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Like giant tidal waves, they come without warning and take 
over the marketplace, upsetting established players. Some 
innovations or technologies are just that—totally disruptive. 
But when exactly can a technology or innovation be called 
‘disruptive?’ We canvassed the opinion of some members 
of the industry in this regard. 
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Technology 
Disruptive?

When Is A

a proven practical application. Are 
these the only yardsticks to identify 
disruptive technologies? 

We posed this question to Sanjeev 
Sarma, CEO, OSMOS Multimedia 
Pvt Ltd; P.V.G. Menon, president and 
CEO, VANN Consulting Pvt Ltd; 
Mudassir Ehsan, business development 
manager -Middle East Consulting 
Practice, Frost & Sullivan; and Ashok 
Panikkar, director, Meta-Culture, 
Centre for Conflict Transformation 
and Dialogue.

“How did we ever manage 
without this?”

Sarma starts off the debate saying 
that disruptive technology brings to 

usurps an existing technology and 
sustaining technology that acquires 
small incremental improvements to 
last that much longer in the market. 
Christensen believed disruptive 
technology lacked refinement, often 
had performance problems because 
it was new, appealed to a limited 
audience, and might not yet have 

when Harvard 
Business School 
professor Clayton 
M Christensen 
coined the phrase 

‘disruptive technology’ in his 1997 
best-selling book The Innovator’s 
Dilemma, he used it to distinguish 
between technology that unexpectedly 
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people’s lives a product that makes 
one feel, “How did we ever manage 
to live without something like this for 
so long?” The sheer simplicity of the 
product’s application and use makes 
one wonder why it was not discovered 
earlier. Further, the product has mass 
market appeal, for which reason it 
may be priced to reach the masses. For 
example, he points out that we used 
to be happy with 10 MB and 50 MB 
mail spaces, until Google came along 
and decided to offer 2 GB e-mail space 
through Gmail. So in a sense, he says, 
“Gmail is disruptive. It excites people 
about possibilities, and converts them 
into followers and staunch supporters, 

to the extent of giving up on products 
that one had vouched for so far.”

However, Sarma also believes that 
a disruptive technology need not be a 
new discovery or invention. It could be 
a new way of packing or presenting an 
existing product or service, to make a 
huge difference to the masses—across 
the board. 

Existing technology 
explodes!

Menon opines that for an 
innovation to qualify as disruptive, it 
should fundamentally change the way 
in which we deal with a problem. He 

cites the computerisation of the Indian 
Railways’ reservation system in the 
early 1990s as disruptive technology. 
“Prior to this, we stood in designated 
queues for specific trains, then waited 
while a clerk thumbed through ledgers 
to mumble a response. For connection 
tickets, we visited multiple counters. 
Getting confirmations was nerve-
wracking, as we never knew whether 
or not a waitlisted/RAC ticket would 
be confirmed until we actually met the 
TTR on the train, on the day of travel,” 
he recalls. “There was always a lurking 
suspicion of railway staff playing 
hanky-panky with manual ledgers. The 
advent of the IMPRESS (Integrated 

Multi-train Passenger Reservation 
System) changed everything. You 
could book travel on any train from 
anywhere in the country, and from any 
counter at the station. The possibility 
of discretionary intervention by railway 
staff was removed and reservation 
status was instantly available. The 
whole paradigm of touts, long queues, 
standing in multiple queues, etc, was 
done away with.”

This instance exemplifies how 
an existing (as opposed to new) 
technology—in this case client-server 
computing and networking—may 
be disruptive. Essentially, as Menon 

says, “The application of the particular 
technology—the context in which it 
was done—was new. The ‘disruptive’ 
component of the innovation was the 
fact that someone challenged the status 
quo—that is, how we reserved railway 
tickets and (fortunately!) asked the 
question: ‘Why can’t it be done like 
this?’”

