we explored and identified several
patterns and similarities across our informants’ responses. Based on this analysis, we developed
a typology which shows that members in our sample could be classified as having one of three
anchors for their sensitivities, each of which differs from the others and has significant
implications for how potential changes to identity, knowledge and culture are viewed. We
labelled these three types: (1) domain preservers, (2) role enthusiasts, and (3) knowledge
emphasizers. In line with Doty and Glick (1994) we acknowledge and note that even such types
or groups are not homogeneous as there can be minor differences within each group.
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Table 9: Existing perceptions of organizational identity, knowledge and culture

Existing perceptions and attitudes
•

Premium car manufacturer with an
identity closely tied to cars

•

Historically embedded in a narrow set
of competitors emerging from the same
automotive context

Domain
identity

Supporting informant quotations
“Personally, I very much value the car itself. And
as such, I have always seen our company as an
automotive company.” (strategy team manager)
“We're in a relatively exclusive competitive
environment with other premium car
manufacturers.” (R&D senior manager)
“We build cars that meet the highest standards of
technology and exclusivity.” (key note speech at
internal company town hall in 2018)

Role
identity

Knowledge
content

•

Natural ambition to shape the industry’s
overall development by pushing
innovations and setting new standards

•

Shaper role particularly pertains to
claims like automotive safety and
comfort

•

Knowledge is predominantly based on
mechanical engineering and combustion
technology

•

Heritage as a car manufacturer reflects
most member’s backgrounds as
engineers

•

Knowledge use is restricted to specific
topics, tasks and departments with
limited informal exchange

•

Knowledge flow is slow, often
dislocated and characterized by a silo
mentality

Knowledge
use

Shared
beliefs and
values

•

Knowledge is mainly applied in
automotive context

•

History and path-driven automotive
culture

•

Founder’s pioneering spirit still evident

•

Safety and comfort as core values

“We always feel we need to be the fastest and
build the best car.” (strategy senior manager)
„ We want to have the best product in the market,
that’s our goal.” (production team manager)
“As one of the leading car manufacturers, we
want to play a major role in shaping the future of
mobility.” (company mission statement)
“So far, I think we've identified very strongly with
building combustion engines.” (R&D employee)
“[We have] our roots in mechanical
engineering.” (R&D manager)

“I often here colleagues say: I’m only responsible
for developing left-door window regulators,
but as soon as there's a plug on it, it's not mine
anymore, go and talk to the electrics guys.”
(R&D employee)
“A silo mentality and thinking. Someone from our
production department always sees issues with
his ‘production glasses’ first. But we need to have
the big picture in mind when working on a
project.” (strategy employee)
“We invented the car, we shaped mobility for
decades, and we are very strongly attached to
our long history as a vehicle manufacturer –
our values and our mission reflect this very much,
and I think that's nice.” (R&D team manager)
“Comfort, safety, in a broader sense also
premium.” (strategy senior manager)
“Safety is a core value of our vehicles. That is
why our brand is continuously advancing the
pioneering safety technology, such as the
airbag.” (2018 article, company’s media site)

173

Chapter 6 | Study 3
•

Company appears slow and cautious,
mainly due to its incredible size and
complexity

•

Structures and processes are perceived
bureaucratic and hierarchical

Routines
and
practices

“We are constrained by our long history and
established processes in vehicle production, such
as hardware testing, quality requirements […]
and this confines our flexibility.”
(strategy employee)
“Our mindset, which is attached to structures and
processes, is still very much traditional with an
automotive focus.” (sales employee)
“That's why we don't even have the guts to allow
a thought, such as "safe enough to try", due to
our attachment to safety. Even if we have a
solution where we are sure that it could work. We
rather discuss it until we are sure that we have
examined all aspects.” (strategy employee)

Domain preservers. The first main type of member’s response sensitivities observed in our
sample is mainly based on domain-centric perceptions of identity, knowledge and culture. For
this group, when thinking about adopting new technology and disruptive change, domain is the
primary frame of cognitive reference. Changes to knowledge or culture must therefore always
be consistent with member’s associations with their organization’s domain. Domain identity
sensitivities may unfold on various levels, including an organization’s products, its industry
positioning, and changes to its competitive environment.
In our case, employees and managers with domain-centered sensitivities were most notably
concerned about Ringer preserving the car as its core product.
Personally, I really hope that cars and moving people will always remain at our core
[…] Looking 20 years into the future, I just hope that we don’t entirely live in an IT-driven
environment. (R&D team manager)
In particular, the rise of shared mobility concepts was seen as a threat by some members to
their inherent identification with the car as their domain’s core product. As stated by a strategy
team manager, who had been with Ringer for almost 20 years:
What if mobility will soon no longer be based on cars, but on scooters, electric bicycles or
other technologies that we don't even know of today? Taking this thought a step further, then
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perhaps soon it may even be drones flying our customer from A to B? This would mean the
end for the car. (strategy team manager)
Apparently, the replacement of the car as a major means of mobility and the industry’s main
product causes anxiety among domain preservers. In 2018 we were allowed to attend an internal
company townhall devoted to future technological and societal challenges the company would
face, including the rise of car sharing and ride-hailing. Toward the end of the meeting,
employees were allowed to ask questions to the management. We observed that many members
were concerned and seeked to preserve and affirm a positive identification with cars for their
organization and themselves. Also, in our interviews several employees and managers within
this group showed strong attachment to their firm’s positioning as a premium brand (“Our cars
essentially define the social image of upper-class circles and represent a status symbol, with a
high claim to perfection”, procurement employee). Particularly in our informal personal
interactions and conversations, we gained the impression that building and selling premium
cars was a source of differentiation and personal self-esteem for these members. Therefore, the
prospect of entering a shared mobility market based on car sharing or ride hailing seemed to
fuel fear and hesitation, since such a market would probably favor price and fleet availability
over luxury. Correspondingly, members of this type viewed other premium automotive
manufacturers as the primary external point of reference in their social domain space. Although
competing car makers were seen as rivals, referring to Toyota, General Motors, or Ford as “their
category” supports domain preservers in deriving meaning about who they were. But with
“alien” entrants like Google’s self-driving spin-off Waymo, the ride-hailing platform Uber, or
electric disruptor Tesla (a hybrid between automotive and tech), the comparison in terms of
"we are like them” was no longer easily available. As a result, our informants in this group
increasingly felt somewhat alienated from their familiar industry, which they had consciously
chosen, with all its peculiarities and characteristics. Interestingly, individuals who fall into this
category did not show sensitive attitudes toward threats to Ringer’s role in relation to its
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competitors. Protecting the company’s shaper identity in the face of disruption was not further
addressed.
In keeping with this strong domain focus, members of this type value preserving historically
grown product- and industry-related knowledge content. After two years of close interaction
with the company, it was obvious to us that the prevailing knowledge content was deeply
embedded in the organization’s automotive heritage and was therefore predominantly based on
mechanical engineering. As our interviews revealed, retaining this knowledge regarding
combustion technology (gas and diesel engines) and traditional car development was perceived
as a very sensitive concern, particularly in the course of embracing disruptions like digital
connectivity or autonomous driving. With these disruptions, different knowledge would be
required. “The brain of the car will no longer come from the OEM anyway - it is now all about
computing power, algorithms and sensor technology”, as a senior manager from corporate
strategy commented. One of his team managers further added: “We have to offer electrified
products […] But here, my current core competencies, engine construction and transmissions,
are not really of advantage anymore. So that worries me much”. This newly imposed knowledge
transformation conflicted with domain preservers’ sense of who they were collectively – they
were mechanical engineers, and not electrical engineers or software developers. One senior
manager from the R&D department shared with us his concern that in addition to deliberately
abandoning one's own core competences in the course of the ongoing disruptions, Ringer might
run the risk of losing even the most elementary knowledge of automotive engineering in the
long term:
Despite all transformation, it is important that no journalist can tear apart our cars in his
press coverage, saying ‘now they have forgotten how to build a car’. In other words, in my
view, we still need a large conventional part of this company, which also makes up a large
part of our R&D department, that possesses the know-how and competencies to manufacture
a very well-functioning car. We must not lose this ability. (R&D senior manager)
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From further informal conversations with other engineers, we observed a high degree of
sensitivity among these members that their work and knowledge would no longer be
appreciated in “the new world”, as they would perhaps no longer match the company’s
transformed identity (away from being a car maker). Accordingly, applying the organization’s
knowledge primarily in an automotive context, as opposed to consumer electronics for example,
was also identified as a major reference for an identity-consistent innovation adoption by this
group. Appropriately, an R&D manager working on connected car solutions noted that he was
indeed ready to embrace digital connectivity and support the implementation of required
changes, but only if the company remained faithful to its historical roots:
I hope that we will implement digital connectivity on the basis of a car manufacturer. Or at
least a mobility provider. But not an IT company. (R&D team manager)
Lastly, regarding “how things are done”, in other words the organization’s culture, both from
our interview and informal exchanges we were given the impression that it was important to
this group to preserve an automotive culture in the midst of disruption and transformation.
These members would still like to see Ringer’s core values closely tied to the automotive
context in a classic and more mechanic sense.
Further, some domain preservers expressed their concern regarding the establishment of
ambidextrous structures (see Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009; Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004,
Simsek, 2009) in the course of embracing disruption. These employees felt a little aggrieved by
their company’s actions and initiatives as it transformed. An R&D team manager, who had only
recently switched to the department for electric vehicles, reminisced about the time in 2015
when a new and parallel sub-organization was set up:
Then this new organization has been established. Internal communication made clear that
this is the ‘new world’. They make new powertrains, have new working methods, new
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structures. So, this existed parallel the ‘old world’. To me, that was very judgmental. In
terms of new world vs. old world. (R&D team manager)
Although he had no aversion to any of the disruptions, he felt that employees were
increasingly divided into old and new world structures. From informal chats and exchanges at
lunch meetings, we observed that other informants, mostly with long company tenures and
traditional engineering backgrounds, shared similar sentiments.

