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Schumpeter’s theory of creative destruction argues that technological innovation 
facilitates the growth of innovative new firms and causes the demise of old-technology 
firms. But not all disrupted firms wither and die – rather, some survive and grow by 
utilizing strategic entrepreneurship. Whereas the strategic entrepreneurship of disrupter 
firms has received considerable research interest, the strategies that disrupted firms use 
to avoid elimination in a disrupted declining industry have been afforded relatively little 
attention. This paper reports on a qualitative grounded research study of firms in the 
disrupted printing industry and reveals three main strategies used by survivors: namely, 
reconfiguration of external networks; exploitation of the untapped potential of intangible 
assets; and the rebalancing of legacy product exploitation and new product exploration. 
Propositions are developed regarding entrepreneurial strategies that disrupted 
incumbents may utilize to survive in disrupted industries. 

Introduction 

It is widely accepted that entrepreneurial activity is a 
major driver for economic growth (Capello & Lenzi, 2016; 
Huggins & Thompson, 2015). With growth as a major target 
for both practitioners and policy makers the question of 
what drives and shapes growth is a major stream in the 
strategy literature (Pirolo & Presutti, 2010; Salder et al., 
2020; Tehseen et al., 2019; Yazici et al., 2016). However, the 
environment in which growth occurs is often overlooked. 
Corporate strategy and strategic entrepreneurship research 
has tended to focus on firms operating in resource-rich en-
vironments where demand is growing (Gans & Stern, 2003) 
in dynamic and munificent high-technology markets, such 
as for electronics (Brown & Mason, 2014), biotechnology 
(Kerr et al., 2014), and digital technology (Giones & Brem, 
2017). In munificent environments, resource availability 
supports the growth of firms, and provides protection 
against competitive and environmental threats (Baum & 
Wally, 2003; Castrogiovanni, 1991). Clarysse et al. (2011) 
showed how the competitive environment enabled the for-
mation of effective resource configurations in young tech-
nology-based firms. Within such firms, operational, organi-
zational, and resource slack allows time for learning, and 
assimilation of new knowledge allows entrepreneurs to pur-
sue a more explorative approach (Neill & York, 2012). More-
over, positive external effects in such markets facilitate a 
degree of market forgiveness, such that product innovations 

can be iterated and pivoted to meet customer requirements 
(García-Gutiérrez & Martínez-Borreguero, 2016; Wood et 
al., 2019; York & Danes, 2014). 

Conversely, firms in industries subjected to technological 
disruption face environments where customer demand is 
in decline, resource acquisition is constrained, and slack 
is progressively consumed. As market demand for legacy 
products wanes, incumbent firms experience financial dis-
tress and many are forced to exit the disrupted industry 
(Schumpeter, 1934; Tripsas, 1997). Whilst the effect of 
technological change and disruption on larger firms is well 
covered in extant literature (see, for example, Christensen 
& Bower, 1995; Gilbert & Bower, 2002; Gupta et al., 2016; 
Roy et al., 2018; Vecchiato, 2017; Wang et al., 2018), rela-
tively few studies have focused on small and medium enter-
prises (SMEs) facing technological disruption that threat-
ens their survival. Beliaeva et al. (2020) looked at how 
Russian firms in a range of industries responded to an eco-
nomic crisis in 2015-16, and Llanos-Contreras et al. (2020) 
examined how family firms responded after a natural disas-
ter. Covin & Slevin (1989) considered the strategic manage-
ment of small firms in hostile environments, but the effects 
of technological disruption cause the industrial environ-
ment to become increasingly hostile as time progresses. 
Studies of real-estate brokers in Canada (Dewald & Bowen, 
2010; Osiyevskyy & Dewald, 2015) revealed resilience and 
threat response, and more recently Bodlaj & Čater (2019) 
studied the innovativeness of Slovenian SMEs facing market 
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turbulence, technological turbulence, and competitive in-
tensity. Kickul & Gundry, 2002; Freel, 2005; O’Regan & 
Ghobadian, 2005; Rosenbusch et al., 2011; and Sahut & 
Peris-Ortiz, 2014, considered innovation in the special con-
text of small firms, for example, examining the impact of 
the external business environment on the firm’s motivation 
to innovate (Liu & Yang, 2019), or on the source of innova-
tion (Gomezel & Rangus, 2018; Xi et al., 2013; Zahra et al., 
2009). While these studies focus on the response to change, 
chaos, economic crisis, and turbulence, how firms respond 
when their market is in long term decline due to technolog-
ical disruption is less-well documented. Prior research has 
centered on why firms fail, rather than on how smaller firms 
survive by employing entrepreneurial strategies, as is our 
focus here. 

Survival strategy for small firms is an increasingly im-
portant issue (Sequeira et al., 2018), particularly in an era 
of relentless technological development, causing more and 
more firms, particularly SMEs, financial distress as a conse-
quence of disruption forced by new technologies and prod-
ucts. Although some entrepreneurs are able to learn from 
failure (Jeng & Hung, 2019), the financial and psychological 
impacts of business failure on SME owners are severe 
(Shepherd, 2003; Ucbasaran et al., 2013) and the societal ef-
fects of industrial adjustment and unemployment are sub-
stantial. By studying how SMEs strategically manage the 
transition, from a position of financial peril to a position 
of ongoing profitability, this research provides novel the-
oretical contributions and practical recommendations that 
can potentially reduce the failure rate of firms and avoid 
the negative impact of “creative destruction” (Schumpeter, 
1934) on personal and societal well-being. 

This qualitative paper explores the entrepreneurial 
strategies chosen by firms that are surviving within the dig-
itally disrupted print industry in Australia. Our focus on a 
single industry allows us to avoid disparate external influ-
ences which can confound cross-industry studies. Following 
consultation with industry experts, firms were selected as 
exemplars that have practiced successful product, process, 
and business model innovation over the past decade, and 14 
of these firms agreed to participate in the study. 

In the following sections we first conduct a literature re-
view that explores innovation in SMEs and how this may 
differ in disrupted declining industries. Next, we present 
and discuss excerpts from transcripts of our case studies 
and develop research propositions. Finally, we conclude 
with implications for policy, practice, education, and fur-
ther research. 

