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“Entrepreneurship	is	celebrated	for	its	creative	dimension,	its	ability	to	make	the	world	

anew.	[It	is]	that	moment	at	which	the	‘old’	gives	way	as	possibility	emerges.”	

	(Popp & Holt, 2013, p. 9)	
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Abstract		

Growing	 environmental	 and	 social	 problems	 impose	 challenges	 on	 humanity,	 which	

become	more	and	more	difficult	to	solve.	Part	of	the	problem	is	the	economy,	but	with	all	

its	facets,	it	will	be	part	of	the	solution	as	well.	Especially	entrepreneurship	is	praised	as	

a	 phenomenon	 to	 create	 change	 and	 to	 restructure	 systems.	 The	 thesis	 analyses	 and	

discusses,	how	entrepreneurship	transforms	the	economy	through	the	initiation	of	new	

economic	cycles	and	how	it	can	be	utilized	to	create	positive	change.	The	thesis	draws	

upon	Schumpeter’s	concept	of	creative	destruction	to	conduct	a	case	study	analysis	of	

Chouinard	Equipment	(Patagonia)	and	Blue	Ribbon	(Nike).	Aligning	with	the	scientific	

consensus,	both	companies	were	able	to	create	change	through	entrepreneurship.	They	

were	able	to	tap	into	and	co-trigger	a	new	economic	cycle,	enhancing	their	success.	As	the	

nature	of	their	impact	varies,	it	was	found,	that	only	Chouinard	Equipment	(Patagonia)	

consciously	tackled	environmental	and	social	problems.	For	entrepreneurship	to	become	

a	force	of	change,	the	rise	of	new	economic	cycles	has	to	be	identified	through	occurring	

trends	 or	 innovations,	 and	 utilized	 by	 an	 entrepreneur,	who	 creates	 and	 exploits	 the	

entrepreneurial	opportunity.	However,	to	have	a	positive	impact,	the	role	and	mindset	of	

the	individual	entrepreneur	is	essential.	Education	can	foster	the	rise	of	a	new	generation	

of	responsible	entrepreneurs	who	will	become	the	needed	force	of	change.		

Key	words:	Sustainable	Entrepreneurship,	Creative	Destruction,	Schumpeter,	Patagonia,	

Nike	

	

	

	

	

	



 III 

Table	of	Content	

ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................................................... II 

TABLE	OF	FIGURES .................................................................................................................................... IV 

1. INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................. 1 

1.1. PROBLEM	CONTEXT	AND	BACKGROUND ....................................................................................... 3 

1.2. AIM	AND	RESEARCH	QUESTION ...................................................................................................... 6 

1.3. SCOPE	AND	DELIMITATION ............................................................................................................. 7 

2. CONCEPTS	IN	LITERATURE ............................................................................................................... 9 

2.1. RESEARCH	ON	ENTREPRENEURSHIP .............................................................................................. 9 

2.2. RESEARCH	ON	CREATIVE	DESTRUCTION ..................................................................................... 11 

3. THEORETICAL	FRAMEWORK ......................................................................................................... 13 

3.1. THE	CIVILIZATION	OF	CAPITALISM .............................................................................................. 15 

3.2. THE	ENTREPRENEUR ..................................................................................................................... 17 

3.3. CREATIVE	DESTRUCTION ............................................................................................................... 19 

4. METHODOLOGY ............................................................................................................................... 21 

4.1. RESEARCH	PARADIGM .................................................................................................................... 22 

4.1.1. Research	Philosophy .................................................................................................................... 22 

4.1.2. Research	Epistemology ............................................................................................................... 25 

4.1.3. Theory	Development ................................................................................................................... 25 

4.2. STUDY	DESIGN ................................................................................................................................. 26 

4.2.1. Methodological	Choice ................................................................................................................ 26 

4.2.2. Research	Strategy ........................................................................................................................ 27 

4.2.3. Research	Quality .......................................................................................................................... 30 

4.2.4. Data	Collection	and	Analysis ....................................................................................................... 31 

4.2.5. Choice	of	Case	Companies ........................................................................................................... 33 

5. EMPIRICS .......................................................................................................................................... 35 

5.1. THE	ORIGINS .................................................................................................................................... 36 

5.1.1. The	Entrepreneurs ....................................................................................................................... 39 

5.1.2. Entrepreneurial	Opportunities ................................................................................................... 41 



 IV 

5.2. THE	PROCEEDINGS ......................................................................................................................... 43 

5.2.1. Growth ......................................................................................................................................... 47 

5.2.2. Innovation .................................................................................................................................... 49 

5.2.3. Sustainability	Practise ................................................................................................................. 50 

5.3. CHANGING	PERSPECTIVES ............................................................................................................. 51 

5.3.1. The	Circumstances ....................................................................................................................... 52 

5.3.2. The	Industries .............................................................................................................................. 54 

5.3.3. Competitive	Advantage ............................................................................................................... 55 

5.4. YVON	AND	PHIL	AS	AGENTS	OF	CREATIVE	DESTRUCTION? ....................................................... 57 

5.5. UTILIZING	THE	POWER	OF	CREATIVE	DESTRUCTION ................................................................ 59 

5.6. CREATING	POSITIVE	CHANGE ........................................................................................................ 61 

6. DISCUSSION ..................................................................................... ERROR! BOOKMARK NOT DEFINED. 

6.1. CONTRIBUTION	TO	RESEARCH ...................................................................................................... 63 

6.2. LIMITATIONS ................................................................................................................................... 64 

7. MOVING	FORWARD ......................................................................................................................... 66 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................................................ I 

APPENDIX ................................................................................................................................................... VI 

	

	

Table	of	Figures	

Table 1: Themes and Codes ..................................................................................................... 32 
	

	

	

	

	



 1 

1. INTRODUCTION	

Creation	and	destruction.	Two	sides	of	the	same	coin,	one	might	think.	No	matter	where	

one	looks,	the	cycle	of	existence	is	always	being	opened	and	closed	again.	Might	it	be	birth,	

life	and	death,	flowers	sprouting,	blossoming,	and	passing	away	again,	buildings	having	

been	 erected,	 maintained	 and	 being	 deconstructed	 again	 to	 build	 something	 new.	

Nothing	lasts	forever,	except	for	continuity	of	those	universal	cycles	or	eternal	beings	and	

gods,	given	their	existence.	

Drivers	for	those	changes	are	time,	age,	weakness,	external	forces	et	alia.	Depending	on	

the	belief	or	religion,	some	people	fear	that	circle	of	life,	or	rather	the	end	of	life.	Others	

celebrate	it,	 for	example	Hinduists	believe	in	being	reborn	after	their	death,	their	soul	

transcended	 their	 presence.	 For	 them,	 dying	 and	 being	 reborn	 represents	 itself	 as	

something	to	be	excited	about.	Every	life	cycle	brings	the	Hindu	soul	to	a	higher	level	of	

existence	if	the	individual	did	well	or	in	other	words,	gained	karma	throughout	lifetime.	

Their	souls	should	learn	and	develop	with	each	iteration	and	finally	transcendent	into	the	

universe.	(BBC	Religions,	2009)	

Hinduism	even	bases	upon	the	existence	of	three	different	gods,	with	each	taking	over	

one	of	the	functions	of	creation,	upkeeping	and	destruction.	Brahma	is	the	creator	of	the	

world	and	all	its	creatures.	Brahma	is	the	son	of	Vishnu;	he	arose	from	Vishnu’s	navel	in	

a	lotus	flower.	Vishnu	himself	is	responsible	for	preserving	and	protecting	the	world.	He	

is	supposed	to	return	to	earth	in	troubled	times	to	restore	the	balance	of	evil	and	good.	

The	last	of	the	three	gods	in	the	Hindu	triumvirate	is	Shiva,	the	god	of	destruction.	Shiva	

is	supposed	to	destroy	the	world	for	it	to	be	recreated	again,	recreated	in	a	better	way.	