Panikkar puts things in a more 
holistic perspective. He says, “It 
depends on what you define as 
‘disruptive.’ If you look at things from a 
social, cultural or political context, any 
technology that changes the way human 
beings relate to each other and their 
environment is potentially disruptive. 
Admittedly, this includes pretty 
much all technologies that change the 
way humans conduct their normal 
tasks. However, some technologies 
being only incrementally ‘improved’ 
or ‘different’ are less likely to seriously 
disrupt society as opposed to others 
like the automobile, cell phones, the 
Internet or television that seriously 
affect the way human discourse and 
engagement is conducted.”

No time limits, as long as it 
disrupts! 

Menon’s railway reservations 
example highlights that there is no 
specific timeframe attached to the word 
‘disruptive’. Panikkar agrees as he says, 
“Some technologies (not markets) are 
insidious and create change over a long 
period of time. Others do so as soon 
as they enter the market.” Sarma adds, 
“Some technologies take time to reach 
and appeal to markets, while others 
don’t. But volumes and users over time 
are a sure fire indicator of a disruptive 
technology.” 

Evidently, every technology has 
a life cycle during which it can turn 
disruptive whenever a radical usage is 
found for it. 

However, Ehsan emphasises 
that a technology can be termed 
disruptive only if it overthrows 

 “Sometimes, 
companies willingly 
encourage disruptive 
innovations that carry 
an inherent danger of 
cannibalising existing 

cash cows, since it is better to 
cannibalise your own products, 
than have a competitor come in 
and do so.”

PVG Menon, president & CEO, 
VANN Consulting Pvt Ltd
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existing technology and isn’t just an 
update/upgrade to its predecessor. 
For instance, Sarma points out that 
when Sony launched its Walkman, 
it was hailed as disruptive. It 
allowed people to walk around with 
personalised music. The iPod followed, 
which did not restrict music to what 
stores offered. You could choose 
what to listen to, from a larger spread 
distributed across the Net. This became 
disruptive, as it dislodged the Walkman 
that offered only pre-packaged content 
that was often not entirely your choice. 

Now, we witness adaptations to 
the iPod. The host of accessories, 
like car adaptors, desktop speakers, 
etc—all of which Menon says build on 
the core technology of the iPod—are 
not disruptive, though the iPod was. 
These add-ons are merely incremental 
innovations that help sustain a 
technology, and consolidate a market 
position. Further, he explains, these 
“…need not be only from within the 
company, but from a larger eco-system 
that will play off the same product. 
As an example, Microsoft Windows 
was very disruptive in terms of exactly 
how users interacted with a PC, but it 
succeeded in no small measure due to 
the fact that Microsoft had also signed 
on a large number of other software 
companies who wrote applications 
on top of Windows. A good question 
to ask would be whether Windows 
alone—without Wordstar and Lotus 
1-2-3—would have been the smash hit 
it is today?”

Disruptive forever?
Does a disruptive technology hold 

its title forever? Ehsan points out, “In 
our fast-paced era of development, 
where innovation is the order of 
the day, no technology can remain 
disruptive forever. Sooner or later, 
a disruptive technology is disrupted 
by yet another. In this scenario, a 
technology manages to stay disruptive 
only until it gets fully commercialised, 

till its product lines mature and there 
is another technology ready to offset 
it.” For these reasons, he cites, “The 
most important aspect of a disruptive 
technology is the timeframe it takes 
to commercialise it in the particular 
market, across different verticals.” 

Panikkar explains, “Once 
the market or society accepts or 
adapts to the new technology, it 
defines the way things happen. This 
makes it mainstream until the next 
(new) technology arrives to disrupt the 
environment again.”

Low-end or new-market 
disruptive technologies

In common understanding, 
disruptive innovations are broadly 
classified as being either low-end 

or new-market oriented. Low-end 
innovations are aimed at an entire 
segment of consumers hitherto ignored. 
Sarma does not really classify any 
disruptive technology as low-end, 
saying, “It is essentially mass market. 
It need not be ‘low-end’, though 
variations of the technology may be 
low-end, but it is more a price issue 
than a serving issue. For instance, if 
technology to take someone to the 
moon and back, in a week, is provided 
at a million dollars per head, it is not 
disruptive. But if a technology allows 
one to go to the moon and back for 
$1000, you have made it disruptive.”