Theoretical Background 

Technological advancement can be thought of as being 
incremental (evolutionary), or discontinuous (revolution-
ary) (Koberg et al., 2003). Whilst the former allows incum-
bent firms the opportunity to build on existing competen-
cies, the latter is disruptive, potentially rendering existing 
skills sets obsolete (Danneels, 2004; Feder, 2018; Hornsby 
et al., 2014; Yu & Hang, 2010). Disrupted firms tend to be 
inflexible in the face of radical technological innovation, 
which Hill & Rothaermel (2003) suggest can be explained 
by economic factors (linked to incentives); organizational 

factors (such as structural inertia or internal rigidities); and 
embedded strategies (such as links to an existing network 
infrastructure that restricts flexibility). The first two factors 
are more influential in larger enterprises, but the third fac-
tor is likely to be critical for SMEs disrupted declining in-
dustry (DDI). Strategic flexibility of firms is intensified by 
employing specific resource management practices (Brinck-
mann et al., 2019), and the configuration of both internal 
and external resources becomes more critical when slack is 
largely absent and resources are more difficult to acquire. 

Internal Resources 

One of the fundamentals of resource-based theory is that 
firms derive sustainable competitive advantage from the 
way in which they control both their tangible and intangible 
assets (Barney et al., 2011), with firm performance driven by 
assets that are valuable, rare and inimitable (Barney, 1991). 
Penrose (1960) spoke of organizational slack as an intangi-
ble asset, and wrote that “at all times there exists, within 
every firm, pools of unused productive services and these, 
together with the changing knowledge of management, cre-
ate a productive opportunity which is unique for each firm”. 
Internal slack constitutes a surplus of resources in excess 
of those required to simply maintain the firm (Powell & 
Baker, 2011) and these can not only act as a buffer to envi-
ronmental shocks (George, 2005) but can also foster greater 
experimentation (Nohria & Gulati, 1996); provide strategic 
agility and flexibility (Jifri et al., 2016); and have a positive 
effect on growth (Sheppard, 2018). Slack enables invest-
ment in projects that improve performance and competitive 
advantage is enhanced by building strong internal capa-
bilities that can mitigate against adverse events (De Car-
olis et al., 2009). Although firms with fewer resources are 
likely to leverage them more efficiently (Baker & Nelson, 
2005), “forcing managers to improve allocative efficiency” 
(George, 2005), incumbents in DDIs are forced into a fun-
damental re-evaluation of their utilization of employed as-
sets. 

When facing a disrupted market, some firms respond by 
focusing on improvements in operations and planning. 
Burns & Stalker (1961) described those firms as “mech-
anistic” while those that adopt a more flexible approach 
were termed “organic”. This flexibility allows incumbents 
to better cope with dynamic change. In new firms, inno-
vation is the “natural state of affairs” (Miller & Friesen, 
1982), but over time established firms may gravitate to-
wards entrenched processes which can stifle efforts to inno-
vate, such that in more mature industries the organic can 
be replaced by the mechanistic. In dynamic, disrupted en-
vironments, flexibility and adaptability are paramount for 
survival (Miller & Toulouse, 1986). When faced with shrink-
ing markets the tightening of procedures reduces analysis 
time, and process inflexibility removes the opportunity for 
experimentation. 

Knowledge obsolescence is a side effect of disrupted sec-
tors where individual skill sets can become obsolete if fo-
cused on obsolete technologies. Such knowledge obsoles-
cence reduces the firm’s stock of useful knowledge and 
hinders the firm’s absorptive capacity – i.e. its ability to ab-
sorb “new, external information, assimilate it and apply it 
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to commercial ends” (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). In DDIs, 
we can expect a surfeit of knowledge tailored to meeting a 
diminishing demand in an existing market. Within SMEs, 
knowledge acquisition is critical to building a competitive 
advantage (Argote & Ingram, 2000) and in a DDI the en-
trepreneur1 must balance the requirement to extract max-
imum benefit from existing knowledge with a requirement 
to ensure that new knowledge flows into the organization. 
At a more general resource level, the entrepreneur must 
reposition resources to explore opportunities for those re-
sources in new markets (and perhaps outside the originally-
intended use of those resources). Competency-destroying 
disruptions (Tushman & Nelson, 1990) force entrepreneurs 
to look outside their immediate skill set to acquire new 
skills. Recombining resources in new ways or finding new 
uses for existing resources opens up new opportunities 
when new resource acquisition is limited. Scarcity forces 
entrepreneurs to consider methods such as financial boot-
strapping (Winborg & Landström, 2001); social resourcing 
(Keating et al., 2014); effectuation (Sarasvathy, 2001); and 
bricolage – the use of “whatever is at hand” and applying 
new combinations of existing resources (Baker & Nelson, 
2005; Lévi-Strauss, 1966; Senyard et al., 2011; Welter et al., 
2018). 

External Resources 

A firm’s ability to create and appropriate value is criti-
cally dependent on different groups of actors that produce 
complementary products or services (Acs et al., 2017) and 
this is particularly the case with SMEs which either lack the 
resources necessary to capture the entire value chain or find 
it financially prohibitive to do so. Internal resource con-
straints force entrepreneurs to look to their network to ac-
cess new or untapped resources. Interactions with organi-
zations in the firm’s network is an enabler (Corrente et al., 
2019; Davidsson et al., 2017) or facilitator of value creation 
(de Vasconcelos Gomes et al., 2018). 

Niche expertise in a shrinking market requires entrepre-
neurs to respond either by acquiring new skills and exper-
tise, or by taking their existing expertise into new markets. 
Disrupted firms can overcome resource constraints by mak-
ing more effective use of open innovation practices, and 
drawing on resources and knowledge accessible from the 
firm’s external networks (Spithoven et al., 2013). Knowl-
edge is critical to the innovation process (Cohen & 
Levinthal, 1990) and the ability to access knowledge is a 
key reason why firms build or enter networks with other 
organizations (Huggins & Thompson, 2015). Morris et al. 
(2015) argue that high-growth ventures rely on a network 
of lesser-growth ventures to fuel growth. Social networks 
provide knowledge corridors for entrepreneurs (Sarasvathy, 
2001) and diversified networks offer entrepreneurial firms a 
major advantage (Ritala et al., 2015) as they provide access 
to a rich knowledge base. 

But in DDIs the entire industry is under threat, such that 
the firm’s immediate network is also suffering from excess 
supply of obsolete resources. If the external network of the 
firm is largely drawn from the same industry, then net-
worked organizations all face the same threats. Diversifi-
cation into networks outside the confines of the disrupted 
industry will serve to facilitate the discovery of new oppor-
tunities. Accordingly, identifying new opportunities to en-
able survival in a DDI requires vision beyond the firm’s im-
mediate network. 