Role enthusiasts. The second main type of member’s response sensitivities observed in our
sample is based on role-centric perceptions of identity, knowledge and culture. When
confronted with disruptive change or novel technology, role enthusiasts typically are strongly
attached to their organization’s role identity and use it as their primary frame of reference. They
first make judgment on how a disruption would affect their sense of role identity and then decide
whether they should support or resist the adoption. Changes to the organization’s domain,
knowledge, or culture must therefore always be consistent with member’s associations with
their organization’s role identity. In contrast to domain preservers, who are more concerned
about “what business are we in”, role enthusiasts are sensitive to threats regarding their
organization’s relation to other actors and its overall impact on the development of the industry.
Interestingly, we observed two cognitive patterns among role enthusiasts at Ringer. In both
cases, a main implication to top management was that conveying ambiguous role identity
perceptions in the context of disruption is a state that role enthusiasts would not support. The
first and smaller group of role enthusiasts was merely sensitive about guiding transformation
with having a clear commitment regarding what role identity Ringer would assume at the end,
even if it meant a shift from shaper to follower. “Am I a shaper or a follower? What will be my
identity?”, as a sales employee revealed his concern. These individuals were not specifically
attached to remaining shapers, but instead expressed concerns regarding ambiguity in the course
of transformation. However, the larger second group, was deeply concerned about preserving
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its company’s role identity, in terms of staying a shaper amid and post disruption. Associated
with a breakdown of historical industry boundaries and the penetration of cross-industry rivals,
these informants expressed their worry that Ringer might lose its competitive position. Driven
by digitalization and autonomous driving, new themes like connectivity, user interface,
displays, big data, sensors, and artificial intelligence will take center stage in the auto industry.
These topics have little to do with traditional automotive engineering. Based on our various
observations in team meetings or from informal conversations, we captured a concern among
our informants that digital savvy, non-car makers might outpace classic car manufacturers.
Accordingly, this caused discomfort to some members with regards to their perception of their
organization’s overall role within the industry. For them, retaining Ringer’s shaper identity as
it embraced disruption was seen as a sensitive issue.
To me, one point really is, that we get our act together to keep our position. With regards to
manufacturing cars, I still see us as shapers, even if we lag behind in electromobility. But
concerning those other emerging aspects [like autonomous driving or digital connectivity],
where new players are entering the market, my biggest concern would be that we lose our
shaper position [...] and that we will reach a point within the next five years where we won't
have the products our customers would like to have […] I hope we tackle these disruptions,
particularly electrification, with the mindset, that we want to be shapers here too. (sales
employee)
If the concept of mobility will change so fundamentally, then it's quite possible that we [as
an OEM] will be downgraded to a mere hardware supplier for others [like ride-hailers or
tech firms] who in the end will offer a service with our hardware. (quality team manager)
While domain preservers’ sensitivities were strongly attached to Ringer’s historical premium
automotive domain, role enthusiasts did not show critical sensitivities here. Our research
revealed, particularly in the context of shared mobility and electrification, that as long they felt
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they could embrace a disruption as shapers, most members did not resist extending or if
reasonable shifting the domain.
Role enthusiasts also differ with regards to knowledge-related sensitivities. For them,
organizational role ambitions define which knowledge content needs to be retained or newly
acquired. Thus, to defend the company’s shaper identity as digitalization is taking over the
industry, it would also be acceptable for this group to increasingly break away from traditional
automotive knowledge in order to build up digital skills, even if they correspond more with the
knowledge profile of an IT or software company. For example, in an internal town hall meeting
in 2017, which one of the authors was allowed to attend, the newly appointed Chief Digital
Officer revealed his vision of turning Ringer into a “software-driven company”. In his view,
the company needed to shift from hardware to software and build up more digital skills to keep
its position in the future.
I believe that in the past, humans, like engineers, technical designers, or people who did
crash tests, bodywork, and components […] used to be the main assets. In the future, it will
be computing power and algorithms. (strategy employee)
Similarly, for shared mobility, role enthusiasts were aware that Ringer required ride-hailer
competences, like fleet management, on-demand services, or app development to successfully
embrace this disruption consistent with its shaper role.
How do I operate a mobility service? How do I make sure that such a service works? You
have completely different processes compared to vehicle manufacturing. Does the booking
work perfectly? Are the vehicles maintained? (sales employee)
Sensitivities to knowledge use were not discussed in much detail by role enthusiasts. Yet,
like with knowledge content, we observed some sensitivity to apply knowledge in fields where
the organization believed it could fulfill its role ambitions – both within and beyond the
traditional automotive context.
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Consistently, role enthusiasts view organizational culture as a contextual driver of role
identity. In this sense, culture should enable fulfilling the organization’s role ambitions. Facing
the ongoing disruptions and the challenges associated with them, the management board
repeatedly communicated a desired future shaper position. As part of Ringer’s strategy 2030,
assuming a "high performance team culture" was mentioned repeatedly in internal management
presentations as an enabler to achieve this goal. Accordingly, narratives, norms and beliefs were
expected to support such a desired post-disruption role perception too. Also, role enthusiasts
demand greater flexibility in processes and structures which support a trial and error culture. In
order to achieve high role ambitions in a disruptive environment, they believe it is important to
fail fast and early. This way, strategic corrections could be made quickly.
So yes, I am quite sure that we will have to adapt our structures, mindset and methods in the
future. They help to build a safe car, but to be able to adapt quickly to volatile conditions,
you have to become more agile and flexible. (strategy employee)
Knowledge emphasizers. The third type of member’s sensitivities to disruption observed in
our sample is based on knowledge-centric perceptions. Members attached to an organization’s
knowledge believe that in the course of disruptive change, knowledge is the primary frame of
reference. Accordingly, both during and post disruption, the organization’s identity and culture
should be aligned with its respective knowledge structures. Our typology predicts, that
individuals who fall into this category would more likely reject the adoption of a disruptive
technology or moving into novel markets if they had the impression that their company did not
have the necessary knowledge or could not acquire it in time.
To these members, an organization’s domain identity, in terms of “where to play”, is
primarily defined by “what we know”. Therefore, and in contrast to the domain preservers,
knowledge emphasizers were not implicitly attached to the car as Ringer’s core product or to
the automotive industry as its domain, just because the existing knowledge was primarily
automotive. On the contrary, if Ringer’s existing knowledge could be applied in other contexts,
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they were open to it. In fact, expanding knowledge content beyond the existing car-centered
domain boundary was even seen as essential amid and post disruption. Here, our informants
expressed concerns regarding a knowledge content gap:
In order to be able to cope with this trend [digitalization], I need different know-how and
capabilities. And this is where the problem starts in my view. As Germans, and you may look
at it from a political perspective, we are indeed a successful export nation, but we primarily
praise ourselves for mechanical engineering. Instead, what we lack is innovative software
and IT-hardware developers and engineers. (R&D employee)
That is why we need people who not only have the know-how for vehicle development, but
also increasingly for IT topics. I need it for both, connected services and autonomous
driving. So, this is about a completely different kind of knowledge. (strategy employee)
Our interviews also captured that informants in this group expected their organization to
apply knowledge in broader mobility ecosystems, not necessarily restricted to the classic
automotive context.
What will cars be like in 2030 or 2035, that is the ultimate question, I believe. What will
mobility be like then? What will define the desire for mobility? In the end, a car might be a
sort of living room with wheels, which intelligently interacts with its environment.
[…] Therefore, an ecosystem is required, where one part is a vehicle, one part is a
supermarket, and so on […] supported by artificial intelligence and self-learning systems.
(strategy director)
As this same director revealed, in his vision “in the end, the vehicle will only represent a
part of our identity”. One of his employees further added, “we need to position our vehicles as
a ‘third place’ between our customer’s home and work place”. These informant comments,
supported by further impressions we gained from company meetings and internal documents,
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imply that some parts of the organization were ready to support adopting disruptions like shared
mobility, but in turn expected a change in knowledge use practices as part of Ringer’s overall
transformation. An anticipated net effect would be an internal shift of power and attention from
engineering-centered knowledge creation and sharing to areas like business development and
strategy, in order to continuously detect new strategic fields. This would also compel the
engineers to develop a deeper understanding of market trends and consumer needs. Hence, in
the context of disruption, transferring business knowledge across the organization and into even
highly technical departments seemed to be a concern to knowledge emphasizers.
Similarly, this type also sees role identity from a knowledge-centric perspective.
Accordingly, in our sample, we observed very little sensitivities to potential threats to the focal
firm’s shaper identity. These members believed that eventually “what we know” would form
either shaper or follower role perceptions amid and post disruption.
Something OEMs have not yet learned is how to give customers advantages by handling
large amounts of data. Other companies are better at this. And also using this data to make
tailor-made offers to customers. That is the standard business model of many other firms.
They are better at that. Building up this knowledge will determine our success in the future.
(strategy director)
In line with the other two types, knowledge emphasizers identified organizational culture as
contextual support. Most notably, they identified adaptations to existing routines and practices
as very critical. In essence, “how we do things” in terms of both formal and informal structures,
processes, or habits at Ringer must not undermine or hinder changes to knowledge. An
employee, who was part of a project concerned with autonomous driving, expressed his worry
that Ringer was not adequately set up to successfully handle the complexity of very disruptive
topics and guarantee an adequate knowledge flow:
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Yes, organizational structure is a decisive element because, for example, artificial
intelligence is such an incredibly complex topic and cognitively challenging, that our old
hierarchical structures will not apply anymore. […] ‘I will explain it to my superior, my
superior will pass it on to his boss, and he will explain it to his superior’. Such a chain of
command is incredibly inefficient for complex digital topics in my view. It will not work.
(R&D employee)
Further, these members expressed their sensitivity that beliefs and values should match
changes in knowledge and that a reinterpretation or even expansion of the existing value set
might be necessary during and after disruption. For example, during a lunch date, a senior
manager shared with us his thoughts on the need to rethink the meaning of safety in times of
digitalization. In the sense that customers will be promised not only the highest level of driving
safety, but also security of their data that would be collected by the car. He emphasized that this
awareness and attitude towards safety as a core value must always retained in the mindset of
the organization, even in the context of disruption and the adoption of new technologies.
Table 10 offers a summary and a more general characterization of these three types along
the interconnected dimensions of identity, knowledge and culture, which can be applied to other
settings beyond the automotive industry.
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Table 10: A typology of organizational member's response sensitivities to disruption