Destruction	is	constructive,	 it	is	for	the	better.	Shiva	also	closes	the	circle	in	the	end	of	

time,	he	is	supposed	to	perform	the	dance	of	death,	destroying	the	universe	to	make	space	

for	the	new	and	the	better.	(BBC	Religions,	2009)	

Destruction	for	recreation	can	also	be	found	in	agriculture.	In	tropical	regions	like	the	

Amazonas,	the	soil	is	poor	in	nutrients.	To	be	able	to	grow	something,	farmers	have	been	

using	 the	 method	 of	 slash-and-burn	 for	 thousands	 of	 years.	 Per	 se,	 the	 method	 is	

sustainable	and	even	contributes	towards	biodiversity:	The	flora	of	a	small	patch	is	being	
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slashed	 down,	 dried	 and	 burned	 in	 the	 rain	 season.	 The	 ashes	 serve	 as	 fertilizer	 and	

prepare	the	area	for	agricultural	use.	Farmers	then	plant	diverse	seeds	to	grow	crops	and	

continue	to	do	so	until	the	soil	is	exhausted.	The	area	is	then	left	for	regeneration	and	the	

community	moves	on	to	another	area.	Slash-and-burn	agriculture	is	sufficient	for	small,	

autonomous	populations	in	a	low-populated	area.	It	is	not	suited	to	be	scaled	and	adapted	

as	it	is	losing	its	balance	with	nature;	more	nutrients	are	being	taken	from	the	soil	than	

the	 ecosystem	 can	 recreate.	 Therefore,	 the	 method	 is	 widely	 not	 perceived	 as	 being	

sustainable	nowadays,	even	though	it	can	be	practiced	in	a	balanced	way.	Nevertheless,	

originally	 the	 method	 of	 slash-and-burn	 agriculture	 provides	 a	 good	 example	 of	

destruction	 for	recreation	being	used	by	traditional	 farmers	 in	 the	Tropics	but	also	 in	

other	parts	of	the	world.	(The	Encyclopedia	of	Earth,	2007)	

To	come	back	to	the	topic	of	the	thesis:	destruction,	the	death	of	the	existent,	is	not	bad	

per	definition,	as	the	examples	show.	Destruction	can	be	useful	for	paving	the	way	for	the	

new,	enabling	new	growth,	new	creation.	This	master	thesis	is	inspired	by	the	underlying	

question	if	start-ups	and	companies	can	create	or	tap	into	the	phenomenon	and	whether	

they	can	even	utilize	 the	concept	 to	create	change.	More	 than	ever,	we	are	 in	need	of	

positive	change	to	be	able	to	cope	with	current	and	future	problems,	regardless	of	their	

focus,	might	it	be	environmental	or	social.		

The	methodology	of	 the	 thesis	will	be	a	qualitative	case	study	analysis	comparing	 the	

companies	Patagonia	and	Nike,	both	born	in	the	1960s	and	70s	in	the	US,	from	their	start-

up	phase	on.	Patagonia	and	Nike	are	operating	in	the	apparel	and	sports	industry	and	

have	had	a	big	influence	on	their	customers,	the	environment,	and	the	market.	How	that	

influence	looks	like,	where	the	companies	differentiate	and	if	it	can	be	theorized	under	a	

cyclical	 process	 of	 destruction	 for	 recreation	 will	 be	 analysed	 in	 the	 following.	 The	

respective	focus	of	the	analysis	in	general	lies	upon	the	factor	of	having	a	positive	impact.	
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1.1. PROBLEM	CONTEXT	AND	BACKGROUND	

The	 topic	has	been	chosen,	because	rarely	has	someone’s	biography	 impressed	me	as	

much	as	Yvon	Chouinard’s,	 the	 founder	of	Patagonia.	As	a	nature	 lover	and	 ‘raw	dog’,	

Yvon	Chouinard	was	the	longest	time	of	his	life	a	nonconformist,	straying	the	forests	and	

climbing	mountains	in	the	US,	following	his	own	rules.	To	improve	the	climbing	gear,	he	

started	to	produce	his	own.	Years	followed	of	small-scale	production,	climbing	up	in	size	

and	 reaching	 a	 yearly	 growth	 that	 exceeded	 all	 expectations.	 Nevertheless,	 Patagonia	

always	managed	 to	 stay	ethical	 as	Yvon	early	on	 realized	 the	necessity	of	 sustainable	

behaviour	 and	 the	 responsibility	 companies	 carry.	 Traditional	 mountaineering	 was	

harmful	for	the	mountains	and	the	ecosystem.	Climbers	left	the	walls	with	scars,	where	

no	one	could	climb	anymore	after	a	while.	Yvon	realized	that	part	of	the	problem	were	

the	companies,	the	producers	of	gear.	And	upon	that	moment,	he	decided	to	lead	climbers	

all	over	the	world	to	more	sustainable	mountaineering	practices	by	producing	the	least	

invasive	products.		

Yvon	Chouinard	is	one	of	the	few	industrialists	and	capitalists	who	saw	his	responsibility.	

Negative	externalities	have	traditionally	not	been	perceived	as	the	problem	of	companies,	

as	long	as	it	did	not	affect	their	financial	results	or	productivity	in	the	end	of	the	year.	

Only	those	individuals	that	saw	their	own	morality	or	ethic	in	conflict	with	the	practices	

acted.	However,	capitalism	per	se	is	not	built	upon	welfare	and	ethical	norms.	Legislation	

and	 jurisdiction	 are	 filling	 that	 void	 but	 only	 in	 countries,	 where	 the	 power	 of	 these	

governmental	 institutions	 is	 big	 enough	 and	 not	 being	 undermined	 by	 agitators	 or	

bribery.	Many	risen	issues	in	the	world	can	be	attributed	to	that	lack	of	responsibility	and	

short-sightedness	in	companies	(Riera	&	Iborra,	2017).	

The	issues	that	we	are	facing	nowadays	due	to	human	actions	are	too	many	to	be	counted	

or	even	 listed	 in	 this	paragraph.	 In	1987,	 the	World	Commission	on	Environment	and	

Development	 published	 a	 250-page	 report	 about	 world	 issues	 and	 their	 suggestion	

towards	solving	them.	The	remains	the	key	publication,	that	developed	the	standards	on	

how	 to	 define	 and	 address	 global	 issues	 around	 sustainability	 and	 development	

(Kopfmüller	et	al.,	2007).	Gro	Harlem	Brundtland	led	the	publication	of	the	report	and	
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wrote	the	foreword,	where	the	following	paragraph	is	being	cited	from	a	summary	to	the	

report	and	to	issues	which	we	as	humanity	are	facing.	

“Scientists	 bring	 to	 our	 attention	 urgent	 but	 complex	 problems	 bearing	 on	 our	 very	

survival:	 a	 warming	 globe,	 threats	 to	 the	 Earth's	 ozone	 layer,	 deserts	 consuming	

agricultural	land.	[…]	Environmental	degradation,	first	seen	as	mainly	a	problem	of	the	

rich	 nations	 and	 a	 side	 effect	 of	 industrial	 wealth,	 has	 become	 a	 survival	 issue	 for	

developing	nations.	It	is	part	of	the	downward	spiral	of	linked	ecological	and	economic	

decline	in	which	many	of	the	poorest	nations	are	trapped.	[…]	But	the	"environment"	is	

where	we	all	live;	and	"development"	is	what	we	all	do	in	attempting	to	improve	our	lot	

within	that	abode.	[…]	Many	critical	survival	issues	are	related	to	uneven	development,	

poverty,	and	population	growth.	They	all	place	unprecedented	pressures	on	the	planet's	

lands,	waters,	forests,	and	other	natural	resources,	not	least	in	the	developing	countries.	

The	 downward	 spiral	 of	 poverty	 and	 environmental	 degradation	 is	 a	 waste	 of	

opportunities	 and	 of	 resources.	 In	 particular,	 it	 is	 a	 waste	 of	 human	 resources.”	

(Brundtland,	1987)	

Brundtland	continues	to	write,	that	in	order	to	address	these	problems,	we	need	to	look	

into	development	as	the	attempt	to	improve	our	systems	with	a	sustainable	approach.	

Our	efforts	need	to	address	societies,	economies	and	the	environment	at	the	same	time,	

the	triple	bottom	line	of	sustainability	to	ensure	that	no	imbalances	arise.	Core	is	also	the	

definition	of	sustainable	development	as	“[…]	development	that	meets	the	needs	of	the	

present	without	compromising	the	ability	of	future	generations	to	meet	their	own	needs.”	

(Brundtland,	1987,	p.	37).	Limits	to	our	actions	are	being	set	based	on	the	effect	on	the	

environment	and	the	ability	of	the	affected	resource	to	regenerate.	Important	is	also	the	

emphasis	on	meeting	the	needs	of	 the	present	as	 including	the	needs	of	all	humans,	no	

matter	where	they	are	from.	Poverty	is	caused	by	common,	capitalistic	practices	and	is	a	

key	 factor	 towards	 a	 sustainable	 future;	 eliminating	 poverty	 will	 also	 eliminate	 the	

worlds	proneness	“to	ecological	and	other	catastrophes”	(ibid.),	because	poverty	reduces	

the	capacity	to	act	sustainable.	