In contrast, new-market disruptive 
innovations are somewhat trickier, as 
these are aimed at filling the lacunae 

that existing technology fails to address. 
A new-market disruptive technology 
may also evolve by constantly moving 
upmarket through performance 
improvements rendered by incremental 
innovations. In this case, the upgraded, 
evolved technology is acknowledged 
as disruptive, as this is what eventually 
captures the highest market share.  

Challenging the status quo 
Menon explains the impact of 

disruptive technologies with the help 
of the concept of camera-phones, 
saying, “Till they arrived on the scene, 
cameras were always things that gave 
you precise photographs and using 
a camera meant a certain amount of 
care, control and expense.” However, 
he continues, “Camera phones 

fundamentally changed the paradigm. 
They traded clarity for ease-of-use and 
multi-function capability to an existing 
device. The advantage of having a 
single device that enabled you to snap 
a picture wherever and whenever you 
wanted, and message/e-mail it via 
MMS or a PC, meant that the whole 
paradigm of picture taking and sharing, 
changed.”

For this reason, Menon says that 
the simplest way to determine whether 
or not a technology is truly disruptive 
is to check whether it challenges the 
status quo in any way. Ehsan believes 
disruptive technology could be low-
margin or a huge project, and is more 
likely to open up an existing market 
and create new avenues within it. For 

 “Disruptive 
technology 
can come from 
anywhere—garages 
or billion dollar 
labs.”

Ashok Panikkar, director, Meta-
Culture, Centre for Conflict 
Transformation and Dialogue
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The Voice of the People

Do you truly believe that 
certain technologies can be 
earmarked as disruptive?

Of the plethora of technologies that are developed, only some go on to be ‘disruptive’, changing the way we live. 
On behalf of ‘i.t.’, Charu Bahri asked a few IT and media professionals whether there was any substance behind the 
concept of ‘disruptive technology’ or just a lot of marketing hype. 

Is disruptive technology for 
real, or just a fancy name?

“I feel that disruptive technology is not a 
fancy name; it stands true in the world today. 
But also, as technology is the brainchild of 
human beings, to call it ‘disruptive’ is unfair. 
Any technology by itself is neutral; it is the 
user and the use it is put to that makes it 
constructive or disruptive. So instead of talking 
about disruptive technologies, we should 
emphasise user (preferences).” 

—Dipti Agarwal

“There is no such thing as ‘disruptive 
technology’ at the point of invention or 
development of the technology. It becomes 
‘disruptive’ only when its near-universal 
adoption substantially changes either our 
lives or the way we do business. Thus the 
disruptive element of any technology is known 
only after its adoption. While from a corporate 
perspective, every company with a technology 
orientation seeks to develop, deploy or 
participate in a ‘disruptive’ technology, the 
fact that its disruptive nature and capability 
is unknown at the point of investment of time 
and resources, renders this objective fraught 
with immense risks of failure. 

“While the risk of failure of development 
or deployment is both known and largely 
controllable internally, and can be alleviated 
through enhancement of technological and 
capital investment, the much bigger risk of 
predicting universal acceptance by the market, 
and the impact on society and business is 
largely external and completely unknown to 
the company. There are numerous examples of 
technological inventions and innovations being 
made by companies and individuals, wherein 
the inventor has been unable to predict the 
acceptability of the invention and hence been 
unable to exploit the invention’s commercial 
value. The commercial value has often been 
realised by a subsequent innovator, who has 
adopted the invention or innovation a few 
years later, when the market was intellectually 
in a more responsive state.” 

—Jayant Tewari

The respondents 
Name Designation / Organization

Mudassir Ehsan Business development manager – Middle East Consulting 
Practice, Frost & Sullivan

P V G Menon President & CEO, VANN Consulting Pvt Ltd

Ashok Panikkar Director, Meta-Culture, Centre for Conflict Transformation 
and Dialogue

Sanjeev Sarma CEO, OSMOS Multimedia Pvt Ltd.

