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& Musical Styles as Disruptive Innovation





Current Assets vs Fixed Assets 

consider: 

2017 Ford E-150 Van owned by General Ortiz 

2017 Ford E-150 Van owned Athens Ford



Buzzword of  the decade

Disrupt



Disruptive Innovation as illustrated  
by the Music Business

Disruptive Innovation = Disruptive Technologies

Sometimes phrased as innovator’s dilemma

Look at technology first!



state of  the art inferior

2006

$1,500 $99



Key Concepts - Disruptive Innovation 

Disruptive innovation, a term of  art coined by 
Clayton Christensen, describes a process by which 
a product or service takes root initially in simple 
applications at the bottom of  a market and then 
relentlessly moves ‘up market’, eventually 
displacing established competitors.  

  
Professor Christensen's 2-minute explanation of  
Disruptive Innovation 

http://www.claytonchristensen.com/disruptive_innovation.html 

http://www.claytonchristensen.com/disruptive_innovation.html


Because companies tend to innovate faster than their 
customers’ lives change, most organizations eventually 
end up producing products or services that are too good, 
too expensive, and too inconvenient for many 
customers.  By only pursuing “sustaining innovations” 
that perpetuate what has historically helped them 
succeed, companies unwittingly open the door to 
“disruptive innovations”. 

The Innovators Dilemma



Voce Hammond B3 simulator 

Teac 2340 series 4 track  >>>>>>>>>>>>>Professional 2 inch 24 track 
recorders  



An innovation that is disruptive allows a whole new 
population of  consumers access to a product or service 
that was historically only accessible to consumers with a 
lot of  money or a lot of  skill.  Characteristics of  disruptive 
businesses, at least in their initial stages, can include:  
lower gross margins, smaller target markets, and simpler 
products and services that may not appear as attractive as 
existing solutions when compared against traditional 
performance metrics.  

Disruptive Innovation



Travel Websites 

You do the work 
Lower quality customer service 

“Does less” 
More convenient 

Less expensive

Travel Agents 

Agent does work 
Good customer service 

“Does more” 
Less convenient 
More expensive

Disruption 1997



Home recording equipment and software 
VS 

Pro Studios 

Disruption 1978



Home recording equipment and software 
vs 

Pro Studios 

Disruption 2016



More examples of  disruptive innovation

Email  >>>>>> US Postal Service

MP3s  >>>>>>>>>>> CDs 

Home Recording Software>>>>>>> Pro Studio Equipment

Voce Hammond B3 simulator >>>>>>>> Hammond B3 Organ 

Ebook  >>>>>>> Paperback

Iphone/Android Apps  >>>>>>>>>>>Full featured Computer Software

EasyBooks  >>>>>> Quickbooks

Teac 2340 series 4 track  >>>>>>>>>>>>>Studer 24 track recorders  





• Cheaper 

• Downmarket (oriented towards poorer consumers/new or underserved markets) 

• Inferior product by technical measures 

• Simpler to use/fewer features/does less 

• Rarely created with intention to disrupt superior products 

• Consumer doesn’t care it’s not as good a product 

• It’s more convenient.

Disruptive Innovation Characteristics 
Product or Service:



• More expensive 

• Upmarket, oriented towards consumers with more money 

• Superior product by technical measures 

• Many features/Does more 

• Often becomes too complex  

• May require consumer to learn new skills

Sustaining Innovations Characteristics 
Product or Service:



What was disrupted? 

Player Piano 
Phonograph 

Radio 
Jukebox 

Cassette Tapes/8 Track Tapes 
(CDs ?) 
MP3s 

Filesharing 
Streaming

Music business technology



Player Piano 
Phonograph 

Radio 
Jukebox 

Cassette Tapes/8 Track Tapes 
CDs 

MP3s 
Filesharing 
Streaming

Did markets expand? 
Did more or less revenues result? 

In what ways were these not inferior? 
Convenience?



Disruptive Innovation/Innovators Dilemma 
as formally applied to large firms and organizations

https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/how-useful-is-the-theory-of-disruptive-
innovation/

4 steps described and a critique













Sister Sledge-  We are family

R&B/Soul/Disco1979

Nile Rodgers Bernie Edwards 
with Sister Sledge



We Are Family: 
Big production 

Major label budget 
Polished 

Dense layered arrangements 
Best session musicians 

Latest recording technology 



The Sugarhill Gang- 
Rapper’s Delight.

Sylvia Robinson 
Producer/Founder Sugarhill Records



Rapper’s Delight: 
Low budget 

Independent label 
Raw 

Simplistic arrangements 
“Samples” instead of  session musicians 

Mid-range or low budget recording technology 



Hip Hop 
“Does less” 

Cheaper to produce albums

Consumer: 
 Doesn’t care it “does less” 

Doesn’t care ensembles are smaller 
Doesn’t care that arrangements are simpler 

Doesn’t mind lower production values (to a point) 
True for all disruptive styles 



Therefore: 
Record labels embrace hip hop. 

Greater profit potential with lower recording costs. 
Re-use of  songs as “samples” gave labels a new income source.

Massive Popularity of  Hip Hop



Yes 1978 
Progressive Rock



Buzzcocks 1978  
Punk Rock







Musical Innovations as “Disruptive Innovations.”   This is the main 
reason that I like to examine disruptive technologies. 

Blues displaces Jazz 
Rock N Roll replaces Big Band. 
Rap replaces RB/ Funk/Disco 

Punk displaces stadium rock, progressive rock. 
Grunge/Alternative replaces “hair” metal. 

Outlaw country replaces Country. 

The upstart musical form is often simpler and cruder.  Fewer instruments.  
Lower production values in recording. Lower production value at 

concerts. The upstart musical form relies less on musicianship and more 
on emotion  and energy. 



The Innovators Dilemma 
Clay Christensen 

Harvard Business Review
https://youtu.be/yUAtIQDllo8

Note that in this 2015 video Christensen seems to have subtly changed his theory

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yUAtIQDllo8


Answer ELC Questions