Methodology 

The first step in our investigation is to understand the 
population from which our sample should be drawn (Eisen-
hardt, 1989), which in this case is the population of SMEs in 
the Australian print sector. The second step is to consider 
representativeness – not necessarily whether the chosen 
sample is representative of the population as a whole, but 
whether it exhibits the necessarily characteristic under in-
vestigation. Following Seawright & Gerring (2008), sample 
firms were selected on the basis that they were a-typical, 
extreme, deviant, influential, or most different. The re-
search team consulted with knowledgeable experts in the 
sector (drawn from equipment manufacturers, respected 
business owners and journalists) and a selection was made 
based on their apparent success in the face of disruption. 
The research focused on observational techniques drawing 
heavily on Yin’s (2003) approach. Data was collected in a se-
ries of interviews, each lasting between one and two hours. 
The structure was open-ended with questions aiming to re-
veal the major strategic decisions made by the senior man-
agement team. The interviewer explored the influencing 
factors affecting decisions, and depth of storytelling was 
prioritized over disparate data collection. Structure was 
provided by an overall guidance protocol. A grounded-the-
ory approach was taken with an aim to produce knowledge 
by collecting facts that provide the basis for induced theo-
ries. The research emphasizes how and why entrepreneurial 
strategies are made in context (Welter et al., 2018) using an 
interpretivist approach. 

Each interview was transcribed by the authors, offering 
the opportunity to learn and reflect after each event. Ana-
lyzing the language used after each company visit also of-
fered the chance to revise some questions for subsequent 
meetings. Following each interview, in-depth reviews took 
place within the co-author team, enhancing the opportu-
nity for reflection and to view issues from an alternative 
perspective. Logging the actions taken by firms enabled the 
research team to triangulate commonalities and observe 
similarities in approach. 

A manual coding approach was adopted, beginning with 
open coding and gradually moving towards selective coding. 
Following Flick’s (2006) pattern of analysis, the coding be-
gan with more abstract concepts (e.g. “what are the un-

For convenience of exposition we refer to the owner-operator of the SME as “the entrepreneur” to distinguish between firm actions and 
the owner-manager’s decisions. Small firms often exhibit the “upper echelon” effect (Hambrick & Mason, 1984), where the firm effec-
tively acts in the way that the senior management (or the owner-operator) determines it should act. 
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Figure 1. Linkages between open-coding and four major concepts 

derlying decision-making processes at play?”), then evolv-
ing into more concrete concepts (e.g. “what strategies are 
being employed by the entrepreneur in this situation?”). 
Open-coding – based on keyword analysis – identified four 
abstract concepts predominant in interviewees’ comments 
(see Figure 1). Multiple connections were identified from 
keywords to each of the four abstract concepts. 

Linkages were built as relationships between concepts 
emerged, and patterns and themes began to solidify follow-
ing the sixth interview. By the twelfth and fourteenth in-
terviews, clear similarities emerged, showing a convergence 
around three overarching strategies. With these four ab-
stract concepts in mind, further analysis of the keywords 
showed that interviewees’ strategic responses to disruption 
coalesce around five major themes. These themes were sub-
sequently developed into research proposals that may be 
tested in subsequent research to build new corporate entre-
preneurship theory2. 

Findings 

The printing industry has undergone major disruption 
over the past several decades. The digitalization of the sup-
ply chain with the advent of desk-top publishing funda-
mentally altered the way these firms interact with their 

customers. Process flows were re-invented and core skills 
re-evaluated. Demand for print-on-paper fell as the distrib-
ution of information shifted to digital formats. But despite 
declining industry production volumes and the falling num-
ber of print firms (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016), 
some firms continue to flourish and the uses of print are 
multiplying as print is applied to an ever-increasing diver-
sity of substrates3. Within such a disrupted market, entre-
preneurs are constantly forced to look for new opportunities 
to innovate4. 

“Back in 1992, under 1% of your work came in digitally. 
By the year 2000, it would have been 75% came in dig-
itally. That has now progressed to more or less 100%, 
99.9% in 2018.” [I] 

“In the early 2000s – you know – if we sent out 250,000 
pieces in the mail, the phones would ring off the hook. 
If we sent them out today, we wouldn’t get a phone call 
– that’s how much it has changed. So it’s quite stagger-
ing when you think of it.” (L) 

“Just offering a copy or offering a print service doesn’t 
look at what the clients need to [do] and what their 
problems are … What are you going to be doing? You 
just going to be selling on price. So you have to look for 
what the new technology allows you to do.” [I] 

This sample size compares favorably with similar qualitative studies conducted by Eisenhardt (1989), Grégoire et al. (2010), Ashworth 
(2012), and Kirtley & O’Mahony (2018). 

Recent developments in printing technology has seen innovations such as raised surface printing (for example, for use by the partially 
sighted) as well as textured printing (for example, in the production of more authentic reprints of works of art). Other growth areas in-
clude packaging, and printing on different substrates including wood, metal, & film (for “wrapping” items, buildings, and vehicles). 

In the following quotes, the identity of the respondent involved is indicated by the letter in brackets following the quote. 

2 

3 

4 
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Traditionally, many SMEs operating in the sector have 
relied on technical advances made by their suppliers to 
drive their innovation. However, supply-side product devel-
opment has stagnated in recent years. As a result, entrepre-
neurs have not only suffered demand-side disruption (with 
the shift to digital media) but also supply-side atrophy, with 
a reduction in the frequency of innovative solutions from 
suppliers. 

“I think the manufacturers are lost. There’s nothing. 
Photography-wise, we’re better than them in some 
ways. We’re not as exciting as film was. It’s so con-
trolled … All those camera sales are flat now and slid-
ing. And they’re all looking around saying what do we 
do next?” [A] 

SMEs relying on technical innovation created upstream 
have built an unhealthy dependency on upstream technical 
innovation, particularly in print machinery and supplies. 
Downstream printers concentrated more on how to best uti-
lize new production equipment rather than on developing 
internal skills and capabilities in innovation, or systems to 
foster innovation built on factors other than the procure-
ment of new plant and equipment. 

“They are not doing anything to save themselves be-
cause they are used to be being fed by Fuji and Kodak.” 
[A] 

An offshoot of this practice of chasing the latest (sup-
plier-provided) printing machine has been a tendency to 
look for new supply inputs, beyond just the latest version 
of printing machines. Whilst most rely on supplier inno-
vation, others adopted a more independent approach and 
have made intentional strategic decisions to engage in in-
ternal innovation. 

“The trick in our industry is to become aware of this 
product and to offer this to clients and charge a pre-
mium before everyone else just makes it mainstream…. 
it’s utilizing the technology that’s out there to keep 
yourself up with what people might be doing.” [M] 

As markets fragment, this has actually opened opportu-
nities for diversification and specialization. Firms, such as 
those managed by M, operate at the front end of product 
innovation – searching for new substrates, new inks, and 
new printing methods. Their expertise in finding new ap-
plications has become their point of difference, and the ac-
tual printing may be outsourced to other printers hungry for 
work. 