Domain preservers

Domain
identity

Role enthusiasts

Domain as primary frame of reference
Sensitivity to preserving existing product
Current competitive positioning important
basis for “who we are”

•

•

Organization’s role in relation to its
competitors seen of minor importance

•

•
•
•

Preserving existing domain not seen as
critical, attention is placed on role identity
New industry entrants perceived as threat to
existing domain structures and competitive
logics

•

•
•

Role identity as primary frame of reference
High sensitivity to losing the organization’s
role identity in the context of disruption

•
•

Low sensitivity to changes in role identity
“What we know” will form either shaper
or follower role perception amid and post
disruption

Preserving product- and industry-related
competences and knowledge content seen as
critical amid disruption

•

Role ambitions define which knowledge
needs to be acquired to successfully
embrace disruption consistent with role
perception

•

Knowledge content as primary frame of
reference
Expanding knowledge content beyond
existing domain boundary is seen as
essential amid and post disruption

Sensitivity to retain knowledge use in
the organization’s traditional industry
context, thereby supporting collective
notion of “who we are” with inherent
product focus
Preserving industry-specific and path-driven
culture as a major reference for identityconsistent innovation adoption
No willingness to compromise on historical
values

•

Sensitivity to apply knowledge in fields
where organization can fulfill its role
ambitions; openness for new domains
beyond traditional industry context

•

Expectation to embed knowledge use in
broader settings, not restricted to classic
industry context

•

Culture seen as contextual driver of role
identity
Cultural setting, norms and beliefs, must
support post-disruption role perception

•

Beliefs and values must match changes in
knowledge
Reinterpretation and even expansion of
value set seen as necessary amid disruption

Ambidextrous structures convey impression
of old and new world; appreciation for predisruption tasks as basis for self-esteem

•

Demand for greater flexibility in processes
and structures, in terms of a trial and error
culture to experiment

•

•

“Who
we are”
Role
identity

Knowledge
content
“What
we know”

•

Knowledge
use
•

“How we
do things”

Shared
beliefs and
values
Routines
and
practices

•

•

Knowledge emphasizers

•

•

•

•

Domain, in terms of “where to play”, is
primarily defined by “what we know”;
hence no strong attachment to product
Sensitivity toward misalignment
between post-disruption domain identity
and knowledge content

Existing practices and processes hinder
knowledge flow; hence adaptation seen as
important in line with disruption
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6.5

Discussion

We began this study by noting that our understanding of how and why organizational
members respond heterogeneously to disruption is improvable and has thus far primarily been
informed from rather unconnected theoretical angles. Our empirical findings critically extend
this knowledge by providing an integrative perspective combining identity theory with research
on organizational knowledge and culture. As a result, this study presents a novel typology that
provides a comprehensive conceptualization of organizational member’s sensitivities in the
context of disruption, as well as a source of explanation for why member’s respond
heterogeneously when current claims and manifestations of identity, knowledge and culture are
threatened.

6.5.1

Heterogeneity in organizational member's responses to disruption

Past studies have primarily focused on separately examining the intersection of identity with
either knowledge or culture to understand how and why organizations respond to environmental
changes (e.g. Corley & Gioia, 2004; Nag et al., 2007; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2004; Ravasi &
Schultz, 2006; Tripsas, 2009). However, they have not offered an integrative perspective that
connects these three concepts, and therefore do not adequately incorporate the complexity of
their reciprocal influence within the organizational system. We evolve organizational theory by
combining identity theory with research on organizational knowledge and culture within the
same company context to enhance our understanding of both individual and collective behavior
of organizational members in the context of disruptive change.
In so doing, the results of this study suggest that organizational members respond
heterogeneously to disruption because they have different cognitive frames of reference which
they use to comprehend change. Our study provides evidence for the existence of at least three
types of member’s sensitivities in the context of disruption: domain preservers, role enthusiasts,
and knowledge emphasizers. We argue that these cognitive “anchors” become more observable
when looking at member’s perceptions of identity, knowledge and culture collectively. More
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specifically, we show that these three concepts are manifested within member’s thinking in
different ways: identity and knowledge are more dominant and function as cognitive frames of
reference to understand and evaluate change, culture is perceived more as a contextual factor
which accompanies and supports transformation of identity and knowledge.
Beyond documenting the existence of these types of member’s sensitivities and describing
their features, our study provides evidence of how these sensitivities are reflected in distinct
organizational behaviors and expectations. For example, in our case, some members had strong
attachments to Ringer’s automotive and engineering-based domain identity which they used as
cognitive anchor to initially evaluate a disruption and to compare how consistent this disruption
was with current perceptions of domain identity. This cognitive anchor was then wittingly or
unwittingly used as a basis to determine which further adaptations or preservations were
necessary within conceptions of knowledge and culture, in order to ensure a consistent
adoption. Since individuals can have different cognitive anchors, as revealed by our typology,
we see that employees may develop different “pain points” when they are confronted with
disruptive change. In particular, our analysis provides detailed examples of how incongruities
between identity, knowledge and culture induced by disruption can facilitate member’s
resistance to transformation. We know from previous research, that identity alone can act as an
inhibitor to change (Altman & Tripsas, 2015; Dutton et al., 1994). However, our study suggests
that even if identity-perceptions are consistent with a specific disruption, further inconsistencies
with knowledge or culture perceptions may induce adoption conflicts. Thus, we show that it is
not enough for a disruption or strategic change to be consistent with only one of these three
dimensions. With this in mind, we expand the view on managing organizational transformation
triggered by disruption from an identity perspective to a knowledge and culture perspective.