Jayesh Tewari Independent outsourced CFO to small and medium 
technology companies, Bangalore

Dipti Agarwal Founder, ManPower Mining

Ramanathan Seshan CTO, Nautanki.tv

Sanjiv Swarup President, Synergy Consultants

Kurien Mathews Director, TBWA India

When can a technology be 
called ‘disruptive’?

“Innovation can be termed disruptive when 
it disrupts! Examples are, snap-on assembly 
as contrasted to old-style nuts and bolts 
style assembly, Nokia looking at its phone 
devices as a computer, eDeskonline looking 
at operating systems without any hang-ups of 
physical platforms, and programmers hacking 
their WII remote consoles to help them 
become wireless DJs.” 

—Sanjiv Swarup  

“At TBWA, disruption basically means 
challenging convention. It could be in daily 
life, or in a specific technology or business. 
Disruption is a tool we use to get a ‘larger 
share of the future’ for our clients, by changing 
the rules of the marketplace.” 

—Kurien Mathews

“Disruptive technology is one that leaves 
you with no option but to dump the existing 
set up or process and migrate to something 
totally new. There is usually a lot of resistance 
to disruptive technologies, especially if what 
they seek to replace has got a mass following 
or customer base. A disruptive technology 
has to offer the end user or consumer a 
significantly better performance for it to 
succeed because there is no reverse migration 
path.” 

—Ramanathan Seshan

Yes 100%

No 0%

Yes 100%
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expectations. Simultaneously, he says, 
“Large companies find it difficult to 
capitalise on the potential efficiencies, 
cost-savings, or new marketing 
opportunities created by low-margin 
disruptive technologies.” Hence, the 
latter are often mistakenly dismissed 
for their value or for being contrary 
to current company goals. But, as the 
technology matures, it establishes its 
position as a disruptive technology and 
giant companies rapidly lose market 
share.

Though well-founded, Christensen’s 
viewpoint is not a given. Sarma 
points out that Sony and Apple 
are well known for their disruptive 
technologies, yet neither are garage 
set-ups. Menon cites the examples of 
Diamond Multimedia that made a 
lot of money as the first company to 

introduce an MP3 player and Apple, 
which became a great money-making 
machine after the first Apple Mac was 
released. However, he also agrees with 
the premise that “…smaller start-ups 
are likely to come up with disruptive 
innovations, as these have a vested 
interest in challenging the status quo—
they are not its participants. Larger 
companies often benefit from the status 
quo and hence are less likely to look 
benevolently at ideas which threaten 
existing revenue streams.”

Ehsan partially endorses this as he 
says that a small company with a new 
technology will look for funding to 
compete with its larger competitors. 

example, he says WiMax is a disruptive 
technology, but it requires huge 
investments based on the predicted 
market changes when it gets completely 
commercialised. 

Making the news
Panikkar thinks that creating 

awareness of shifts, whether at a social, 
environmental or market level, can 
bring about transparency; it can also 
demystify processes and help us make 
more informed decisions.

If you think of it, the Walkman 
came from Sony and Apple introduced 
the iPod. These facts are well known. 
But Menon asks, “Did you know that 
Nokia sells more cameras (in phones) 
than ‘traditional’ camera makers like 
Nikon, Pentax, etc?” He feels that it 
“…isn’t really necessary for the world 
at large to recognise and pin-point a 
technology as disruptive. In the current 
example, the status has not been 
achieved because of Nokia’s inherent 
skill as a camera maker—which it 
originally was not—but due to the 
disruptive innovation which arose by 
the marriage of a mobile phone and a 
camera.”

However, Sarma says the evidence 
of the technology’s disruptive status 
comes through market share. So if 
you dig deep enough, you are bound 
to know, or perhaps, as Ehsan adds,  
“Nowadays, knowing is not a question 
of choice, as the media is always 
hungry for information; so high-profile 
news cannot be kept under wraps.”

Disruptive technologies from 
large stables

Is disruptive technology more likely 
to be a product of garage set-ups? In 
his book, Christensen says that large 
corporations work better at sustaining 
technologies, as this process requires 
an in-depth knowledge of the target 
market—which if you think of it, they 
can afford to survey—and hence evolve 
their technology according to consumer 

“A technology can 
be termed disruptive 
only if it overthrows 
existing technology 
and isn’t just an 
update/upgrade to its 
predecessor.”