Ambidexterity 

In a DDI, the pool of similar customers to supplement 
the falling demand of existing customers is a shrinking one. 
Resource constraints and risk aversion can discourage en-
trepreneurs from pursuing all but the safest opportunities. 
Retreating to one’s core competence and searching for a 
competitive advantage in quality, or ever-shorter lead 
times, are options pursued. In such an environment, our re-
search reveals SMEs extracting maximum value from exist-
ing relationships and sees them invest in process improve-
ments that increase production flexibility and reduce lead 

times. But such incremental innovations can only have a 
limited effect within the context of a DDI. Exploring within 
pre-existing markets and within pre-existing networks can 
result in failure to discover more rewarding alternatives. 
Successful entrepreneurs in our sample have invested more 
widely in this explorative process to enhance their ability to 
discover new opportunities. 

Deprived of the benefits of operating within more munif-
icent markets, successful entrepreneurs have also restruc-
tured their external environment to access resources un-
available within the boundary of their own firm. In focusing 
on extracting maximum value from key customers, expand-
ing up or down the value chain has expanded the reach 
of the firm into new networks. The creation of these new 
networks has proved critical for survival and expansion. If 
a firm’s network is not refreshed and previous clients op-
erate on a trajectory of gradual decline, the firm will also 
decline. Hence, building on their opportunity-recognition 
skills, successful entrepreneurs reconfigure their networks 
as a way of absorbing innovative ideas not only from their 
suppliers, but also from their customers, such that an exter-
nal influence becomes a source of inspiration. 

Some of the entrepreneurs sampled in this research 
moved to work more closely with firms in the retail sector, 
which has also been disrupted by digital innovation (on-
line commerce) and is seeking new print-based products to 
attract customers back to their bricks-and-mortar stores. 
Meeting this demand has necessitated both process innova-
tion (e.g. increased production flexibility), and product in-
novation targeting the point-of-sale (POS) market. Leverag-
ing the flexibility offered by recent production machinery 
acquisition, firms’ print offerings are changing from print-
ing ink on paper to fabrication with ink (using more rigid 
substrates that can be erected as displays, creating textured 
products from ink, etc.). 

Augier & Teece (2009) argue that competitive advantage 
is built on a mastery of a three-stage process of continuous 
innovation, namely identification, exploitation, and threat 
management. In line with their first stage of continuous in-
novation, successful entrepreneurs develop a capability to 
sense new opportunities. 

“The way that we’ve evolved is that we’ve had to 
change, not to just the market shifts but also the mind-
set of staff. You can’t keep just hitting the same. Our 
staff don’t do the same job every day that they used to 
do. They are having to do multi-tasking … The type of 
work that we are getting in, you just can’t say, ‘This is 
all I do, just this’. Those days are gone.” [G] 

The second stage is their capacity to exploit opportuni-
ties – mere investment in new machinery is insufficient. 
The firm must master the capabilities of the machine, turn 
ideas into prototypes and bring these to the attention of 
customers. And finally, the firm must develop a capacity 
to manage threats – in other words, by managing the re-
sources it has available within its network as well as within 
the confines of the firm. 

“Every 18 months we have a change with the type of 
work we are doing … the customers stay the same but 
the type of work really changes.” [E] 
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The need for continuous innovation to create a sustain-
able competitive advantage forces entrepreneurs to find a 
balance between exploiting existing opportunities and ex-
ploring new opportunities, i.e. ambidexterity (Lubatkin et 
al., 2006). When market demand falls, risk avoidance can 
induce entrepreneurs to allocate promotional and other re-
sources to existing customers. An over-concentration on 
trying to exploit potential revenue streams from largely un-
differentiated legacy products can result in severe price 
competition. As demand diminishes, industry peers tend to 
offer discounts to “buy” business to utilize excess capacity 
on existing machines with high monthly repayment costs. 
Investment in process innovation is a way to overcome this 
and maintain close linkages to customers’ ordering and in-
ventory control systems. 

Accordingly, finding the balance between investment in 
new product development for new customers and invest-
ment in process efficiencies to extract maximum value from 
existing customers is a critical balancing challenge for en-
trepreneurs. Entrepreneur E has invested in process inno-
vation such that his company becomes a virtual division 
within his customer’s business – enabling visibility 
throughout the supply chain for customers, right inside his 
business. 

“We’ve … put templates online for those guys that they 
can update – so all the artwork – and they can become 
part of our process which is good for them because they 
get that IT backing, just to help with their warehousing 
and their distributions.” [E] 

Previously, the informal nature of procurement systems 
in the market meant that entrepreneurs would find that a 
change in a client firm’s purchasing manager resulted in 
the new manager’s preferred print supplier winning sub-
sequent contracts. Increased interlinkages with customers’ 
order processes enable a degree of insurance from changes 
in procurement personnel. These barriers to the erosion of 
a competitive edge are built by increasing clients’ switching 
costs (Burnham et al., 2003; Klemperer, 1987). 

“They’re so tied in with our processes now you probably 
call them a captured client. I mean, we really look after 
them but they’ve become part of our process. And 
there’s a couple of customers like that here they all kind 
of rely on us to fulfill that need for them. We do it 
quickly and make it easy for them.” [E] 

In such new niches, production quantities are small with 
unit profitability higher, so building barriers to entry pre-
sents increased difficulties. Capturing customers in the 
market for these products is more challenging than with 
legacy products, and repeat business is less predictable and 
sales revenue more unstable. Customers expect suppliers to 
provide a consistent and constant stream of product inno-
vation. For E, building this product innovation ability has 
been a purposeful strategy. Entrepreneur E aims to create 
an innovative engine in the firm to develop concepts and 
ideas. 

“I come to them with a concept and explain it. And 
what I explain… they’ll come back with something far 
better.” [E] 

Under this segmentation, E is strategically tailoring in-
novative solutions – product or process, or in some cases 
both – to specific customers or specific market segments. 
New customer acquisition costs are typically high for SMEs, 
and more so in a DDI, so extracting maximum value from 
existing customers is a priority. 

“If you can do a hundred percent of a customer’s print 
run, it means less money that you’ve got to spend on 
generating new customers. So you might do 5% of their 
work, to get another 20% of their work. The cost factor 
is very minimal compared to where you need to gener-
ate new customers.” [K] 

Whether the point of difference is in innovative product 
designs [e.g. M] or in process integration [e.g. E], finding the 
balance within a resource constrained environment is criti-
cal. The foregoing discussion suggests Proposition 1: 

Proposition 1. A strategic mix between mass-produced 
legacy products, at relatively low margins, and short-pro-
duction-run new products, sold with higher margins, offers 
firms a route to mitigate the negative effects of market dis-
ruption. 