6.5.2

The role of organizational identity during disruption

Findings from this article underline that identity theory has the potential to serve as a
valuable platform from which to expand general understanding of how organizations respond
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to disruption. Most generally, our empirical results are in line with recent observations by
Cloutier and Ravasi (2019), who argue that not all aspects of identity that members draw upon
to answer “who we are” as an organization equally matter to them. The results presented in this
article inform theory development in organizational identity in several ways.
In contrast to previous studies, our research adopts a multifaceted view of identity by also
incorporating the distinct influence of organizational role identity (Kammerlander et al., 2018)
as a cognitive frame of reference for how individuals interpret and respond to disruption. We
thereby expand mainly institutional-sociological views of organizational identity (Navis &
Glynn 2010; Watkiss & Glynn, 2016) and move beyond purely domain-focused conceptions.
In so doing, we present the argument that disruptions have associated implications for both
“who we are” and “how we relate to others” as an organization. In fact, we empirically show
that organizational role identity perceptions shared by employees can be a very dominant
cognitive anchor in the context of disruption. Such a broad multi-faceted perspective offers the
opportunity to better understand why and how members may reject the adoption of a new
technology, even when it is consistent with domain perceptions.
In our case, attachment to Ringer’s shaper role identity was so strong and important for some
members, that they showed high sensitivity to losing this role identity in the context of
disruption. Hence, these member’s number one topic on the agenda was to retain the
organization’s existing shaper identity as the company embraced the on-going disruptions.
Accordingly, role ambitions had a determining influence for this group in defining adaptations
to knowledge and culture. We thereby emphasize the significance of organizational role identity
for future discussions on identity-innovation topics and advance our knowledge on how it may
affect organizational life and specifically employee attitudes and behavior. Future research
could delve deeper into the construct of role identity by empirically breaking it down into its
essential components. It would be interesting to seek out and explain which factors precisely
constitute member’s perception of role identity, and how and why they affect employee
behavior during disruption.
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Further, we contribute to knowledge on intra-organizational variance in identity perceptions
driven by individual social identities (Ashforth & Mael, 1989) and suggest that organizational
members can have different, even contradicting conceptions of who the organization is or aims
to become (similar to Glynn, 2000; Pratt & Rafaeli, 1997). Previous studies have often
neglected this psychological interdependence between ties to individual social identity and
organizational identity (Elsbach & Kramer, 1996; Dutton & Dukerich, 1991) when examining
identity-related innovation adoption. Our results, which capture and combine individual- and
organizational level perspectives, emphasize an individual’s need for self-coherence when his
or her organization responds to identity-threatening events. Violations of identity perceptions,
that question member’s beliefs of the legitimacy or authenticity of the organization, can lead
them to distance themselves psychologically from the organization (e.g. Dutton & Dukerich,
1991; Petriglieri, 2015). Reasons for identity violations or threats may include corporate
scandals (Eury et al., 2018), mergers (Clark et al., 2010), corporate spin-offs (Corley & Gioia,
2004), environmental change (Jacobs et al., 2008; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006), or technological
and business disruptions (Kammerlander et al., 2018).
Our findings reveal that individuals relate more to an organization’s identity when it matches
their personal self-concept (Bednar et al., 2020; Fauchart & Gruber, 2011). A vast majority of
our informants had a background in mechanical engineering and was therefore strongly tied to
traditional vehicle development. Their social identities and self-esteem were intimately
connected to this part of their organization. Hence, they experienced dissonance with Ringer’s
emerging identity as, for example, a “software driven company” or mobility service provider.
Apparently, we as individuals seek for alignment between perceptions of our own identity and
the identity of the organization or company, we are part of (Pratt 1998). In line with the need
for self-coherence, which is the need for a consistent and integrated sense of self across contexts
(Swann et al., 2002) and over time (Atchley, 1989), employees aim to experience a feeling of
oneness with their organization. Thus, when an identity threat or event endangers the status of
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an organization (e.g. its domain or role identity), members’ individual selves might ultimately
be jeopardized (Elsbach & Kramer, 1996; Petriglieri & Devine, 2016; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006).

6.5.3

Strengthening the organizational knowledge and organizational culture perspective

With our study, we strengthen two important perspectives in research on organizational
transformation, which help to better understand member’s sensitivities and concerns beyond
purely identity-related issues: the knowledge and culture perspective.
Many attempted transformations fail due to unrecognized relationships within organizational
dynamics (Beer & Nohria, 2000; Sastry, 1997). This study identifies, explicates and emphasizes
the significance of collective knowledge content and knowledge use and its relationship with
identity and culture. In previous studies on disruptive innovation adoption, knowledge has
largely been either neglected or been treated as an implicit concept in the background
intertwined with identity (e.g. Corley & Gioia, 2004; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006; Tripsas, 2009).
Few studies, like Nag et al. (2007), have explicitly examined the role and importance of
knowledge in the field of organizational transformation. With our study, we show that
knowledge is more than just a reflection of an organization’s identity (Tripsas, 2009) by
empirically revealing how it can be a cognitive frame of reference for members to interpret
change. In this sense, we argue that an organization’s knowledge base can even shape and form
its identity. Assumedly, identity influences knowledge as it connects knowledge to action, and
knowledge then influences identity by offering behavioral frames for its manifestation (Nag et
al., 2007). For some employees, as the knowledge emphasizers in our sample demonstrate,
“what we know” can therefore define “who we are”. As such, our study observes that employees
may specifically develop ties to knowledge, also as a source of self-esteem and self-affirmation.
For example, to successfully embrace the disruptive forces of digital connectivity and shared
mobility, the focal firm in our study, Ringer AG (a pseudonym), was in the process of
transforming itself from a purely engineering-oriented automotive organization into a softwaredriven ("technology-push") and business development-oriented ("market-pull") mobility
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provider. For this purpose, it needed to develop new technical and business development
knowledge from outside its boundaries. We found that the content and use of knowledge
associated with these disruptions affected some member’s collective notion of who they were
as an organization and as an individual. Past research has shown that knowledge in
organizations is often very path- and history-dependent and difficult to change (Henderson &
Clark, 1990). Our findings extend this view by showing how organizational members are not
only sensitive to changes of knowledge alone, but also desire consistency between new
knowledge, identity and culture. Perceived incongruity of these three may lead to potential
problems in executing strategic transformation.
Furthermore, our results clarify and imply that organizational culture is rather a contextual
factor for how members interpret and accept change, but not a cognitive frame of reference like
identity or knowledge. In a sense, we feel that members at Ringer expected culture to support
and sometimes enable transformation of identity or knowledge, but we did not observe culturecentric sensitivities per se. Hence, we find that as employees modify their interpretations in
light of disruptive change, shared beliefs and values as well as formal routines and structures
are subject to periodic revision (also see Corley & Gioia, 2004; Fiol, 2002; Gioia & Thomas,
1996). For example, while specific elements of culture are stable and enduring over time (see
Godart & Galunic, 2020), like in our case Ringer’s inherent values of safety and comfort, the
associated meanings may be revised or put into a new perspective (e.g. an extension of safety
from driving to data security, in order to match changes in domain identity perceptions triggered
by digitalization). Our empirical findings thereby also confirm a stabilizing influence of culture
(Ravasi & Schultz, 2006) and show how it can offer individuals a cognitive anchor to cling to
when aspects of organizational identity are threatened or subject to strong transformation
(Canato et al., 2013).
Most interestingly, and in contrast to past research, we introduce a perspective where culture
is strongly related to perceptions of organizational role identity (Kammerlander et al., 2018).
Particularly for role enthusiasts, those members in our sample whose disruption sensitivities
191

Chapter 6 | Study 3
were strongly attached to Ringer’s shaper identity, this shaper identity was grounded in local
meanings, values, symbols, and formal processes and thus both reflected by and embedded in
organizational culture. Thus, our findings advance our understanding of organizational culture
in the context of disruption by showing that it may serve as a context for both the development
but also preservation of an organization’s role identity. We thereby contribute to previous
findings which depicted organizational culture as a source of sustained competitive advantage
(Barney, 1986; Hatch & Schultz, 2002).

6.6

Limitations and opportunities for future research

In our effort to understand and conceptualize member’s disruption sensitivities at Ringer, we identify
some methodological limitations that, however, can also serve as signposts for future research in this
field. Most generally, our study suffered from the usual limitations associated with exploratory single
case study research, which trades generality for richness, accuracy, and in-depth insight into informant’s
experiences (Langley, 1999; Yin, 1984). Our broad research design, which included interviewing
employees on their experiences with multiple simultaneous disruptions, enabled us to observe similar
patterns of response across different cases and thereby reinforced our confidence in the generalizability
of our findings. Nevertheless, specific traits of our research setting – a very old, large and traditional
organization with deep roots in automotive engineering – might have affected our findings. Like most
companies with a long history, Ringer too has a very specific culture, knowledge base and identity traits
which provide members with unique perceptions of their organization. Our typology is therefore
necessarily not exhaustive in terms of considering all relevant influences on employees’ responses and
sensitivities to disruption. Future studies may conduct cluster analyses of larger samples and also
examine other industries to see if further types beyond our three types emerge. Also, to be parsimonious,
we restricted our theorizing to three key constructs derived from previous studies in disruptive
innovation adoption at the intersection with identity. However, there are additional contingencies that
are likely to affect employee sensitivities to disruption. For example, future studies may also examine
the role external image (see Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Piening et al., 2020) plays in employees’
evaluation of a disruption. Yet, we are certain that both the specific findings and presented theory are
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applicable to many business organizations, which are facing disruptive technology or market shifts. A
further limitation of our study is timing. Our investigation only covers an excerpt of Ringer’s journey
of adopting the presented disruptions, and therefore our interviewees’ interpretations partially reflected
their temporal judgment. We took steps to mitigate this limitation by using additional retrospective data
sources (e.g. archives, management presentations, minutes of past meetings). Also, one of the authors
was engaged with the focal firm for more than two years prior to data collection as part of a long-term
research project. Eventually, we see two more interesting opportunities for future research emanating
from this study. Our research points toward the often-neglected psychological interdependence between
member’s individual social identity and organizational identity (Elsbach & Kramer, 1996; Dutton &
Dukerich, 1991) when examining identity-related innovation adoption. However, this was not the initial
aim of this article, rather it emerged in the process of data collection and analysis. Therefore, future
studies may delve more deeply into capturing individual social identities from the beginning to distill
the most critical links between individual-level identity and firm-level identity (Barney et al., 1998;
Whetten & Godfrey, 1998). In support of this notion, in-depth biographical or longitudinal research
projects could be useful in clarifying the causal relationships of how one reinforces the other. Finally,
the findings of the present research may also be relevant to research on family businesses. For instance,
scholars may want to explore whether and how member’s disruption sensitivities are affected differently
by distinctive family-related constructs such as family culture, socio-emotional wealth (Hauck & Prügl,
2015) and other aspects of family firm identity (Zellweger et al., 2010) including ties to founders (Kelly
et al., 2000) or conflicts in the course of succession (Cabrera‐Suárez et al., 2001).