Even	though	the	report	had	a	massive	influence	and	in	fact	built	a	common	ground	for	

the	sustainability	agenda,	it	is	noteworthy,	that	we	are	still	struggling	with	the	problems,	

that	have	been	detected	nearly	40	years	ago.	There	is	progress,	there	is	development,	but	
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it	has	not	been	fast	enough.	In	2015,	the	United	Nations	(UN)	met	to	set	up	an	Agenda	of	

Sustainable	 Development	 for	 the	 year	 2030.	 It	 is	 basing	 on	 the	 17	 Sustainable	

Development	Goals	(SDG),	that	are	categorizing	different	targets	into	bigger	goals.	Most	

of	 them	 are	 concrete	 actionable	measures	 to	 be	 taken,	 though	 the	 implementation	 in	

reality	 is	 far	 more	 complex.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 framework	 of	 the	 SDG’s	 does	 give	

individuals,	institutions,	and	governments	the	ability	to	think	and	operate	in	a	guided	and	

collective	manner	towards	a	more	sustainable	future.	The	2030	Agenda	of	Sustainable	

Development	has	been	signed	by	all	member	states	of	 the	UN,	complying	with	 the	set	

goals.	

Positive	development	will	and	has	to	come	from	the	economy	as	well.	“What	is	needed	

now	 is	 a	 new	 era	 of	 economic	 growth	 -	 growth	 that	 is	 forceful	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	

socially	and	environmentally	sustainable.”	(Brundtland,	1987,	p.	7).	Capitalism	can	bring	

us	the	growth	we	are	awaiting,	it	can	bring	innovation,	development,	welfare	and	much	

more	 as	 long	 as	 it	 is	 being	done	 right.	 Companies	 have	 to	 comply	 to	 responsible	 and	

sustainable	 action.	 Governments	 are	 already	 doing	 their	 best	 to	 incentivise	 that	

behaviour	by	imposing	taxes	on	negative	externalities,	prohibiting	specific	products,	or	

setting	 up	 think	 tanks,	 commissions,	 et	 cetera.	 Broken	 down	 from	 the	 agreed	 goals,	

individual	 institutions	 will	 have	 to	 implement	 the	 changes	 on	 the	 operational	 and	

strategic	level.		

Nevertheless,	 companies	 on	 the	 micro-level	 still	 have	 the	 freedom	 to	 operate	

unsustainable,	 whilst	 complying	 with	 the	 legal	 and	 financial	 consequences.	 The	

difference	 between	 positive	 and	 negative	 impact	 companies	will	 be	 their	 actions,	 the	

missions,	 and	 the	 intentions	 to	make	 a	 positive	 change,	 to	 operate	 sustainable	 in	 the	

purest	 sense	 of	 it.	 Ethical	 companies	 are	 needed,	 which	 are	 using	 their	 position	 and	

power	to	create	the	future,	to	create	products	and	services	that	not	only	cause	zero	harm	

but	instead	solve	the	problem	and	improve	the	respective	system.		

The	rise	of	sustainably	oriented	companies	and	the	transformation	of	existing	companies	

will	therefore	be	a	part	of	the	solution.	The	main	question	we	must	ask	is	therefore	how	

we	can	get	there.	And	the	solution	might	lie	in	the	intersection	between	governance	and	
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education,	supported	by	research,	joint	and	individual	action;	it	is	an	empirical	problem,	

but	scientific	evidence	fosters	change,	which	is	also	part	of	the	justification	for	this	paper.	

	

1.2. AIM	AND	RESEARCH	QUESTION		

Start-ups	and	companies	have	an	inherent	power	of	transforming	circumstances;	might	

it	be	economies,	markets,	or	the	end	customers.	Disruptions	do	happen	rarely,	however	

quite	 often	 they	 are	 not	 triggered	 by	 the	 old,	 established	 institutions	 but	 by	 the	

newcomers	 and	 innovative	 technologies.	 In	 view	 of	 our	 current	 problems,	 we	 are	

urgently	in	need	of	the	new	that	creates	a	better	or	more	advanced	tomorrow.	In	order	

to	theorize	and	research	it	within	economic	cycles,	the	concept	of	creative	destruction	

has	been	chosen.	1942,	Schumpeter	introduced	the	concept	of	a	transformational	process	

on	 an	 economy	 level.	 Creative	 Destruction	 explains	 in	 theory	 how	 old	 systems	 gets	

overthrown	 and	 enable	 the	 new	 to	 rise;	 a	 thesis	 which	mirrors	 the	 examples	 in	 the	

introduction.	(Schumpeter,	2008)	

When	researching	the	topic,	it	became	evident,	that	there	is	need	for	more	research	since	

Schumpeter’s	 theory	has	not	yet	been	 investigated	upon	 its	 tangible	opportunities	 for	

sustainable	entrepreneurship.	The	justification	for	conducting	the	research	is	therefore	

the	lack	of	knowledge	at	the	intersection	of	Schumpeter’s	concept	of	creative	destruction	

and	its	opportunities	for	change	and	transformation	induced	by	sustainable	start-ups	and	

companies.	Furthermore,	 research	 justification	 is	also	given	due	 to	 the	urgence	of	 the	

problems	we	are	facing;	all	actors	and	initiatives	have	to	come	together	to	create	change.		

The	impact	of	a	master	thesis	is	per	se	very	limited,	nevertheless	it	is	my	aim	to	deliver	

insights	into	the	potential	of	start-ups	and	companies	to	transform	ecosystems,	markets,	

and	economies	with	the	help	of	economic	cycles.	The	goal	of	the	thesis	is	to	answer	the	

following	question:		

Can	entrepreneurship	create	positive	change	through	economic	cycles?		

In	order	to	address	it,	three	sub-questions	have	been	stated:	
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Q1:	How	does	creative	destruction	influence	economic	cycles?	

Q2:	Can	companies	trigger	a	process	of	creative	destruction?	

Q3:	How	can	companies	use	the	concept	to	create	positive	change?	

The	 questions	 shall	 be	 answered	 by	 a	 combination	 of	 the	 following	 components:	 a	

literature	review	which	guides	the	reader	through	research	on	entrepreneurship	and	the	

concept	of	creative	destruction	as	well	as	a	theoretical	review,	focussing	on	Schumpeter’s	

concept	of	creative	destruction	including	his	ideas	on	entrepreneurship	and	the	society	

of	capitalism.	After	introducing	my	research	philosophy	and	the	chosen	methodology,	it	

continues	with	the	presentation	and	analysis	of	the	case	studies,	which	will	be	discussed	

and	contextualized.	The	research	will	be	closed	with	a	final	discussion	of	the	topic,	linking	

back	to	the	research	field,	and	an	outlook	to	the	future.	

	

1.3. SCOPE	AND	DELIMITATION	

Basing	on	the	stated	research	questions,	the	topic	can	broadly	be	put	into	the	research	

field	of	entrepreneurship.	The	field	will	be	explored	in	the	literature	review	and	covers	

the	question	of	who	an	entrepreneur	and	an	entrepreneurial	opportunity	is	or	when	the	

moment	 of	 prendere	 (lat.:	 seizing,	 grasping)	 arises,	 and	 what	 sustainable	

entrepreneurship	 is.	Following	that,	 the	 literature	review	will	 investigate	the	research	

done	around	Schumpeter	and	the	concept	of	creative	destruction	and	how	it	has	been	

applied	to	the	field	of	(sustainable)	entrepreneurship.	

The	 third	 chapter	 will	 draw	 upon	 Schumpeter’s	 theory	 of	 creative	 destruction,	 also	

introducing	his	view	on	the	entrepreneur,	entrepreneurial	opportunity,	and	change	as	

well	as	the	characteristics	of	capitalist	society.	This	chapter	is	supposed	to	answer	the	

first	sub-question	“Q1:	How	does	creative	destruction	influence	economic	cycles?”	The	

paper	is	a	priori	delimited	to	his	theory,	it	is	not	the	intention	to	gain	and	present	insights	

into	 other	 theories	 of	 change	 and	 transformation,	 but	 to	 highlight	 and	 contrast	 the	
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opportunities	that	Schumpeter’s	theory	presents.	Reason	for	that	is	the	adequacy	of	the	

theory	towards	the	research	subject.		