Cross-pollination 

Process innovation strategies are well suited to formal 
supply chain operational systems, but less well suited to in-
formal systems. At the level of the SME, business-to-busi-
ness operations may not necessarily be based on formal 
procedural approaches and instead may be more ad hoc in 
nature. Outsourcing can be used to fulfill customer demand, 
particularly if based on products outside the core compe-
tence of the firm. The case results reveal that in such a sit-
uation, firms draw on external network resources as a way 
of overcoming internal skill deficiencies. Customers may 
choose a supplier based on their ability to deliver creative 
products, which in turn can result in the proceduralization 
of order systems which delivers further opportunities at a 
later stage. As a result, innovative product development can 
create opportunities for subsequent process-driven innova-
tions: 

“You ring up a customer and say I’m just selling print 
and they’re just not interested. It’s not innovative. It’s 
not different. No wow factor about it. But if you can 
show them some photos of some ‘out there’ point of 
sale that we’ve been doing, they go all, ‘I love that’. And 
you go in and talk about that. But you can lead into 
more the mass-produced stuff.” [F] 

This strategy required the identification of a creative 
point of difference. 

“We used to have a machine …. which was the only dig-
ital printing machine at the time which could do metal-
lic colors … and the agencies loved it. The number of 
customers that I got off the back of that was just un-
believable. You’ve just got to have one point of differ-
ence.” [F] 

Furthermore, where some firms have concurrent income 
streams, these can work in parallel to generate business for 
partner streams. Entrepreneur L has expanded his business 
beyond its initial print-focused core to add wider software 
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capabilities. This has enabled him to offer digital marketing 
as well as more traditional direct marketing services. But it 
is the interlinkage between the two that drives sales. 

“We can communicate to a database through multiple 
different channels. So when we go in to pitch to that, 
we say, oh and by the way, we also have print solutions. 
So then we’ll talk about print.” [L] 

Entrepreneur K’s firm operates two divisions, each gen-
erating opportunities for the other. 

“Once we started the packaging side that was a stand-
alone business. Both of them have separate profit cen-
ters. So they have to generate their own income out of 
it and you’ve got to work with both of them. Simul-
taneously. There are a lot of opportunities that come 
from the packaging side to the print side. So we deal 
with [firm name redacted] and they may use promo-
tional stuff, magazines brochures, that sort of stuff. So 
that’s where the print side picks it up.” [K] 

Entrepreneur K has seen the benefits of this cross-polli-
nation and is now expanding his company’s capabilities into 
a third product sector. 

“So having the wide format [printer] now give us the 
ability to do signage. That sort of stuff. But it also gives 
us the ability to tap into markets that we would not 
have been able to tap into before which will then pick 
up the work for the offset side as well.” [K] 

For some entrepreneurs, these new product offerings are 
little more than a marketing tool. Entrepreneur I described 
how offering 3D printing to potential customers was a way 
to position his company as working at the leading edge of 
the sector, aware that timing of that leap into a new tech-
nology is critical. 

“But at the moment [3D printing] also a very good point 
of difference for us. At the moment it’s a marketing 
tool. There’s a fine balance between … the leading edge 
and the bleeding edge. The bleeding edge is when 
you’re not getting a return on the money that you in-
vested because the clients - even though the technol-
ogy is good – the clients aren’t with you.” [I] 

Where new resource acquisition is a high-risk strategy, 
investment in highly flexible resources is a strategy that can 
help mitigate against this risk. This suggests Proposition 2: 

Proposition 2. Agile organizations facilitate the cross-
pollination of ideas, skills and opportunities. Innovative 
product development can create opportunities for subse-
quent process-driven innovations. 

Rebalance between Tangible and Intangible 
Resources 

Historically, the printing industry has had a highly 
skilled and specialized workforce. Apprenticeships for type-
setters, sign writers, and lithographers were long and ardu-
ous. Digitization rendered many of these skills obsolete and 
the focus of the printing process shifted from manual dex-
terity to creativity and process control as the role of the op-
erator progressively diminished. But in more recent times, 
the fragmentation of consumer demand is necessitating a 

shift in emphasis again, from accurate reproducibility to 
product creativity. Newer machines are now more like arti-
san’s tools, and a further locus of product innovation can 
be added to digital input – i.e. the way the machine is used. 
Unleashing the creative skills in employees is a means by 
which SMEs can maximize the utilization of key intangi-
ble assets – i.e. the creativity of their own workforce. This 
is causing a shift in the source of competitive advantage, 
from monopoly power and the ownership of tangible assets 
(for example, multi-million dollar offset printing presses) to 
inimitable intangible assets like the skills and knowledge to 
provide a stream of innovative new products (Kyläheiko et 
al., 2011). To meet market demand for shorter print runs, 
investment has shifted from offset printers to more flexible 
production equipment, and consequentially process inno-
vation has enhanced the service offering through reduced 
lead times. Focusing on these intangible assets, successful 
entrepreneurs in this sample have developed conscious and 
intentional strategies to foster flexibility in product and 
process innovations. 

Typically, SMEs work within resource-constrained envi-
ronments (Baker & Nelson, 2005), but within DDIs this is 
often compounded by the difficulties of acquiring new re-
sources. Accessing resources can be done in a formal sense, 
through the creation of joint ventures; or informally, 
through the process of subcontracting or even ad hoc by 
more opportunistic means, when required. Entrepreneur E 
described a number of joint ventures geared towards the 
production of specific printed products using specific tech-
nologies – for example, offset, or label printing. This ap-
proach was particularly useful when investment in produc-
tion equipment was extremely expensive – it was a way of 
spreading risk and pooling market access. Entrepreneur L’s 
strategy was the pooling of demand to extract maximum 
value from highly expensive resources. 

“We thought about ganging up print, instead of run-
ning a sheet with one business card on it we’d run a 
sheet with 20 business cards on it, which meant we 
could drive the price down. A hub and spoke system and 
the spokes [are] the franchise system.” [L] 

This hub and spoke solution is a way in which a dispersed 
demand (both by sector and geography) can be met by a 
central printing operation. In effect, the hub outsources 
sales and marketing to in-field specialists and conversely, 
field-based companies can rely on a high print quality from 
a central hub. Such a relationship can be built on more for-
mal franchise-type relationships (as in the case with entre-
preneur L) or on a common agreement with similar (typi-
cally geographically dispersed) companies. 

“… innovation should be about more than just buying a 
new machine. … We began it because we thought buy-
ing an Indigo or equivalent for any one of us was certain 
death. However, sharing the market, having four sepa-
rate sets of customers would mean that we could pay 
for it.” [A] 

In this scenario the entrepreneur sits as a central pro-
cessing unit for knowledge gathered from his or her imme-
diate network, and it is the entrepreneur’s ability to recog-
nize the opportunity and harness the creativity and harness 
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the resources in his/her immediate network that yields a 
competitive advantage. 