Mudassir Ehsan, business 
development manager—Middle 
East Consulting Practice, Frost 
& Sullivan

However, disruptive technologies can 
come out of anywhere—companies, 
R&D labs, universities, garage set-
ups, etc. His take is, “Most disruptive 
technologies come from universities 
or technology transfer offices, which 
usually get absorbed by large MNCs 
who acquire them at huge cost by the 
transfer of patents.” Panikkar agrees 
and says, “It (disruptive technology) 
can come from anywhere—garages or 
billion dollar labs.”

Menon also adds, “Sometimes, 
companies willingly encourage 
disruptive innovations that carry 
an inherent danger of cannibalising 
existing cash cows, since it is better to 
cannibalise your own products yourself, 
rather than have a competitor come in 
and do so.”

It is all in the name
There appears to be a lot behind 

the concept of disruptive technology. 
But some critics frown on the concept, 
saying that it is just a matter of fancy 
names—any workable innovation 
with a sound marketing plan could be 
called disruptive. Menon disagrees and 
sticks to his statement that the term 
‘disruptive’ is ascribed to technology 
that fundamentally changes our mode 
of interaction or the solution itself.

Sarma believes it is a matter of 
perspective. He says, “Disruptive 
technology is all about taking a product, 
making it simple enough for anyone and 
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everyone to use, and bringing it to the 
common person. Of course, marketing, 
production and all other plans are 
required to support its growth—else the 
product will remain with a select few, 
and will really not be disruptive.”

Ehsan thinks disruptive 
technologies are real, as the change 

happens at the core of the business, 
which is the technology. In contrast, a 
marketing plan cannot be disruptive. 
He says, “We could package old wine 
in a new bottle thanks to an innovative 
market plan, but the bottom line 
is that the wine remains the same. 
Moreover, marketing plans can be 

countered overnight by competition 
with another innovative marketing 
plan, but the same cannot be done 
with technology. Technology planning 
is always done over a considerable 
period of time. However, technology 
and market planning are the most 
important ingredients for a good 
recipe (business plan).”

Panikkar points out, “A serious 
and sophisticated marketing plan can 
actually increase the disruption by 
replacing existing technologies and 
processes, hence triggering changes in 
discourse and engagement.”

At the end of the day, we all 
identify technologies that have a 
greater impact on our lives vis-à-
vis others. As long as we continue 
identifying these, disruptive 
technologies will keep emerging and 
changing our lives.  

“It excites people 
about possibilities, 
and converts them 
into followers and 
staunch supporters, 
to the extent of giving 

up on products that one had 
vouched for so far.”

Sanjeev Sarma, CEO, OSMOS 
Multimedia Pvt Ltd

The man who ‘created’ Windows
Believe IT or Not Nimish Dubey

nimishdubey@gmail.com

c
ontrary to 
popular belief, the 
omnipresent Windows 
operating system 
does not owe its 

existence to Bill Gates, Paul Allen or 
the development team at Microsoft. 
The man responsible for giving us 
Windows was actually a marketing 
expert called Rowland Hanson. 

Work on the operating system 
had started after Gates had seen a 
demo of VisiCorp’s software called 
VisiOn, which featured a graphical 
user interface (GUI), at Comdex, in 
1982, and had decided that Microsoft 
would also come out with a GUI-

based operating system. Gates and 
the development team referred to it 
as ‘Interface Manager’ and the name 
stuck, at least until Hanson was hired 
to develop a marketing campaign for 
the product. He was unimpressed by 
the rather geekish ‘Interface Manager’ 
and proposed that the product be 
named ‘Windows’, as the user saw a 
number of ‘windows’ on the screen 
that contained the tools and files they 
needed to work with. 

And the rest, as they love to say, is 
history. Had it not been for Hanson, 
‘IM’ would have been an abbreviation 
for an operating system rather than for 
instant messaging! 