The	 second	 and	 third	 sub-question	 “Q2:	 Can	 companies	 trigger	 a	 process	 of	 creative	

destruction?”	and	“Q3:	How	can	companies	use	the	concept	to	create	positive	change?”	

will	be	analysed	in	chapter	5,	where	a	close	look	into	the	companies	Patagonia	and	Nike	

will	be	taken.	The	choice	of	the	case	companies	will	be	reflected	upon	in	the	methodology	

section.	It	delimits	the	scope	of	the	paper	as	it	draws	attention	to	–	in	this	case	–	a	specific	

geographical	 market	 and	 industry.	 Nevertheless,	 this	 issue	 shall	 be	 addressed	 by	

handling	 the	analysis	as	 specific	as	necessary	and	generalizing	 the	results	as	much	as	

possible.	The	outcome	shall	not	be	bound	to	the	case	settings	but	shall	give	us	tools	and	

insights	on	how	change	can	be	created.		

Another,	 possible	 delimitation	 is	 the	 fact,	 that	 Schumpeter’s	 concept	 of	 creative	

destruction	 is	 a	macro-concept	 from	 economics,	whereas	 the	 case	 study	 analysis	will	

primarily	be	a	microlevel	analysis	of	the	businesses	and	the	circumstances.	The	thesis	

will	show,	if	these	two	preconditions	are	prohibiting	a	successful	analysis	or	if	the	theory	

and	the	empirical	material	are	in	fact	compatible	and	supporting	each	other	in	answering	

the	research	question.	The	problem	will	be	reflected	upon	during	the	analysis	and	in	the	

discussion.	Nevertheless,	the	theory	as	well	as	the	methodology	have	been	chosen	out	of	

a	subjective	interpretation	of	the	relevance	and	significance	as	well	as	compatibility	to	

the	topic.		

To	 take	 all	 things	 into	 consideration,	 the	 thesis	 is	 not	 supposed	 to	 be	 an	 answer	 to	

everything,	but	to	look	at	the	stated	problem	from	a	new	perspective	that	has	not	been	

offered	yet	in	research.	The	output	shall	be	a	guidance	for	entrepreneurs	to	envision	the	

process	of	creative	destruction	in	their	surroundings	and	to	take	action	upon	it,	to	grasp	

the	opportunity.	For	researchers,	 the	 thesis	will	–	hopefully	–	be	an	 inspiration	to	not	

disregard	old	 readings	but	 to	 find	 the	spark	 for	new	research	proposals	 in	 the	classic	

literature	and	to	devote	their	research	to	the	good	and	the	better,	that	we	need	as	urgent	

as	never	before	in	this	world.	
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2. CONCEPTS	IN	LITERATURE	

In	order	to	address	the	research	question,	this	paper	will	start	out	with	a	literature	review	

on	 the	 main	 topics	 of	 the	 paper,	 namely	 research	 around	 entrepreneurship	 and	

Schumpeter’s	theory	of	creative	destruction.	The	scientific	stances	will	be	contrasted	by	

the	 theory	 of	 Schumpeter	 in	 chapter	 3.	 The	 literature	 has	 been	divided	 into	 part	 2.1.	

Research	on	Entrepreneurship,	and	2.2.	Research	on	Creative	Destruction.	

	

2.1. RESEARCH	ON	ENTREPRENEURSHIP	

Research	 on	 Entrepreneurship	 reaches	 far	 back	 into	 the	 18th	 century	 and	 gained	

popularity	in	the	previous	century.	Schumpeter	and	other	scholars	laid	the	foundation	of	

what	 we	 call	 today	 the	 entrepreneur,	 entrepreneurial	 opportunity	 et	 cetera.	

Nevertheless,	entrepreneurship	as	a	field	of	research	has	struggled	to	emancipate	itself	

from	 its	 big	 sister	 economics	 and	 other	 caretakers	 such	 as	 sociology,	 psychology,	 or	

politics.	Reason	for	that	was	a	lack	of	unity	within	the	field	itself,	there	was	no	common	

definition	of	entrepreneurship	and	no	common	research	strategy;	every	researcher	used	

the	concept	as	he	or	she	needed	it	within	the	context.	 	Around	the	90s/2000s,	Gartner	

and	 other	 scholars	 such	 as	 Bull	 &	Willard	 (1993),	 Bruyat	 &	 Julien	 (2001),	 or	 Shane	&	

Venkataraman	(2000)	started	to	produce	conceptual	and	definitional	work,	which	would	

unify	 the	 field	 and	 present	 a	 sign	 to	 other	 scientists.	 Entrepreneurship	 as	 a	 field	 of	

research	arose.	

Today,	research	on	entrepreneurship	 is	popular	as	 it	 is	perceived	as	a	key	element	 to	

address	current	challenges.	It	has	the	power	to	create	the	new,	to	change	the	status	quo	

and	 to	 transform	 systems.	 Research	 on	 social	 entrepreneurship	 and	 sustainable	

entrepreneurship,	 responsible	 or	 environmental	 entrepreneurship	 or	 research	 on	 the	

economic	effects	of	entrepreneurship	such	as	job	creation,	economic	growth	or	welfare,	

have	grown,	but	they	all	struggle	to	find	common	ground	and	to	distance	themselves	from	

each	 other.	 However,	 the	 lack	 of	 conceptual	 frameworks,	 dominant	 definitions	 and	

theories	did	not	hinder	scholars	to	research	and	publish,	which	means	that	we	have	a	

solid	but	fragmented	literature	canon	today.	(Saebi	et	al.,	2019;	Block	et	al.,	2017)	



 10 

Popular	and	relevant	to	this	paper	is	the	notion	of	the	entrepreneur	and	entrepreneurial	

opportunity.	Depending	on	the	perspective,	the	definitions	can	be	grouped	into	the	ones	

which	perceive	the	entrepreneur	as	the	creator	and	the	innovator	of	an	opportunity	and	

the	ones	which	perceive	the	entrepreneur	as	an	agent,	who	discovers	the	entrepreneurial	

opportunity	 in	 given	 structures.	 Shane	 (2003)	 attributed	 the	 origin	 of	 the	 first	

perspective	to	Schumpeter;	the	entrepreneur	is	the	one	disequilibrating	the	system	by	

tapping	 into	 an	 opportunity,	 which	 is	 being	 created	 by	 him	 through	 innovation	 or	

resemblance	of	existing	supplies.	Contrary	is	the	perspective	of	the	entrepreneur	as	an	

alert	 agent,	 waiting	 for	 an	 opportunity	 to	 arise	 due	 to	 an	 externally	 induced	market	

disequilibrium	 or	 market	 failure.	 The	 entrepreneur	 can	 tap	 into	 the	 perceived	

opportunity	to	drive	the	market	back	to	equilibrium,	but	he	cannot	create	an	opportunity	

himself.	This	view	has	been	developed	by	Kirzner	(1999).	(Shane,	2003)	

The	 second	 relevant	 notion	 for	 this	 paper	 is	 the	 distinction	 of	 sustainable	

entrepreneurship.	To	define	it,	it	will	be	contrasted	with	social	entrepreneurship	as	its	

closest	research	field.	George	et	al.	(2019)	set	a	base	to	each	of	the	fields	upon	common	

denominators	in	existing	literature	and	will	be	used	in	the	following.	

Social	 entrepreneurship	 has	 been	 studied	 from	 many	 different	 ankles	 with	 different	

definitions	and	framework	each	time,	though	they	all	stand	on	one	common	ground	–	the	

definition	of	the	entrepreneur	as	someone	who	adds	social	value.	The	entrepreneur	is	

perceived	as	a	person,	who	applies	“a	business	logic	in	a	novel	and	entrepreneurial	way	

to	improve	the	situation	of	segments	of	the	population	that	are	excluded,	marginalized,	

or	suffering	and	are	themselves	not	capable	of	changing	this	situation”	(Saebi	et	al.,	2019,	

p.	70f).	Social	value	is	perceived	as	superior	to	economic	value	and	equally	contributes	to	

realizing	business	opportunities.	Despite	the	superiority	of	social	value,	the	relationship	

of	both	is	not	set,	organisations	can	take	the	form	of	non-profits	or	for-profits.	Also,	there	

is	no	common	concept	of	social	value,	but	it	appears	in	manifold	ways	–	as	addressing	

poverty,	hunger,	reducing	inequalities	etc.	(George	et	al.,	2019;	Saebi	et	al.,	2019)	

As	 we	 can	 see,	 the	 concept	 of	 social	 entrepreneurship	 is	 excluding	 the	 notion	 of	

environmental	challenges	and	the	importance	of	simultaneous	economic	development.	