6.7

Conclusion

Organizational transformation in the context of disruption is an enduring and recurrent theme
in management research and of both theoretical and practical importance. Nevertheless,
evidence remains unclear as to why and how member’s responses and sensitivities really differ
when perceptions of their organization become threatened by disruption. In this article, we have
addressed this issue and evolved organizational theory by combining identity theory with
research on organizational knowledge and culture. The proposed typology extends previous
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research by suggesting that organizational members respond heterogeneously because they
have different cognitive frames of reference which they use to comprehend change. We believe
that our typology lays the foundations for future theoretical and empirical work on this topic,
which is clearly needed to enhance our understanding of managing disruption at the intersection
of individual- and organizational-level perspectives.
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6.8

Appendix

TABLE A1
Status Quo: Dimensions, Themes, Categories, and Quotations
Second-Order Themes
and First-Order Categories

Representative Quotations

Aggregate dimension: Current organizational identity
1. Domain identity
A. We are a car company.

A1. Personally, I very much value the car itself. And as such, I have
always seen our company as an automotive company.
(strategy team manager)
A2. I believe that the majority of employees see themselves as car
manufacturers. (strategy team manager)
A3. We make cars, we make premium vehicles. (R&D senior manager)

B. We compete with other
premium OEMs.

B1. We're in a relatively exclusive competitive environment with other
premium car manufacturers. (R&D senior manager)
B2. We are a premium automobile manufacturer, and around us, there
are other premium OEMs. (R&D employee)

2. Role identity
C. We want to build the best cars. C1. I think we always feel we need to be the fastest and build the best
car. (strategy senior manager)
C2. „The best or nothing." And we communicate this openly to the
public. We want to have the best product in the market, that’s our
goal. (production team manager)
D. We shape industry standards.

D1. So far, we are shapers in many aspects. Particularly related to topics
such as safety and comfort - here, our ambition has always been to be
first. (strategy employee)
D2. [In] certain aspects, such as safety, to name a popular example, we
are definitely shapers and have always been perceived as such.
(sales employee)

Aggregate dimension: Current knowledge
3. Knowledge content
E. We possess expert knowledge
in combustion technology.

E1. So far, I think we've identified very strongly with building
combustion engines. (R&D employee)
E2. We are technology leaders for diesel vehicles. (R&D employee)
E3. We have made a crystal-clear decision in favour of the petrol and
diesel engines. We have even built new lines and plants in Poland, for
combustion engines. (production team manager)

F. We are mechanical engineers.

F1. [We have] our roots in mechanical engineering. (R&D manager)
F2. Transmission technology, for example. It's at least as complex as an
internal combustion engine, in order to develop it properly. Here, [our]
German engineers are world class. (production team manager)
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Second-Order Themes
and First-Order Categories
4. Knowledge use
G. We apply our knowledge in
the automotive context.

H. I work within my area of
responsibility.

Representative Quotations

G1. However, I do see difficulties regarding IT topics. We know how to
build cars - very well in fact. You can see that from the technology
and innovations that we have in our cars. But there is a huge gap when
it comes to digitalization, backend, UI etc. We certainly don't have the
know-how of an IT company. (sales employee)
G2. We produce cars that fulfill highest standards in terms of quality and
safety and offer comfort and a high perceived value to our customers
during their ride. (R&D employee)
G3. Customer data. Vehicle data. We have to be able to combine, use
and analyze them well. (finance team manager)
H1. I often here colleagues say, “I’m only responsible for developing
left-door window regulators, but as soon as there's a plug on it, it's not
mine anymore, go and talk to the electrics guys”. (R&D employee)
H2. A silo mentality and thinking. Someone from our production
department always sees issues with his ‘production glasses’ first. But
we need to have the big picture in mind when working on a project.
[…] We have to change the whole way of thinking. Even within our
management board. (strategy employee)

Aggregate dimension: Current culture
5. Shared beliefs & values
I. Our core values are mainly
safety and comfort.

I1. Comfort, safety, in a broader sense also premium. These are the core
values. (strategy senior manager)
I2. That’s what makes our brand: safety, comfort, reliability. Exactly,
this is what our company ultimately stands for with its premium
standards. (strategy team manager)

J. Our values reflect our history
and mission

J1. We invented the car, we shaped mobility for decades, and we are
very strongly attached to our long history as a vehicle manufacturer –
our values and our mission reflect this very much, and I think that's
nice.” (R&D team manager)
J2.

6. Routines & practices
K. We have a heritage of
traditional automotive processes
and structures.

K1. Our mindset, which is attached to structures and processes, is still
very much traditional with an automotive focus. (sales employee)
K2. We are constrained by our long history and established processes in
vehicle production, such as hardware testing, quality requirements
[…] and this confines our flexibility. (strategy employee)
K3. [Many colleagues are] still stuck in the old pattern and guide our
way of working according to the principle: ‘We have always done it
this way, so we continue to do it like this. (sales employee)

L. 'Safe enough to try' is not an
option for us.

L1. That's why we don't even have the guts to allow a thought, such as
"safe enough to try", due to our attachment to safety. Even if we have
a solution where we are sure that it could work. We rather discuss it
until we are sure that we have examined all aspects. (strategy
employee)
L2. We have higher internal safety requirements than legally demanded.
(strategy senior manager)
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TABLE A2
Disruption Context: Dimensions, Themes, Categories, and Quotations
Second-Order Themes
and First-Order Categories

Representative Quotations

Aggregate dimension: Potential changes to organizational identity
7. Domain identity sensitivities
M. I hope it will still be about cars. M1. Personally, I really hope that cars and moving people will always
remain at our core. (R&D team manager)
M2. I hope that we will implement digital connectivity on the basis of a
car manufacturer. Or at least a mobility provider. But not an IT
company. (R&D team manager)
N. Premium market will vanish

N1. [Our] core business, selling premium cars to individuals, might
vanish at some point in the future. (strategy team manager)
N2. Such a market [shared mobility] perhaps no longer differentiates
between different positions but is a mass market. (employee)

O. Non-automotive companies
encroach our domain.

O1. We are talking about entrants from industries, which have either
not existed some time ago, or which were born in other technological
fields and now start encroaching our territory and stealing our
customers. (R&D employee)
O2. At some point in the future, a company will build a car which is
not originally an automaker […] I firmly believe that. (R&D senior
manager)

P. Where do we want to play in
future?

P1. What are we? Are we a [mobility] provider offering a service? Or a
manufacturer who produces and sells a product? (employee)
P2. For example, we develop hydrogen vehicles and we also have
[further] battery electric vehicles in the pipeline. This is so much that
I can’t do everything at the same time. […] Where do we want to
play in the future and what do we preserve from our old business?
(strategy employee)
P3. Take autonomous Ride-hailing. We never wanted to become a taxi
company, or a forwarding agency, and now we come up with the
ideas to transport people and goods. (strategy emloyee)

8. Role identity sensitivities
Q. Digital savvy, non-car makers
are in pole position.

Q1. And that's why we struggle so much, because we should actually
be shaping this current disruption in the automotive world, but we
find it difficult because the disruption does not come from within the
industry, but from outside. (strategy team manager)
Q2. Customer buying behavior is changing, and other companies who
have more experience and competencies in these areas [such as
digital connectivity] than us OEMs, disrupt the automotive market.
(strategy employee)
Q3. Big data and connected services increasingly influence chances for
success in our field. (strategy employee)

R. What if we won't be shapers
anymore?

R1. Now that other aspects are becoming important and other players
are entering the market, my biggest worry is that we generally lose
our shaper role. (sales employee)
R2. Am I a shaper or a follower? What will be my identity?
(sales employee)
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Second-Order Themes
and First-Order Categories

Representative Quotations

Aggregate dimension: Potential changes to knowledge
9. Knowledge content sensitivities
S. We abandon our historical core
competence.