“We’ve tended to attract more the innovative sort of 
customers too … They create it themselves, but they 
need our experience and knowledge and materials and 
equipment. And because we do … testing for ourselves 
as well, we tend to invent stuff that’s a bit unusual.” [E] 

However, firms in DDIs face a specific challenge in this 
area as investors hold prejudicial views on future returns 
on investment. The decline in market size and increasing 
fragmentation of demand means access to funds becomes 
increasingly challenging. Entrepreneur G explains how his 
bank rejected his application for finance by referring to a 
study detailing the demise of firms in the print industry. 

“It’s really hard. Even financing it. You go to the bank 
and they bring you a white paper on the print industry 
which is this thick.” [G] 

One way to counteract this is the choice to invest in more 
flexible equipment or the reconfiguration of existing equip-
ment. Entrepreneur A reconfigured existing resources and 
combined them in a different way to produce new products. 

“It’s modifying existing equipment to accept this [par-
ticular] paper and then building a system that would al-
low it to be printed on. …. It takes up a machine for 
half a day per week. We modified the machine but also 
the process of not following traditional paper manufac-
turers and traditional quality expectations and building 
something that’s very, very different.” [A] 

The resources battle is shifting from “hard” resources – 
like printers – to “soft” resources based on flexible machin-
ery and soft human skills like new product creation. This in-
novation web draws on the power of suppliers who develop 
flexible product machinery, the dynamics of disrupted mar-
ket demand and the collective linkages with other firms in 
the sector and beyond. The foregoing discussion suggests 
Proposition 3: 

Proposition 3. In a disrupted industry, firms that rely on 
external resources for product innovation will fare worse 
that firms than invest in internal intangible human re-
sources. 

Knowledge Management and Absorptive Capacity 

Barney (1991) highlights that the acquisition of strategic 
resources depends on the unique historical position of the 
firm – the make-up of internal expertise dictates its ability 
to exploit market opportunities. It is not only continuous 
learning processes that allow entrepreneurs to develop and 
grow (Secundo et al., 2017), but also the quality of the em-
ployees in the firm itself. Through careful staff recruitment 
and training, and by encouraging multiple skill acquisition, 
a flexible skill base and an aversion to the hiring of special-
ists (whose skill set may soon become obsolete) is one way 
in which entrepreneur E counteracts the dangers of struc-
tural rigidities. It is the ability to consistently and incre-
mentally acquire new skills that enables the firm to main-
tain a cycle of constant innovation. If disruption 
necessitates an ability to learn and acquire new skills, then 

dynamism and flexibility within the organization has con-
tributed towards longevity. Barney (1991) noted that “any 
strategy that exploits [production] machines themselves is 
likely to be imitable”. Perhaps this observation is a product 
of its time where production machinery was more inflexible 
and confined to a limited number of tasks – typical amongst 
firms where production lifespans and production runs are 
long. 

“People [employees] coming here don’t have to do an 
apprenticeship, and in two weeks we can teach them to 
use an Indigo. In two weeks, we can teach them to use 
a flatbed printer or the Konsberg. And then they’re off 
and racing and they want to do more.” [O] 

Increasingly, machinery is becoming ever more flexible 
and the ability to exploit the full potential of machinery 
very much represents a competitive advantage for the firm. 

“We have what’s called multi-tasking for all our staff. 
So when we employ them, we employ them for more 
than just one position. We employ them for three posi-
tions. So there will be an overlap with another couple 
of positions. So a small offset operator, he learns to run 
the labelling machine as well. So if the labelling opera-
tor is away, he jumps over onto that. He multi-facets on 
the Ryobi, the large press. The big press operator is also 
a binder. So there’s going to be three sets of operations 
on each operator, or each person in the organization so 
that when someone’s off we can move people around. 
Or alternatively, if we get busy, we run two 8 hour shifts 
or two 12 hour shifts depending on the need.” [K] 

Successful entrepreneurs understand that building the 
absorptive capacity of the firm is a critical way in which to 
build a sustainable competitive advantage. 

"I went to great pains to show them that through all of 
this, it would remove some of the types of work that 
they do and give them the opportunity to learn new 
skills they could leverage into something else … I fig-
ured that if I hired from within the industry, I would 
be getting the same as everybody else has. And I really 
didn’t want that. I wanted people thinking differently 
and I wanted people to bring a different perspective to 
this business. We all have enough background here. I 
just needed the different perspective on everything. Di-
versity. [O] 

Entrepreneur E actively encourages the flexibility of em-
ployees as well as the flexible use of machinery as a way of 
fostering a continuous learning process. This not only aids 
knowledge acquisition and enhances dynamic capabilities 
within the organization (through the cross-fertilization of 
skills), but also knowledge transfer and absorptive capacity 
(employees become better at learning). 

“I’ve got a large format estimator who works for me 
who keeps outsourcing stuff. Drives me nuts. I keep 
saying let’s just have a go at doing it here. Don’t send 
out to the cabinetmaker. Let’s just see how we go. And 
are we getting better and better doing that stuff.” [E] 

Entrepreneur E’s reference to cabinetmakers refers to re-
cent technological advances in flat-bed printers which allow 
for increased fabrication opportunities based on inter-
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changeable heads: the head of the printer can be inter-
changed with a device to cut rigid substrate materials, such 
as wood and plastics, into shapes that can be assembled as 
free-standing point-of-sale promotional signage. 

Successful entrepreneurs realize that empowering staff 
to experiment builds knowledge acquisition and recognize 
that “the ability of a firm to recognize the value of new, ex-
ternal information, assimilate it, and apply it to commer-
cial ends is critical to its innovative capabilities” (Cohen & 
Levinthal, 1990). 

“There’s so much hand work here. I encourage all the 
… [employees] here to have a play on the weekend. If 
they’ve got a home project they want to do, come in and 
do it. They’ll learn new processes.” [E] 

“And he came in and he looked around and he built 
some walls, and he built a desk out of this media [sub-
strate material]. He just put it all together and then he 
created all this furniture in there that he made him-
self.” [O] 

This is not to underestimate the challenge of finding the 
right balance between flexibility (ability to learn new skills) 
and expertise (ability to develop sufficient in-depth skills). 
Learning to learn is thus a critical skill for all businesses, 
but even more so where firms are using flexible production 
machinery in a dynamic market when targeting the long 
tail for sales revenue (Anderson, 2009). In a study of the 
US chemical and electronics industries in the 1960s, Cooper 
(1964) observed that “one really good generalist may be 
more effective than teams of average specialists”. Entrepre-
neur E emphasized his desire to recruit astute generalists 
and an aversion to specialists. 