The	 Brundtland	 report	 showed,	 that	 sustainable	 development	 must	 include	 all	 three	
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entities:	 social,	 environmental,	 and	 economic	 development.	 The	 field	 of	 sustainable	

entrepreneurship	is	an	approach	to	entrepreneurship,	which	perceives	current	issues	in	

a	more	holistic	manner.	

Sustainable	entrepreneurship	serves	a	broader	category	of	entrepreneurs,	namely	 the	

ones	who	steer	their	businesses	along	social	and	environmental	problems.	They	address	

issues	 which	 rose	 due	 to	 market	 failure	 whilst	 including	 social,	 economic,	 and	

environmental	factors	in	their	decision	making	and	actions.	It	is	about	being	net-positive	

instead	of	just	doing	better	than	others.	Sustainable	entrepreneurship	comes	back	to	the	

concept	of	the	triple	bottom	line.	It	is	a	systemic	perspective,	which	states	that	in	order	

to	 drive	 sustainable	 change,	 we	 need	 to	 address	 the	 social,	 the	 economic	 and	 the	

environmental.	 Sustainability	 is	 also	 perceived	 as	 a	 market	 opportunity	 and	 an	

opportunity	to	transform	our	systems	towards	the	better.	The	entrepreneur	is	therefore	

someone	who	addresses	unmet	social	and	environmental	needs	by	starting	up	a	business,	

which	serves	the	common	interest	as	well	as	the	individual’s	interest.	(George	et	al.,	2019;	

Jackson,	2020;	Saebi	et	al.,	2019)	

To	conclude:	there	is	still	an	unmet	need	in	entrepreneurship	literature	to	find	common	

ground	and	to	refine	the	boundaries	within	and	to	other	research	fields.	This	thesis	does	

not	 aim	 to	 contribute	 to	 such	 a	 common	 ground,	 but	 it	 bases	 upon	 sustainable	

entrepreneurship	and	will	link	it	back	to	the	origin,	to	Schumpeter’s	theories	as	one	of	

the	godfathers	of	modern	research	on	entrepreneurship.	Perhaps,	that	might	in	fact	be	

the	common	ground	for	scientists	to	look	for:	to	go	back	to	the	origins.	

	

2.2. RESEARCH	ON	CREATIVE	DESTRUCTION	

Research	 on	 Schumpeter’s	 concepts	 is	 per	 se	 also	 nothing	 novel;	 his	 ideas	 have	 been	

addressed	 in	 manifold	 ways	 –	 may	 it	 be	 within	 management,	 sociology,	 economics,	

politics	 et	 cetera.	 Popular	 topics	 have	 been	 the	 dispute	 around	 the	 nature	 of	 the	

entrepreneur	and	the	rise	(or	discovery)	of	an	entrepreneurial	opportunity	as	we	have	

seen	before.	Scholars	also	coined	the	term	of	the	Schumpeterian	Entrepreneur	as	the	one	

who	 is	 initiating	 change	 through	 innovation	 and	 the	 process	 of	 creative	 destruction	
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(Block	et	al.,	2017).	As	creative	destruction	is	anticipated	to	be	a	possible	answer	to	the	

research	question,	 the	 following	will	 give	 the	 reader	a	picture	of	 the	 research	around	

creative	destruction	in	combination	with	entrepreneurship.	

Creative	destruction	has	been	praised	for	its	transformative	character.	The	premise	is	–	

following	Schumpeter’s	elaboration	–	the	existence	of	an	entrepreneur	who	taps	into	an	

opportunity	 (for	 example	 a	 new	 technology).	 The	 entrepreneur	 and	 the	 concept	 of	

creative	 destruction	 are	 closely	 interlinked,	 and	 research	 focuses	 on	 the	 notions	 of	

innovation,	 transformation,	 disruption,	 change,	 growth,	 and	much	more	 (Block et al., 

2017; Dyerson & Pilkington, 2006; Kenney, 1986; Tülüce & Yurtkur, 2015).	 Creative	

destruction	is	bringing	us	net-positive	change.	If	that	is	not	given,	if	the	impact	is	negative,	

scholars	are	talking	about	destructive	creation.	Recently,	research	in	combination	with	

sustainability	 arose,	 as	 scholars	 saw	 the	 –	 probably	 evident	 -	 link	 and	opportunity	 of	

creative	destruction	as	a	force	to	reorganise	industries	and	systems.	Many	papers	have	

built	upon	the	idea	of	economic	disequilibrium	-	the	base	of	Schumpeter’s	theory	-,	which	

enables	new	technologies	to	conquer	and	disrupt	existing	markets	or	create	new	ones	

(Jackson,	2020).	For	example,	the	current	rise	of	electric	vehicles	can	be	seen	as	a	trigger	

that	 created	 a	 disequilibrium	 in	 the	 car	 market	 and	 subsequently	 transformed	

respectively	recreated	it.	(Dyerson & Pilkington, 2006).		

In	1999,	Milstein	and	Hard	proposed	the	rise	of	a	disequilibrium	and	rise	of	a	period	of	

creative	 destruction	 due	 to	 the	 new	 sustainability	 agenda:	 “Waves	 of	 scientific	 and	

technological	 discovery	 or	 major	 periods	 of	 socioeconomic	 change	 drive	 episodes	 of	

creative	 destruction.	 We	 are	 now	 in	 the	 early	 stages	 of	 such	 a	 revolution,	 the	

transformation	 towards	 sustainable	 development.”	 (Milstein & Hart, 1999, p. 24).	

Following	that,	papers	have	been	written	about	how	innovation	can	foster	such	a	change,	

in	combination	with	the	SDGs	(Jackson,	2020)	or	in	the	face	of	meeting	the	needs	of	the	

different	markets	(developed,	emerging,	survival)	and	promoting	the	mostly	untapped	

survival	market	of	four	billion	people	(Hart,	2005).	Nevertheless,	it	appears	that	the	lines	

between	disruptive	innovation	and	creative	destruction	are	not	clearly	drawn	but	have	

been	used	nearly	synonymously	by	Hart	and	other	researchers.	Research	and	conceptual	

work	 is	 still	needed	 to	 strengthen	 the	 lines.	Furthermore,	 there	 is	 still	 little	 literature	
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around	the	topic,	when	looking	into	the	practical	implications	of	creative	destruction	for	

start-ups	and	entrepreneurs	to	create	sustainable	change.	

The	 paper	 aims	 to	 contribute	 by	 introducing	 a	 missing	 link	 in	 research,	 re-reading	

Schumpeter’s	 concept	 of	 creative	 destruction	 upon	 its	 implications	 for	 individual	

entrepreneurs	 and	 start-ups.	 Before	 introducing	 the	 empirics,	 Schumpeter’s	 theory	

around	entrepreneurship	and	creative	destruction	will	be	presented	in	the	following.		

	

3. THEORETICAL	FRAMEWORK		

This	chapter	shall	give	the	reader	an	understanding	of	Schumpeter’s	theoretical	work	and	

especially	 the	 concept	 of	 creative	 destruction.	 The	 aim	 is	 to	 give	 an	 overview	 of	 his	

thoughts	and	ideas	as	we	will	need	his	perspective	to	analyse	and	re-read	the	case	studies	

in	chapter	5.	His	theory	is	the	base	upon	which	the	case	study	analysis	will	be	constructed.	

If	not	otherwise	indicated,	all	following	elaborations	are	based	on	the	foreword	and	the	

book	 “Capitalism,	 Socialism	 and	 Democracy”	 by	 Joseph	 A.	 Schumpeter	 (Schumpeter,	

2008),	 first	published	 in	1942,	and	will	not	be	 referred	 to	again	 for	 the	 length	of	 this	

chapter.	 Before	 addressing	 Schumpeter’s	 thoughts	 on	 economy	 and	 business,	 some	

remarks	that	explain	and	position	his	theories	in	its	historical	and	societal	context	have	

to	be	made.		

	

NOTES	ON	SCHUMPETER	

Schumpeter	was	born	in	Austria	in	1883,	experiencing	first-hand	World	War	I,	the	Golden	

Twenties,	the	Great	Depression	of	1929	and	the	rise	of	the	Nazi-regime	in	Germany	as	

well	as	World	War	II.	1932	he	fled	from	the	Nazi	rule	in	Bonn,	Germany	(being	chair	of	

the	department	of	economics	at	that	time)	to	the	US,	where	he	taught	and	researched	at	

Harvard	University	until	his	death	 in	1950.	His	 time	being	was	shaped	by	his	humble	

family’s	 origins	 and	 his	 upbringing	 in	 the	Viennese	 upper	 class	 after	 the	 death	 of	 his	
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father	and	the	re-marriage	of	his	mother.	He	was	known	as	a	brilliant	mind	and	became	

one	of	the	most	known	economists.	