S1. [These new] combinations of competencies and assets [particularly
in shared mobility] actually have nothing at all to do with the classic
automotive industry. (sales employee)
S2. By abandoning the internal combustion engine [in the context of
electrification], we would lose one of our core competencies. (R&D
employee)
S3. Despite all transformation, it is important that no journalist can tear
apart our cars in his press coverage, saying, “now they have forgotten
how to build a car”. (R&D senior manager)

T. IT knowledge replaces
engineering expertise.

T1. We primarily praise ourselves for mechanical engineering. Instead,
what we lack is innovative software and IT-hardware developers and
engineers. (R&D employee)
T2. I believe that in the past, humans, like engineers, technical
designers, or people who did crash tests, bodywork and components,
[…] used to be the main assets. In the future, it's computing power
and algorithms. (strategy employee)
T3. We've never had anything to do with artificial intelligence, sensors,
or lasers. (strategy team manager)

10. Knowledge use sensitivities
U. Thinking automotive only is
not enough, we must think in
mobility ecosystems.

U1. The question is who will make the most money in the end. The one
who provides the vehicle? Or the one who makes the electric
architecture and user interface? Or the one who gives the customer
the most time in the vehicle? (strategy director)
U2. Our focus as a company must be to offer the complete mobility
package with all the trimmings. [...] We cannot stay a mere OEM that
simply builds beautiful cars. (strategy team manager)

V. We lack knowledge for new
fields.

V1. Autonomous driving is a further issue. You need good camera
technology, good software, fast processors. And there are companies
that have that and use it. [...] these are fields in which we don't have
the experience either. (R&D employee)
V2. So how do we manage to transform the people we have on board,
most of whom have different experiences and qualifications, mostly
tied to the internal combustion engine, towards a different focus, such
as electrics or user interface. (strategy team manager)
V3. I think the innovation [autonomous driving] is so disruptive and
new, that many colleagues are merely overchallenged. (R&D
employee)

Aggregate dimension: Potential changes to culture
11. Shared beliefs & values sensitivities
W. Perhaps we must rethink or
reinterpret our historical values but not risk giving them up.

W1. And maybe in a shared mobility world premium is not defined by
the fact that a fully equipped self-driving car comes, but that the
vehicle comes faster, more reliable, cleaner and with extra service.
(strategy team manager)
W2. And if we now switch to shared mobility and automated driving,
then we must certainly retain this brand core values. Specifically, I
refer to comfort, safety and luxury, and that must be preserve. (R&D
team manager)
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Second-Order Themes
and First-Order Categories
X. We must preserve our
traditional values.

Representative Quotations
X1. In the course of time and as we face rapid technological and social
change, it remains our task as a company to continue the values and
mission of our founders. We must stay true to ourselves.
(strategy director)
X2. If we forget about our roots and our origin, we risk running in the
wrong direction. (company presentation during internal town hall)

12. Routines & practices sensitivities
Y. We are aware, that we need
changes in our structures and
processes.

Y1. In the past, you developed a car that always had the same IT on
board [over its life cycle]. Today that is no longer up-to-date at all,
you must always be able to update over-the-air. And here I'm not sure
if we're adapting our organization properly to enable this. (manager)
Y2. Yes, organizational structure is a decisive element because, for
example, artificial intelligence is such an incredibly complex topic
and cognitively challenging, that our old hierarchical structures will
not apply anymore. […], “I will explain it to my superior, my
superior will pass it on to his boss, and he will explain it to his
superior”. Such a chain of command is incredibly inefficient for
complex digital topics in my view. It will not work. (R&D employee)
Y3. It’s not so much about technology, but about mindset and
organizational structure. We need more of a trial and error culture.
(strategy employee)

Z. Faster and bolder, but never
carless.

Z1. We have to talk about shorter cycles but be careful not to launch
half-finished products. That's the risk I see. We cannot afford to ruin
our reputation. (R&D employee)
Z2. Sure, you can implement things quickly and in a structured way,
but from my point of view, we must always guarantee and preserve
quality. (sales team manager)
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7

General discussion, future research and limitations
In the final chapter of this dissertation thesis, the overall theoretical contributions are

presented as well as emerging opportunities for future research. In a second step, the most
important practical implications are discussed. Finally, the dissertation closes with explaining
its limitations.
Chapter 7 | General discussion, future research and limitations
7.1
7.1.1

Overall theoretical implications and suggestions for future research
Extending conceptual-level knowledge of disruptive innovation adoption and the
role of organizational identity, knowledge and culture

The three studies at the heart of this dissertation have all contributed to extending our
conceptual knowledge of organizational transformation in different ways, in particular with
relation to incumbent’s disruptive innovation adoption (in the digital era) and the impact of
organizational identity, organizational knowledge, and organizational culture.
The systematic literature review in Study 1 analyzed the existing body of knowledge of
digital transformation and transformation induced by digital technologies. For this purpose, it
reviewed 58 peer-reviewed articles related to digital transformation and extended the resulting
insights by integrating cross-disciplinary contributions from reviewing 28 papers on
technological disruption and 32 papers on corporate entrepreneurship. In doing so, it contributes
to the extant discussion by inductively developing conceptual-level thematic maps which
display the nine core themes in the existing literature on digital transformation. These help to
disentangle the particularities of digital transformation processes and thereby emphasize the
most influential and unique antecedents. From a theoretical perspective, Study 1 observes some
degree of diversity in the theoretical foundations that the existing literature draws upon.
Different theories are applied by several authors to capture the context of digital transformation,
including alignment view, configuration theory, resource-based view, dynamic capabilities,
organizational learning, or business process reengineering. Future research could use other
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theoretical angles, for example from the literature on corporate entrepreneurship and
technological disruption, in order to increase theoretical diversity, broaden the scope of the field
and help bridging an ivory divide. Furthermore, Study 1 extend the conceptual discussion
within the field of disruptive innovation by considering and critically evaluating digital
technologies and classifying them within this research field. More specifically, the study sheds
light on why and how digital transformation is similar yet special in comparison to previous
technology-induced transformations. Finally, Study 1 combines disruptive innovation theory
with cross-disciplinary insights from corporate entrepreneurship and thereby bridges these two
literature streams and opens up new paths for future research.
Both Studies 2 and 3 evolve the theoretical discussion within the field of organizational
identity theory by adopting a multi-faceted conceptualization of organizational identity which
accounts for the dynamism of domain identity, role identity, as well as symbolic and formal
identity referents. In doing so, this dissertation follows scholarly calls (Altman & Tripsas, 2015;
Anthony & Tripsas, 2016) to expand extant identity-innovation research beyond mainly
institutional-sociological views of organizational identity (Navis & Glynn, 2010; Watkiss &
Glynn, 2016). In their recent study on heterogeneity within the responses of German publishing
houses to the emergence of digitalization, Kammerlander and colleagues (2018) distilled the
novel facet of role identity as an important determinant of how organizational members
interpret and respond to disruption. Likewise, both Study 2 and 3 consider both identity
dimensions and, in doing so, support the argument that disruptions have associated implications
for both “who we are” and “how we relate to others” as an organization.
To complete the conceptualization of identity, both studies also integrate symbolic and
formal identity referents (Stanske et al., 2020) as frames of reference that organizational
members use to support their definition of "who we are". For this purpose, the dissertation
adopts the definitions recently provided by Stanske et al. (2020): symbolic identity referents
are attributes of a symbolic nature (e.g. beliefs, values, narratives and rituals); and formal
identity referents are attributes of a formal nature (e.g. operating practices, business models and
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hierarchical structures). Both attributes constitute the notion of an “identity reservoir” (Kroezen
& Heugens, 2012), substantiate identity claims (e.g. “we are innovative” or “we are a publishing
house”) and thereby reinforce and support domain and role identity perceptions.
Finally, Study 3 strengthens two important theoretical perspectives in research on
organizational transformation, which help to better understand member’s sensitivities and
concerns beyond purely identity-related issues: the knowledge and culture perspective.
Study 3 identifies, explicates and emphasizes the importance of collective knowledge
content and knowledge use and its reciprocity with identity and culture. In past research on
disruptive innovation adoption, knowledge was either neglected or been treated as an implicit
concept embedded within identity (e.g. Corley & Gioia, 2004; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006; Tripsas,
2009). This dissertation shows that knowledge is more than just a reflection of an organization’s
identity (Tripsas, 2009) by empirically revealing how may serve as a cognitive frame of
reference for members to interpret change. In doing so, Study 3 argues that an organization’s
knowledge base can even shape and form its identity.
Furthermore, results of Study 3 demonstrate that organizational culture is rather a contextual
factor for how members interpret and accept change, but not a cognitive frame of reference like
identity or knowledge. In contrast to past research, Study 3 contribute by introducing a
perspective where culture is strongly related to perceptions of organizational role identity
(Kammerlander et al., 2018). Particularly for role enthusiasts, those members in the sample of
Study 3 whose disruption sensitivities were strongly attached to their firm’s shaper identity,
this shaper identity was deeply grounded in cultural elements like values, symbols, and formal
processes. Thus, Study 3 advances scholarly understanding of organizational culture in the
context of disruption by showing that it may serve as a context for both the development but
also preservation of an organization’s role identity.
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SUMMARY
This dissertation extends conceptual-level knowledge of disruptive innovation adoption and
the role of organizational identity, knowledge and culture in the following ways:
- Study 1 contributes by inductively developing conceptual-level thematic maps which display
the nine core themes in the existing literature on digital transformation. Further, it combines
disruptive innovation theory with cross-disciplinary insights from corporate entrepreneurship
and thereby bridges these two literature streams and opens up new paths for future research.