“When someone is a specialist in this business it’s 
pretty dangerous because when you are a specialist you 
cannot last forever. And we’ve had a lot of specialists 
go from here over the years – just through natural at-
trition but also we’ve retrenched people that basically 
what they do doesn’t exist anymore.” [E] 

Inflexible, embedded, traditional skills and knowledge 
can themselves become a disadvantage if management 
over-generalizes from previous experience (Eisenhardt & 
Martin, 2000). Balancing the experiential with the analyti-
cal in such an environment is key to coherent and effective 
strategy creation. Furthermore, there is a blurring of the 
boundaries across business sectors as company’s knowl-
edge-acquisition skills accelerate. 

“You can never stop trying to do something else in this 
business because you will just be swallowed up … In 
a few years the only companies that sell promotional 
stuff… will be print companies.” [O] 

This suggests Proposition 4. 
Proposition 4. In a disrupted industry, selecting innov-

ative customers is critical in the process of knowledge and 
skill acquisition. 

Vertical Integration 

At a very basic level, the print production process follows 
four distinct steps. First, text and images are created. Im-

ages are then manipulated (through a process of color man-
agement) in order to convert images to a format appropriate 
for the printing process. Thirdly, ink is applied to a sub-
strate, and finally the printed output is fabricated in a way 
that meets with customer requirements. Historically, these 
four processes were fragmented, with expertise required 
throughout the value chain but as technology has advanced, 
these specialized skills have gradually become obsolete and 
what was a highly differentiated supply chain has gradually 
become more functionally concentrated. This, coupled with 
fragmentation of market demand, has created opportunities 
for entrepreneurs to reconfigure their value chain to best 
service their chosen market segments. 

Entrepreneur D was forced into vertical integration be-
cause of a disruption to his supply chain. Initially his firm 
focused on initial front-end (color management) software, 
but subsequently, in-house printing became its major point 
of difference. Others have moved in the opposite direction 
– from merely a traditional, core expertise in print – adding 
upstream skills in software development and data manage-
ment. Entrepreneur L analyzed where print was used and 
has now re-framed this usage in a digital framework (for ex-
ample, tender documents). As a result, their offering to cus-
tomers has grown into a digital-print hybrid solution. 

“I think the biggest challenge the print industry has 
without doubt is the ability for those individuals to 
change their mindset from a predominantly print busi-
ness to a diversified offering, particularly in the digital 
arena.” [L] 

“What we have done has changed our whole model so 
that it’s not primarily focused on print. But it’s more 
on a collective of digital integrated marketing solutions 
which we’ve built the software for full online product 
management.” [L] 

Within the business-to-consumer (B2C) market, entre-
preneur A has also ventured downstream in search of more 
value-added services. 

“I feel they are leaving money on the table because I 
know the market wants new products. They might not 
want the old products, or the number of old products. 
But they want something. So, we built this retail space 
and did a significant increase in our pricing to handle 
this and to sell them these beautiful wooden products 
and albums and stuff.” [A] 

The unification of the value chain under one roof is also 
redefining the way knowledge is managed within the com-
pany. Process mastery is a given, and the operator now acts 
as advisor to the downstream customers. This has made 
for shortening of the supply chain with more functions in-
house and the ability of one operator to control an entire 
workflow that may have previously required the input of 
half a dozen skilled operators. 

“We did the whole creative design, put the strategy to-
gether, did the editorial, wrote it from bullet points 
from the brief, we printed a document, we printed a 
case-box that opened up – we put laser covers made out 
of timber that was etched into the timber [and] there 
was USB’s with etching into them. It was a whole pre-
sentation piece. And we turn that around in 7 work-
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ing days. From nothing and it was all done through the 
Easter break. And they were blown away. And that was 
using all the pieces that we have in the building and 
that relates back to our suppliers. Because if we didn’t 
have the laser, we wouldn’t be able to do that.” [G] 

Responses received from interviewees suggest that the 
length of the supply chain in the industry is shortening. 
Previously segmented by the need for complex skill acqui-
sition at each step of the production process, technological 
advancement means that complexities in the production 
process have been simplified. Vertical integration also al-
lows for a greater control over costs, closer monitoring of 
quality, and is a way to shorten lead times. Mastery of the 
entire process is a way of creating a competitive advantage. 

“Three years ago we put in the wide format and stitch-
ing-trimming line. So we started to vertically integrate 
the business. So anything that we were outsourcing we 
looked at the machinery that we could do internally … 
We were going to become too expensive and weren’t 
able to maintain a competitive edge. So to get that 
competitive edge and in the market you need to look at 
how to integrate your organization, so you can control 
your costs a lot better.” [K] 

“Quality is number one. You can innovate with that sort 
of stuff in a lot of cases. It’s pretty much standard ma-
chinery, so you are limited to what the machinery can 
do. But the biggest thing that I look at is quality and 
turn around.” [K] 

This research revealed that successful entrepreneurs aim 
to become experts in their customers’ needs, rather than 
experts in a particular skill set. 

“What we are trying to do as a business – and I guess 
most of these businesses are trying to do – is to consol-
idate all of their clients and give them more of an offer-
ing.” [O] 

These findings suggest Proposition 5. 
Proposition 5. In a disrupted industry, skill acquisition in 

related vertical markets is key to enhancing customer ser-
vice and speeding time to market and this process is more 
beneficial to sales growth than outsourcing production to 
external networks. 

Discussion 

As shown in Figure 2, we were able to triangulate the 
strategies employed by firms and our findings show a con-
vergence towards three major strategies – namely, the re-
configuration of existing ecosystems or the creation of new 
ecosystems; a concerted effort to exploit previously un-
tapped, dormant intangible resources; and a rebalancing of 
the exploration vs exploitation dichotomy. However, these 
strategies are not independent of each other. Our research 
proposals identify actions taken by successful entrepre-
neurs in the face of disruption. Some of these actions are 
based on multiple strategy adoptions. Entrepreneurs’ ac-
tions may address multiple strategies simultaneously which 
may or may not reinforce or weaken other actions. We 
should therefore view these strategies as sets of actions, 
some of which may interact with others. 

Figure 2. Development of research proposal from 
keyword analysis 

Ecosystem Reconfiguration 

Previously, a dynamic market was fed by innovative so-
lutions from equipment suppliers, but this is no longer the 
case. This has forced a re-examination of existing relation-
ships – both upstream and downstream – as well as the 
entire ecosystem around the organization. In this environ-
ment, successful firms recognize that a dynamic customer 
operating in growing markets can demand innovative solu-
tions from its suppliers, and this in turn drives the firm for-
ward. Resource acquisition takes on a broader meaning be-
yond merely machinery or other capital assets and begins to 
encompass the suppliers, partners and customers the firm 
chooses to work with. 