Despite	the	historical	happenings,	Schumpeter	had	an	exceptional	career	as	a	scientist,	

living	 in	many	different	countries	and	working	at	 the	most	renowned	universities.	He	

researched	 and	 publicized	 plenty	 of	 papers	 and	 books	 on	 economic	 theory,	 viewing	

business	and	processes	 from	a	macro-perspective.	This	makes	his	 theories	on	the	one	

hand	compelling	and	fascinating	but	on	the	other	hand	it	disables	the	reader	to	apply	his	

theories	 in	 a	 practical	 context.	 His	 macro-perspective	 can	 be	 plainly	 described	 by	 a	

cyclical	view	on	the	world,	which	might	have	been	influenced	not	only	by	fellow	scholars	

but	also	by	the	historical	developments	at	that	time	–	waves	of	destruction	being	followed	

by	recreation	in	a	cyclical	and	recurring	manner,	just	like	the	periods	of	war,	followed	by	

abundance,	followed	by	depression	and	so	on.	

For	this	thesis,	the	book	“Capitalism,	Socialism	and	Democracy”	has	been	chosen.	It	was	

first	published	in	1942	and	was	well	received,	being	still	relevant	today.	As	we	will	see,	it	

is	a	thorough	analysis	of	capitalism	and	explains	the	reader	in	detail	how	it	functions	and	

survives.	 Because	 of	 the	 macro-perspective,	 he	 explicitly	 states	 the	 inability	 to	 draw	

conclusions	from	single	subjects	towards	the	bigger	picture:		

“[…]	since	we	are	dealing	with	an	organic	process,	analysis	of	what	happens	in	any	

particular	part	of	it	–	say,	in	an	individual	concern	or	industry	–	may	indeed	clarify	

details	of	its	mechanism	but	it	 is	 inconclusive	beyond	that.	Every	piece	of	business	

strategy	acquires	its	true	significance	only	against	the	background	of	that	process	and	

within	the	situation	created	by	it.	It	must	be	seen	in	its	role	in	the	perennial	gale	of	

creative	destruction;	it	cannot	be	seen	in	its	role	irrespective	of	it	or,	in	fact,	on	the	

hypothesis	that	there	is	a	perennial	lull.”	(Schumpeter,	2008,	p.	83f)	

This	macro-perspective	might	appear	to	bear	difficulties	for	the	empirical	analysis	of	this	

paper,	but	it	also	made	him	devote	a	big	part	of	the	book	towards	a	sociological	view	on	

the	matter	of	subject.	These	parts	of	his	theorem	complement	it	by	a	depth,	that	is	not	

given	by	many	scholars	and	are	partially	woven	in	the	elaborations	of	this	paper.		
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In	 addition,	 Schumpeter	 states	 that	 the	 process	 of	 creative	 destruction	 is	 not	 to	 be	

perceived	 ex	 visu,	 at	 one	point	 in	 time	but	must	 be	 grasped	 as	 a	whole,	 as	 a	 process	

(Schumpeter,	2008).	This	also	suggests	that	research	has	to	be	done	ex	post	and	not	ex	

ante.	As	the	paper	follows	a	historical	analysis,	we	will	not	stumble	upon	this	as	a	problem,	

however	the	notion	of	it	shall	give	the	reader	context	in	regard	to	the	methodology	and	

the	research	subject	which	will	be	developed	later.		

The	following	elaborations	are	a	deep	dive	into	the	three	most	important	pillars,	which	

carry	 Schumpeter’s	 concept	 of	 creative	 destruction.	 It	 starts	 with	 the	 outer	 layer	 of	

society	in	which	the	entrepreneur	-	the	second	pillar	-	is	embedded	and	operates	to	create	

economic	change	–	the	third	pillar.		

	

3.1. THE	CIVILIZATION	OF	CAPITALISM	

As	mentioned	earlier,	 Schumpeter	draws	plenty	of	 connections	between	 the	economy	

and	 the	 society,	 adding	 a	 sociological	 and	 anthropological	 view	 to	 the	 discussion.	 In	

chapter	 XI,	 he	 elaborates	 on	 the	 characteristics	 of	 a	 capitalist	 society,	 or	 the	 “socio-

psychological	 superstructure”	 (Schumpeter,	 2008,	 p.	 121)	 as	 he	 calls	 it,	 referring	 to	

Marxian	language.		

The	underlying	thesis	builds	upon	Lévy-Bruhl’s	work,	perceiving	man’s	ability	to	think	

and	its	mental	structure	dependent	on	the	societal	structure	around	him.	Man	can	think	

beyond	the	given	mind	structure	and	his	 taught	way	of	 thinking,	but	 it	needs	an	extra	

effort	to	reflect	upon	one’s	being	from	that	meta-level.	In	Schumpeter’s	argumentation,	

the	underlying	pattern	is	derived	from	capitalism.	Capitalism	shaped	and	rationalized	our	

mind	in	a	way,	that	it	presents	the	matrix	in	which	we	think	and	act.	Schumpeter	draws	

upon	the	example	of	a	broken	stick:	in	former	times,	one	might	have	believed,	that	the	

spelling	of	a	magic	 formula	would	repair	the	stick.	As	this	method	proved	to	be	rather	

unreliable,	the	tactics	were	changed	towards	either	continuing	to	use	only	one	half	of	the	

stick	or	getting	another	stick.	This	rationalization	of	behaviour	extended	to	other	areas	

and	over	the	centuries	developed	into	our	capitalistic	system,	which	represents	the	most	

rationalised	form	of	economy.		
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While	not	only	a	mental	structure	of	rationalism	was	 formed,	 the	societal	structure	of	

businesses	and	the	businessman	in	the	face	of	the	vanishing	feudalism	in	the	15th,	16th	

and	17th	century	manifested	itself	as	well.	The	winners	of	commerce	formed	a	societal	

class,	 that	would	 have	 not	 been	 able	 to	 rise	 in	 the	 previous,	 rigid	 feudal	 system;	 the	

aristocracy	 protected	 its	 own.	 But	 the	 temptations,	 determinations	 and	 intellects	 of	

capitalists	 enforced	 itself	 upon	 the	 old.	 Rationalism	 led	 to	 the	 rise	 of	 capitalism,	

capitalism	led	to	the	rise	of	rationalism;	human	behaviour	shaped	the	economy	and	vice	

versa.	

Schumpeter	goes	even	so	far	as	to	state	that	“all	the	features	and	achievements	of	modern	

civilization	are,	directly	or	indirectly,	the	products	of	the	capitalist	process”	(Schumpeter,	

2008,	 p.	 125).	All	 developments,	might	 it	 be	 technological,	 scientifical,	 or	 else,	 can	be	

drawn	back	upon	the	results	of	the	profit	economy.	Schumpeter	argues	that	even	those	

fields,	which	are	not	profit	driven,	such	as	a	hospital,	are	still	 reliant	on	 the	supply	of	

devices	and	material,	which	has	been	developed	and	produced	by	a	capitalistic	firm	and	

are	 operating	 on	 methods	 and	 mindsets,	 which	 have	 been	 borrowed	 from	 capitalist	

society.	And	even	if	there	is	indeed	no	direct	connection	to	be	drawn,	chances	are	high	

that	the	method,	material	et	alia	has	been	at	least	a	by-product	by	capitalistic	processes	

and	capitalistic	lifestyle,	just	as	modern	education	is.		

Two	other	characteristics	of	Schumpeter’s	capitalistic	society	are	first	the	caretaking	of	

all	people	involved	and	second	the	anti-heroism.		

First,	“Institutional	change	for	the	benefit	of	the	masses”	(Schumpeter,	2008,	p.	127)	is	

something	 that	 comes	 along	 with	 the	 rising	 wealth	 of	 the	 capitalist	 class.	 Everyone	

benefits	from	the	rise	of	prosperity,	living	standards	improve	and	social	legislations	are	

being	made.	This	is	not	something	that	is	being	forced	upon	the	system,	but	it	comes	from	

the	bourgeois	class	 itself.	 It	 is	 the	rationalisation	that	disables	the	upper	class	to	keep	

their	advantages	to	themselves	without	sharing;	their	feeling	of	responsibility	and	duty	

and	 service	 creates	 the	will	 for	 change	 and	 improvement.	 It	 softens	 the	 rigid	 societal	

structures	and	extractive	practices	and	lets	everyone	profit	and	become	free.	