- Both Studies 2 and 3 evolve the theoretical discussion within identity theory by adopting a
multi-faceted conceptualization of organizational identity which accounts for the dynamism
of domain identity, role identity, as well as symbolic and formal identity referents.

- Study 3 strengthens the knowledge and culture perspective in organizational transformation,
which help to better understand member’s sensitivities and concerns beyond purely identityrelated issues. The study identifies, explicates and emphasizes the importance of collective
knowledge content and knowledge use and its reciprocity with identity and culture.

7.1.2

Extending organizational-level knowledge of organizational identity in the context
of disruption

At the organizational-level, Study 2 empirically advances knowledge of temporal aspects of
identity during disruptive innovation adoption. Specifically, Study 2 explores why and how
aspects of domain and role identity change or remain stable in the course of identity change. In
doing so, the empirical observations show that certain parts of an organization’s identity are
relatively fluid and malleable in adapting to environmental changes, while others are not. Most
interestingly, the findings offer new insights into temporal aspects of organizational role
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identity. Hence, this dissertation evolves the work of Kammerlander et al. (2018) and fills
important theoretical gaps about the nature of organizational role identity and its potential to
facilitate organizational transformation.
The study empirically shows that role identity perceptions among members are surprisingly
flexible over time. Confronted with electrification and autonomous shared mobility,
organizational members were willing to reduce their inherent shaper identity perceptions to
specific aspects, while in general assuming a temporary follower identity during the adoption
process. Study 2 thereby contributes to the extant discussion on organizational identity during
disruptive innovation adoption by showing that as long as members have specific aspects of
their inherent role identity which they can preserve while embracing a challenging disruption,
they are indeed willing to assume another role identity for a given period of time.
Further, Study 2 contributes by depicting organizational-level identity change in the context
of multiple simultaneous disruptions. To the best of the author’s knowledge, Study 2 is among
the first studies to adopt such a multi-disruption approach, since previous research largely
focused on identity change in the context of only a single trigger at a time (e.g. Corley & Gioia,
2004; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006; Tripsas, 2009). Study 2 shows that different drivers of identity
change become observable, dependent on the nature of a disruption.
For example, if a disruption is primarily related to aspects of technology and product
functionality, an organization may feel threatened in its established role within the market. If
employees and management fear they won’t “get the product right” or do not have the technical
knowledge to embrace a disruption, a mismatch may emerge with existing role identity
perceptions. Thus, the organization could engage in a role-driven identity change to find a more
consistent approach to embrace the transformation. In contrast, if a disruption primarily
addresses market and business model transformation, an organization may feel exposed to
threats regarding its existing industry membership. If employees reject market shifts, the
organization may run the risk of remaining locked in the old domain. Hence, the organization
could reply by facilitating a domain-driven identity change.
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Another important contribution of Study 2 is that it advances knowledge on the concept of
transitional organizational identities (Clark et al., 2010). In doing so, the dissertation explains
why and how it may support organizational attempts at managing identity-threatening events
(Piening et al., 2020), particularly in the context of multiple events. In particular, findings from
Study 2 indicate that transitional parallel role identities are an effective cognitive tool to
facilitate the process of adopting an identity-challenging disruption, particularly for
organizations with an inherent shaper identity. If an organization struggles to embrace a
disruption or innovation in a way it can actually shape, a temporary follower role identity,
explicitly devoted to this context, can help bridging between the current “follower” reality and
the desired future shaper position.
Finally, Study 2 also suggests a new direction for research into the notion of identity
multiplicity at the organizational-level in the context of disruptive innovation adoption. While
previous research has largely emphasized conflicts and disputes arising from multiple identities
(e.g. Glynn, 2000; Golden-Biddle & Rao, 1997; Pratt & Foreman, 2000), thereby adding a
negative connotation to having multiple identities, Study 2 offers a more positive view on this
concept. It empirically shows how temporarily and spatially existent multiple identities at the
organizational-level can be rather helpful to reduce adoption-related conflicts. During the
adoption process, the emergence of multiple domain and role identities gave greater flexibility
to member’s interpretations of a disruption, thus reducing identity ambiguity and identity gaps
among member’s conceptions.
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SUMMARY
This dissertation extends organizational-level knowledge of organizational identity in the
context of disruption in the following ways:
- Study 2 empirically advances knowledge of temporal aspects of identity during disruptive
innovation adoption. Most interestingly, it finds that as long as members have specific aspects
of their inherent role identity which they can preserve while embracing a challenging
disruption, they are indeed willing to assume another role identity for a given period of time.

- Further, Study 2 contributes by depicting organizational-level identity change in the context
of multiple simultaneous disruptions. It identifies different drivers of identity change: for
disruptions primarily related to aspects of technology and product, a role-driven identity
change seems most applicable. For disruption primarily addressing market and business
model changes, organizations are more likely to trigger a domain-driven identity change.

- Finally, Study 2 also advances knowledge on the concept of transitional organizational
identities (see Clark et al., 2010). The findings indicate that transitional parallel role
identities are an effective cognitive tool to facilitate the process of adopting an identitychallenging disruption, particularly for organizations with an inherent shaper identity.

7.1.3

Extending individual-level knowledge of organizational member’s attitudes and
behavior during identity-threatening organizational transformation

Study 3 improves individual-level knowledge at the intersection of organizational identity
and disruptive innovation adoption by empirically advancing scholarly understanding of the
heterogeneity in organizational member's responses to disruption. In contrast to previous
studies, Study 3 contributes by offering an integrative perspective on this subject by combining
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identity theory with research on organizational knowledge and culture. In doing so, Study 3
captures the complexity of the reciprocal relationship of these three concepts embedded within
individuals of the organizational system.
The findings advance existing knowledge by empirically showing that individual differences
in perceptions or attachments towards an organization’s identity, knowledge and culture explain
why employees within the same organization may in fact respond very differently to the same
set of disruptions. More precisely, the results of Study 3 suggest that even within a relatively
homogeneous group, such as members of the same organization, individuals respond differently
to disruption because they have different cognitive frames of reference which they use to
interpret change: identity and knowledge are dominant frames of reference to understand and
evaluate change, culture is perceived as a contextual factor to accompany and support the
transformation of identity and knowledge.
Furthermore, Study 3 also combines individual- and organizational level perspectives and
contributes to knowledge on variance in identity perceptions driven by individual social
identities and thereby extends previous work (e.g. Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Past research has
largely neglected this psychological connectedness between individual social identity and
organizational identity (Elsbach & Kramer, 1996; Dutton & Dukerich, 1991) when examining
employee’s identity-related behavior during disruptive change. Study 3 empirically
demonstrates that individuals relate more to their organization’s identity when it matches their
personal self-concept (Bednar et al., 2020, Fauchart & Gruber, 2011) and thus gives evidence
for an individual’s need for self-coherence in the context of disruptive organizational
transformation. In line with previous work (e.g. Dutton & Dukerich, 1991, Petriglieri, 2015),
the findings show that violations of existing identity perceptions may lead organizational
members to distance themselves psychologically from the organization.
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SUMMARY
This dissertation extends individual-level knowledge of organizational member’s attitudes
and behavior during identity-threatening organizational transformations:
- In contrast to previous studies, Study 3 offers an integrative perspective by combining identity
theory with research on organizational knowledge and culture. In doing so, Study 3 captures
the complexity of the reciprocal relationship of these three concepts embedded within
individuals of the organizational system.

- The findings of Study 3 suggest that even within a relatively homogeneous group, such as
members of the same organization, individuals respond differently to disruption because they
have different cognitive frames of reference which they use to interpret change: identity and
knowledge are dominant frames of reference to understand and evaluate change, culture is
perceived as a contextual factor to support the transformation of identity and knowledge..

7.2

Overall practical implications

The findings from this dissertation, although largely theoretical, are relevant for practitioners
too. In sum, three major managerial implications can be derived, which are presented in the
following section.