Resource Utilization and Knowledge 
Management 

Managing the skills and expertise within companies is 
critical to ensure firms develop a competitive advantage. 
The firms in our sample achieved this by a superior utiliza-
tion of resources, both tangible and intangible. If Taylorism 
focused on operational efficiency, firms in our sample fo-
cused more on operational creativity as a way of securing 
that competitive advantage. Mechanistic methods of pro-
duction are still key, but new machinery is altering the bal-
ance between operator and machine and offering creative 
operators a chance to develop innovative product solutions. 
Similarly, successful firms apply process innovations devel-
oped with one customer to others, if not all their customers. 
This is forcing a reassessment of the firm’s knowhow and 
knowledge management systems. 
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Table 1. Commonality in approach amongst successful firms in the sample 

Firm 
New Ecosystems 

Resource Optimization Exploration vs Exploitation 
Upstream Downstream Horizontal 

A • • • 

B • • • • 

C • • • 

D • • 

E • • • 

F • • • 

G • • • • • 

H • • • 

I • 

J • • • • 

K • 

L • • • 

M • • 

N • • 

Note: Examples of exact strategies have not been included in this paper to preserve the anonymity of the firms who cooperated in this research. 

Rebalancing Exploration vs Exploitation 

In non-munificent DDI environments, firms can suffer 
from a surplus of obsolete resources. If demand is falling, 
then unit costs can increase. Focusing on what you know 
best when disrupted is a path often followed with poor re-
sults. Retaining your core competitive advantage is often 
prioritized as a way of overcoming external threats. 

We have observed that when an industry is disrupted, in-
cumbent firms first tend to shift the focus of their invest-
ment to maximizing the returns from the exploitation of ex-
isting (legacy) product opportunities (perceived as “safe”) 
over investing in the exploration of innovative new product 
opportunities (perceived as "dangerous). But in a DDI, in-
cremental innovation will not likely provide the necessary 
momentum for growth – entrepreneurs must seek more 
revolutionary changes. 

We can summarize the successful strategies employed by 
firms in our sample in Table 1 and Figure 3. Almost all firms 
were actively working to reshape their ecosystems, whether 
through vertical integration or the building of new net-
works. This enabled a fuller set of skills to meet the require-
ments of a new, more dynamic customer base. Reassessing 
the source of competitive advantage, firms focused more on 
knowledge creation and knowledge management – offering 
employers more of a role in product development or ensur-
ing that process innovation developed in one part of the 
business spreads to all parts of the business. Finally, suc-
cessful entrepreneurs recognized the danger of an over-fo-
cus on legacy products and customers with declining de-
mand. Incremental innovation is insufficient to survive a 
DDI – radical exploration of new markets and new tech-
nologies is critical. 

Conclusion, Limitations, and Implications 

This study sought to discover what actions taken by en-
trepreneurs in a DDI enhanced the innovative capabilities 
of the organization and contributed to the survival of their 
firm. In choosing sample firms from a single DDI, we aimed 
to remove not only the effects of munificence, but also the 
unexplained variance due to diverse industry-specific forces 
impacting on the firms. Using an interpretive process, our 
aim has been to develop concepts from the way in which 
entrepreneurs interpret their reality. We explored how suc-
cessful firms have developed “new modes of interacting and 
organizing” (Suddaby, 2006). This study demonstrates the 
importance of a multiplicity of approaches linking market-
ing and product/process development and an evaluation of 
both internal structures and external linkages that entre-
preneurs must build to cope with rapid change. 

Of course this paper has limitations. Despite our efforts 
to select a controlled sample, we recognize that the market 
for print is diverse. Moreover, respondents were spread 
across a broad continent and were thus subject to a variety 
of local business environments. This inevitably raises ques-
tions as to the representativeness of our sample. Further-
more, is the Australian printing industry similar to other 
DDIs, such as travel agents or small retailers, and/or in 
other nations? Would a similar diversity of strategic re-
sponses also be found in other DDIs, or would causal strat-
egy configurations in our chosen DDI be similarly diversity 
in other business and social environments? 

Next, we must ask whether the implied measures of sur-
vival in this study (i.e. modest but sustained growth) are 
appropriate. Baum & Wally (2003) suggest two main mea-
sures of performance, namely growth and profitability, but 
others have indicated that organizational effectiveness can 
be measured as a combination of financial indicators and 
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Figure 3. Relationship between propositions and strategy 

operational performance. Profitability as a measure of suc-
cess overlooks the fact that business owners may use profit 
in different ways depending on many factors (reinvestment 
and write offs are just two examples). Measuring perfor-
mance based on survival and sales growth carries the im-
plicit assumption that these variables are the prime ob-
jectives of the entrepreneur. Other possible rewards could 
include psychic income (Gimeno et al., 1997), socio-emo-
tional wealth (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2011) or social develop-
ment goals (Mair et al., 2006). 

Thus there are several implications for future research 
on the entrepreneurial strategy of firms in a DDI. There 
is a need for quantitative research to test the propositions 
generated, which will require the development of relevant 
constructs and metrics to create testable, generalizable hy-
potheses from the propositions outlined in this paper. Data 
collection from the full spectrum of the print industry, and 
from other DDIs, cross-referenced with longevity and 
growth rates, would reveal whether or not the above propo-
sitions are supported in other DDIs. The firms in this study 
followed a variety of apparently equifinal pathways to con-
tinuing survival, so any subsequent analytical method must 

be able to identify configurations of strategies that each 
auger for continued survival and success. Traditional cor-
relational methods, such as multiple regression and struc-
tural equation modeling, are not designed to reveal the 
equifinality of multiple pathways to the same outcome 
(Douglas et al., 2020). Instead, fuzzy-set qualitative com-
parative analysis (fsQCA) could be utilized to inductively 
identify combinations of strategies that culminate with 
equifinality in the survival of disrupted firms (Woodside, 
2013). The fsQCA method is inductive, revealing configura-
tions of antecedent conditions in the data that are not re-
vealed by traditional methods. Within a larger sample it can 
identify several configurations, each representing a sub-
group of firms, where each configuration culminates in firm 
survival. But while this inductive method reveals the config-
urations as combinations of antecedent conditions (strate-
gies, in this case) that are consistently associated with the 
focal outcome (survival, in this case), it does not explain 
how or why those conditions interact to apparently cause 
the focal outcome – this is the task for subsequent theory 
building and empirical testing (Douglas et al., 2020). 
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