Second,	Schumpeter	states	 that	 “capitalist	 civilization	 is	 rationalistic	and	 ‘anti-heroic’”	

(Schumpeter,	2008,	p.	127);	the	capitalist	is	someone	gaining	through	work	and	hardship,	
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there	is	no	space	for	heroic	actions	in	the	sense	of	the	knight	riding	brave	into	the	fields	

of	war.	The	“ideology	that	glorifies	the	idea	of	fighting	for	fighting’s	sake	and	of	victory	

for	victory’s	sake”	(Schumpeter,	2008,	p.	128)	vanishes	and	is	being	rationalized.	Being	a	

warrior	in	a	utilitarian	sense	is	still	supported	but	the	capitalist	class	is	per	se	pacifistic	

and	nurtures	national	and	international	relations	for	the	sake	of	the	business.		

To	 sum	 it	 up,	 capitalism	 is	 the	 structure	 and	 the	 reality	 we	 live	 in,	 it	 is	 the	 chosen	

backbone	of	society.	It	has	its	positive	as	well	as	negative	effects,	it	impacts	us	in	various	

ways.	 Undoubtfully,	 it	 has	 an	 impact;	 it	 lies	 between	 the	 rising	 living	 standards,	 in	

employment,	in	provision	of	a	living,	in	advancements,	in	innovations	et	cetera.		

	

3.2. THE	ENTREPRENEUR	

Who	is	this	agent	of	change	that	brings	transformation?	Schumpeter	does	not	go	as	far	

as	other	researchers	to	define	the	entrepreneur	solely	by	its	characteristics	nor	does	he	

take	a	solely	functional	approach	to	it.	Instead,	he	combines	both	to	get	a	more	holistic	

understanding	of	the	entrepreneur.	

First,	Schumpeter	looked	at	the	function	of	the	entrepreneur.	Following	him,	he	or	she	

is	reforming	or	revolutionizing	“the	pattern	of	production	by	exploiting	an	invention	or,	

more	generally,	an	untried	technological	possibility	for	producing	a	new	commodity	or	

producing	an	old	one	in	a	new	way,	by	opening	up	a	new	source	of	supply	of	materials	

or	a	new	outlet	for	products,	by	reorganizing	an	industry	and	so	on”	(Schumpeter,	2008,	

p.	 132).	 Schumpeter	 is	 clear	 on	 the	 action	 that	 defines	 an	 entrepreneur,	 it	 is	 the	

undertaking	 of	 the	 new,	 the	 entrepreneur	 is	 the	 innovator	 or	 the	 executor	 of	 an	

invention.	 Though	 there	 are	 different	 types	 of	 innovation,	 they	 all	 define	 the	

entrepreneurial	function.		

Schumpeter	continues:	“This	kind	of	activity	is	primarily	responsible	for	the	recurrent	

‘prosperities’	that	revolutionize	the	economic	organism	and	the	recurrent	‘recessions’	

that	 are	 due	 to	 the	 disequilibrating	 impact	 of	 the	 new	 products	 or	methods.”	 (ibid.)	

Taking	that	into	consideration,	Schumpeter	addresses	the	power	to	move	things,	to	shift	
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things	into	disequilibrium	to	the	entrepreneur	as	well.	He	has	the	power	to	transform	

and	 to	 have	 an	 impact.	 He	 also	 has	 the	 power	 to	 bring	 new	 growth	 and	 prosperity;	

something	 that	 Schumpeter	 is	 not	 seeing	 in	 other	 institutions	 or	 people	

(entrepreneurship	as	the	primary	source	for	change).		

To	be	able	to	do	so,	the	entrepreneur	can	be	distinguished	by	his	rare	character;	“To	act	

with	confidence	beyond	the	range	of	familiar	beacons	and	to	overcome	that	resistance	

requires	aptitude	that	are	present	in	only	a	small	fraction	of	the	population”	(p.	132).	He	

continues	 “This	 function	 does	 not	 essentially	 consist	 in	 either	 inventing	 anything	 or	

otherwise	creating	 the	conditions	which	 the	enterprise	exploits.	 It	 consists	 in	getting	

things	done.”	(ibid.).	Besides	the	above	elaborated	characteristics,	the	entrepreneur	is	

therefore	someone	who	is	a)	confident	b)	able	to	fight	and	to	overcome	resistance	and	

c)	gets	things	done.		

The	entrepreneur	does	not	only	have	an	economic	function,	but	also	a	social	 function.	

Along	with	his	 success,	 the	entrepreneur	 rises	 in	popularity	and	enters	 the	bourgeois	

class,	no	matter	his	descent	(note:	Schumpeter’s	perspective	in	1942	is	based	on	a	stricter	

social	structure	than	we	know	today).	His	position	 is	 less	glamorous	as	the	one	of	 the	

knights	 in	 war	 or	 reigns,	 but	 nevertheless,	 he	 experiences	 a	 rise	 in	 his	 social	 status.	

Though,	as	fast	as	it	comes,	it	leaves	again:	as	soon	as	the	entrepreneur	loses	his	fortune,	

he	also	gets	expelled	from	the	social	class,	catapulted	back	to	being	a	proletarian,	a	simple	

working-class	man.	

Nevertheless,	within	the	social	system,	entrepreneurship	has	the	power	to	shift	classes.	

It	was	 able	 to	 cease	 the	 feudal	 system	by	 an	uprising	 class	 of	merchants,	 bankers	 et	

cetera,	which	had	no	heritage	or	royal	background.	They	constituted	themselves	not	as	

a	social	class	per	se	but	joined	the	bourgeoise	and	adopted	power	and	functions	within	

the	society.	For	 the	bourgeoise	 it	 is	a	way	of	 re-establishing	 themselves,	of	 renewing	

their	social	coherence	and	status,	re-legitimizing	their	privileges.	Without	it,	the	power	

of	the	bourgeoise	would	slowly	fade	away	with	the	generations	to	come.	Therefore,	the	

bourgeoise	class	is	dependent	in	its	very	existence	on	the	rise	of	new	entrepreneurs.			

The	fall	of	the	feudal	system	and	the	rise	of	the	capitalism	did	not	destroy	the	monarchy	

but	moved	 it	 from	a	 general	 stratum	 to	 a	merely	political	 stratum	and	 function.	The	
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newly	established	bourgeoise	and	the	monarchy	supported	each	other	economically	and	

politically	and	 thereby	manifested	 their	power	and	relation.	The	glamour	 that	comes	

along	with	royalty	does	not	exist	for	the	entrepreneur	and	the	capitalist.	Their	actions	

do	 turn	 into	 leadership	 that	 extends	 their	 system,	 though	 it	 is	 not	 turning	 into	 the	

leadership	of	nations	as	Schumpeter	states.	“I	have	called	the	bourgeoise	rationalist	and	

unheroic”	 (Schumpeter,	 2008,	 p.	 137);	 he	 can	 impress	 people	 with	 economic	

performance,	but	within	the	political	sphere,	his	value	is	little.	His	rationality	does	not	

catch	the	passion	of	the	people,	his	skills	are	not	applicable	within	politics.		

	

3.3. CREATIVE	DESTRUCTION	

Schumpeter’s	most	original	idea	is	the	concept	of	creative	destruction.	Even	though	he	

had	not	been	the	originator	of	the	idea,	he	has	been	the	one	who	brought	it	into	fashion.	

In	 the	 introduction	 of	 the	 book,	 Thomas	 McGraw	 summed	 up	 the	 idea	 as	 follows:	

Creative	Destruction	“means	the	endless	process	of	replacing	old	products	and	services	

with	 new	 ones,	 which	 he	 [Schumpeter,	 A/N]	 presents	 as	 ‘the	 essential	 fact	 about	

capitalism’.”	(Schumpeter,	2008,	p.	XXIII).	This	process	is	basically	the	core	of	the	theory	

on	economic	cycles;	the	old	is	being	destructed	from	within	and	replaced	by	the	new,	the	

arising,	the	creative	element.		