7.2.1

Strengthening middle management involvement in organizational transformation

All three studies within this dissertation indicate that middle management must play an
important role in organizational transformation, particularly in times of disruptive change. As
the literature review in Study 1 revealed, the essential middle management perspective has thus
far been completely neglected in digital transformation research. This is a major shortcoming
in the extant research and should not be ignored in practice. After all, the middle layers of
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management are ‘where the action is’ (Floyd and Wooldridge 1999, p. 124). While top
managers do the strategic vision and control the pace of transformation, middle managers are
the ones who actually execute the change and are therefore the driving force and key
determinant behind organizational transformation. With regards to digital transformation
specifically, Study 1 also has some critical implications to consider in terms of middle
management involvement during transformation.
First, organizations need to assess the existing digital skills and literacy of their middle
managers. Are the familiar with digital tools, social media, the cloud and similar trends? Middle
managers who are digitally not well educated, may not adequately fulfill their coaching and
leadership role during organizational transformation.
Second, incumbents need to understand how, when and why middle managers are motivated
to push transformation forward. The extant management literature reveals, that middle
managers are usually the least likely to support radical strategic shifts and organizational
restructuring and can therefore be a major barrier to change – simply because they often have
the most to lose. Inherently, middle managers are mostly risk-averse, hardly entrepreneurial
and very attached to their existing functional routines (Thornberry 2001). And many times,
their positions are the ones which can easily be replaced in the course of transformation.
Third, both empirical studies revealed, but in particular Study 2, that middle managers are
an important bridge between the executive level and the operational level in times of disruptive
organizational transformation. To manage the identity transition of the focal company in Study
2, middle management took on a special role and helped to translate and bridge discrepancies
between the hierarchies. Therefore, middle management can be an important tool to close
emerging identity gaps between the hierarchies, as was the case for the adoption of autonomous
shared mobility, and an efficient means of communication for upper echelons to the lower levels
of the organization.
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7.2.2

Managing multiple organizational identities during transformation

Study 2 in this dissertation is among the first studies to detect the emergence of multiple
(transitional) identities within a single organization in the context of managing disruption. The
empirical findings indicate that multiple identities are an effective mechanism to manage
identity-threatening events and facilitate both overall identity change and disruptive innovation
adoption. Multiple domain or role identities give more flexibility to organizational members
during transformation and allow an organization to meet the expectations of multiple internal
stakeholders. For example, while some members may still be locked in the old domain identity
of the organization, other more progressive members may already identify with the new domain
identity. In this case, a double domain identity for the time of transition is an effective interims
solution. In practice, organizations must learn how to manage and guide periods in which
different multiple identities co-exist within the perceptions of their members.
First, organizations must understand that managing multiple identities is a task which needs
to be done both internally and externally. On the internal side, powerful elites like top
management but also middle hierarchies at the implementation level, such as middle managers,
play an essential role. They need to guide employees through these complex times, eliminate
emerging identitiy conflicts, find synergies between the identities, and, if necessary, even
increase or decrease the number of identities to find the “optimal number” of domain and/or
role identities. On the external side, stakeholders such as the media, the local community, the
government or even competitors take an important influence on how well and effectively
multiple identities within an organization are acknowledged. Organizations need to learn to
manage their external stakeholders and retain their external image in harmony with their
internal identity plurality.
Second, organizations need to learn to fully capture the potential of having multiple
identities. For example, if a competitor publicly admits that his main competitor has a double
domain identity of being both a technology company and a car manufacturer, that can be a
powerful competitive advantage for that specific company. Accordingly, such an organization
210

Chapter 7 | General discussion, future research and limitations
may be perceived as being more attractive and hence more appealing to a broader range of
people, thereby increasing its capacity for creativity and learning (see Ashforth & Mael, 1996;
Fiol, 1994).

7.2.3

Managing organizational member’s heterogeneous sensitivities during disruption

Individual-level dynamics and sensitivities related to disruptive innovation adoption and
organizational transformation are a major challenge to incumbent firms. When managers
navigate their organization’s transformation, they must realize that there is no “one size fits all”
solution to address variance in their employees’ responses and sensitivities to change. Study 3
provided an empirical account of this response heterogeneity of organizational members as they
face disruptive change. Two major managerial implications arise for practice.
First, executives and managers need to acknowledge and understand that employees have
different types and combinations of cognitive attachments to the organization which can
become threatened in the course of disruptive change. In consequence, employees existing
work-related identity perceptions (Dutton and Dukerich 1991, Dutton et al. 2010) may be
distorted which may cause them discomfort and conflict. In the worst case, employees will
respond by resisting the overall organizational transformation simply because they feel that
they have become too detached from the organization as they knew it. Hence, the organization
needs to raise awareness for the complexity and heterogeneity of their member’s attitudes and
behavior in the context of change. For example, organization may need to find new styles of
communication, engage more in transformative leadership activities, and assure continuous
exchange between all levels of hierarchy within the organization.
Second, in a next step, organizations need to develop coping strategies to address their
member’s heterogeneous sensitivities in the context of disruption. Study 3 revealed the
existence of at least three types of organizational members during disruptive change: domain
preservers, role enthusiasts, and knowledge emphasizers. Individuals belonging to these
different groups need to be managed differently in order to maintain their support and active
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cooperation during transformation. For example, a coping strategy for domain preservers
requires more focus on domain alignment, whereas role enthusiasts have the need to gain
confidence that their existing role attachments are retained in the course of transformation.
Hence, different people and different mechanisms are required to cope with this variance.

7.3

Limitations

In this thesis’ effort to advance scholarly understanding of organizational transformation at
the intersection of disruptive innovation and organizational identity, several limitations can be
identified that, however, can also serve as signposts for future research in this field. In this
section, the most general limitations of this dissertation are presented. For the detailed
limitations of each study see Chapters 4.7 (Study 1), 5.6 (Study 2), 6.6 (Study 3).
First, this dissertation, and in particular its empirical studies 2 and 3, are embedded within
the German cultural context, thereby limiting the generalizability of its findings. Even in direct
comparison with other Western countries and cultures, it is to be expected that different
perceptions and attitudes towards disruptive innovation as well as organizational identity can
be observed. All the more so when seeking comparison with foreign cultures like the Asian
region. The company investigated in study 2 and 3 is a very traditional German company from
the automotive industry. Future research could investigate the extent to which differences in
the transformation process can be observed in companies from other cultures and also from
other industries in order to increase the generalizability of the results.
Second, Study 1 primarily focuses on the organizational level of digital transformation
within the private sector. While this approach was part of the overall research strategy of this
dissertation, which was to move from the organizational toward the individual level of
transformation with each study, Study 1 thereby does not fully capture the implications of
digital transformation for the entire society, as it also occurs at various other levels, such as the
individual level or public sector. Future research could benefit from adopting a phenomenonbased research strategy as proposed by von Krogh et al. (2012) to capture a more comprehensive
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picture of digital transformation. Further, synthesizing the findings from the review into a highlevel thematic map may highlight particular insights and relationships while it potentially fails
to capture others. Critics may specifically point to the lack of analytical depth of the thematic
map. However, since the objective of Study 1 was to deliver a descriptive and scoping review
of the digital transformation literature, the achieved findings offer a valuable overview and a
fruitful starting point for further studies which may endeavor to delve more deeply into specific
aspects of digital transformation.
Third, this thesis also comes with methodological limitations related to systematic literature
reviews (Study 1) as well as qualitative single case studies (Studies 2 and 3). As is the case with
all literature reviews, the data collection process applied during the review naturally comes with
a certain selection bias. The methodological approach in Study 1 has tried to counteract this
bias by applying state-of-the-art methodology from the most important and recent high-quality
systematic literature reviews (e.g. Tranfield et al., 2003; Siebels & Knyphausen-Aufseß, 2012;
Vom Brocke et al., 2015) to ensure a rigorous and transparent search process. Nevertheless,
data collection as well as analysis and interpretation still remain influenced by the subjective
assessments of the researchers.
Fourth, as for the empirical studies 2 and 3, the most general limitations apply to selection
bias of the interview partners and social desirability bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012) during the
interviews. Both limitations could be partially reduced by the fact that the author of this
dissertation was already engaged part-time for the company as part of a broader multi-year
research project. The author’s knowledge and network were the starting point and primary
approach to identify qualified interview partners, enriched by snowball sampling (von Hippel
et al., 2009) to find further informants. Further, the author had already assumed a combination
of insider and outsider status (Evered & Louis, 1981) within the focal company, which helped
to reduce social desirability bias during the interviews, because informants had already gained
trust and felt more comfortable sharing honest insights (Kammerlander & De Massis, 2020).
Social desirability was also mitigated by promising strict confidentiality and anonymity to all
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respondents. In addition, variation over time sets a further methodological limitation to this
dissertation. As the primary data sources in Study 2 and 3 were drawn from personal interviews
which were conducted over a specific period of time (Spring to Summer 2019), it may be
assumed that data was time sensitive and that the interviewees’ interpretations partially
reflected their temporal judgment. Integrating longitudinal, archival data, follow-up phone calls
and multiannual participant observations at the focal firm was a means to reduce this limitation.
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