Schumpeter	introduces	the	concept	by	looking	at	the	economy	as	a	whole	and	the	effect	

it	has	on	society.	It	“dawns	upon	us”	(Schumpeter,	2008,	p.	82),	that	the	economy	and	“big	

business”	(ibid.)	as	he	refers	to	ironically	has	led	to	the	advancements,	society	is	indulging	

into,	having	reached	an	increase	in	product	quality,	quantity	etc	cetera.	This	rise	in	the	

living	 standard	 in	 general	 has	 been	 created	 by	 the	 mechanisms	 of	 capitalism,	 by	

competition	and	by	supply	and	demand.	These	advancements	 are	 in	 its	 sum	progress;	

therefore,	 capitalism	has	 to	 be	 understood	 as	 an	 “evolutionary	 process”	 (ibid.)	which	

cannot	be	stopped;	capitalism	can	never	be	stationary.	“Capitalism,	then,	is	by	nature	a	

form	or	method	of	economic	change	[…]”	(ibid.),	the	driver	behind	are	not	solely	social	or	

natural	 factors,	 or	 of	 any	 other	 external	 kind,	 but	 mainly	 changes	 in	 the	 production	

method,	innovations	etc.	The	main	force	driving	capitalism	to	change	comes	from	within.	
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To	repeat:	The	main	movers	are	not	external	factors	such	as	population	growth,	natural	

catastrophes,	 wars,	 or	 else.	 They	 can	 in	 fact	 drive	 change,	 for	 example	 a	 population	

growth	by	10%	also	demands	a	growth	of	the	agricultural	output	by	10%	to	avoid	food	

shortages.	However,	“the	fundamental	impulse	that	sets	and	keeps	the	capitalist	engine	

in	motion,	 comes	 from	 the	new	consumers’	 goods,	 the	new	methods	of	production	or	

transportation,	the	new	markets,	the	new	forms	of	industrial	organization	that	capitalist	

enterprises	 create”	 (Schumpeter,	 2008,	 p.	 82f).	 These	 changes	 do	 not	 necessarily	

manifest	in	major	advancements	but	can	also	present	a	qualitative	change	in	for	example	

the	 production	 method;	 incremental	 changes	 to	 use	 the	 terminology	 of	 the	 business	

concept	 of	 innovation.	 Schumpeter	 describes	 this	 as	 a	 “history	 of	 revolutions”	

(Schumpeter,	2008,	p.	83),	happening	within	a	specific	area	or	field.		

Schumpeter	 is	 also	not	 talking	 about	 an	 individual	 company’s	 innovation,	 as	 it	would	

mean	 to	 grasp	 a	 part	 of	 a	 fragmented	 reality,	 as	 he	 would	 formulate	 it.	 Instead,	 the	

changes	 and	 improvements	 are	 happening	 on	 an	 industrial	 level	 and	 are	 affecting	

markets	or	industries	as	a	whole.	They	usually	appear	in	clusters	and	are	undermining	

the	 old	 due	 to	 their	 superiority	 towards	 the	 past,	 the	 established.	 These	 “mutations”	

(Schumpeter,	2008,	p.	83)	are	revolutionizing	 the	economic	structure	 from	the	 inside,	

“incessantly	destroying	 the	old	one,	 incessantly	creating	a	new	one”	 (ibid.).	Of	course,	

these	innovations	happen	in	the	small,	in	the	corner	of	a	studio,	by	someone	wanting	to	

improve	 something,	 it	 is	 not	 a	 conglomerate	 of	 companies	 sitting	 together	 and	

strategizing	 the	 next	 big	 change.	 However,	 these	 small,	 in	 the	 beginning	 maybe	 tiny	

innovations	 do	 have	 the	 power	 to	 transform	 a	 whole	 industry	 if	 the	 opportunity	 is	

grasped	and	exploited.	

But	Schumpeter	stresses	the	importance	of	this	point	later	in	his	text	again:	the	process	

of	creative	destruction	cannot	be	seen	ex	visu	but	can	only	be	grasped	over	time,	it	is	an	

organic	process	that	beholds	changes	 in	every	 industry	or	sector,	 in	the	economy	as	a	

whole.	Analysing	only	a	small	part	of	the	whole	might	show	details	of	the	mechanism	but	

is	 “inconclusive	 beyond	 that”	 (Schumpeter,	 2008,	 p.	 83).	 If	 one	wants	 to	 analyse	 the	

process	on	a	micro-level,	he	or	she	has	to	translate	the	process	towards	that	one	single	

entity	 and	 to	 analyse	 the	 process	 of	 creative	 destruction	 as	 the	 background,	 as	 the	
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underlying	preconditions.	However	it	is	not	possible	to	draw	conclusions	vice	versa,	from	

the	micro	to	the	macro.		

The	 factor	 that	 distinguishes	 a	 normal	 innovation	 from	 the	 kind	 of	 innovation	

Schumpeter	 is	 talking	 about,	 is	 in	 fact	 its	 scale.	The	power	of	 change	 comes	 from	 the	

characteristic	 of	 tackling	 firms	 and	 industry	 at	 their	 very	 existence,	 their	 basis,	 their	

structure,	and	their	modus	operandi.	It’s	the	“competition	from	the	new	commodity,	the	

new	technology,	the	new	source	of	supply,	the	new	type	of	organization”	(Schumpeter,	

2008,	 p.	 84).	 It	 is	 not	 functioning	 as	 promptly	 as	 the	usual	 competition	over	price	 or	

quality,	but	it	is	the	kind	of	competition	that	evolves	as	a	lever	of	success	over	time,	that	

often	goes	unnoticed	until	in	full	effect,	destroying	the	previous.	This	process	is	also	not	

to	be	halted;	 restrictive	practices	of	any	kind	do	not	grasp	effect	beyond	a	 temporary	

relief	of	 the	situation.	Even	though	 it	 is	a	common	strategy	among	conservationists,	 it	

does	not	show	any	effect	beyond	the	short	term.	

Schumpeter	is	referring	to	the	process	of	creative	destruction	as	a	perennial	gale,	as	the	

storm	that	 is	never	gone,	as	the	wind	that	 is	always	around	our	heads.	The	process	of	

creative	destruction	can	never	be	still	as	it	is	an	inherent	part	of	the	capitalistic	character.	

The	beauty	of	it	does	not	lie	solely	in	the	destruction	of	the	old	and	the	creation	of	the	

new,	but	moreover	 in	 the	 steadiness,	 in	 its	 character	of	 reliability	and	 forcefulness.	 It	

might	not	always	be	on	full	power	though	it’s	like	the	circle	of	life,	taking	and	giving	at	

the	same	time.		

Before	applying	this	theory	to	the	case	companies,	the	methodology	will	be	presented	in	

the	following	chapter.		

	

4. METHODOLOGY	

As	previously	outlined,	the	aim	of	this	paper	is	to	inquire,	how	start-ups	can	tap	into	the	

opportunity,	which	economic	cycles	represent.	Previously,	we	have	seen,	that	economic	

growth	can	in	theory	come	from	the	perennial	gale	of	creative	destruction,	but	does	that	

also	replicate	to	reality?	In	order	to	answer	these	questions	and	moreover	the	proposed	
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research	questions,	a	case	study	approach	has	been	chosen,	which	compares	Chouinard	

Equipment/Patagonia’s	and	Blue	Ribbon/Nike’s	approach	to	starting	their	businesses	up.		

The	thesis	will	investigate	the	impact	they	had	and	will	draw	a	connection	between	the	

empirical	findings	towards	the	theoretical	concept	of	creative	destruction	as	presented	

by	Schumpeter.	Main	source	of	data	for	the	empirical	analysis	were	the	autobiographies	

of	 the	 founders	 as	 well	 as	 further	 secondary	 data	 derived	 from	 literature.	 	 In	 the	

following,	I	will	address	my	research	paradigm	and	explain	the	chosen	study	design.	

	

4.1. RESEARCH	PARADIGM	

Research	can	be	done	in	many	ways	and	depending	on	the	researcher’s	school	and	the	

research	object,	he	or	she	will	take	a	different	approach	to	it,	which	makes	it	essential	to	

reveal	 those	dispositions.	Following	Saunders,	Lewis	&	Thornhill	 (2019),	 the	research	

philosophy	or	paradigm	explains	the	researcher’s	approach	to	“beliefs	and	assumptions	

about	 the	 development	 of	 knowledge”	 (ibid,	 p.	 130).	 The	 research	 paradigm	 or	

philosophy	 also	 informs	 the	 ontology,	 epistemology	 as	 well	 as	 chosen	 methodology.	

Reflecting	 upon	 one’s	 own	 beliefs	 is	 therefore	 essential	 to	 enable	 a	 structured	 and	

objective	research	process	and	enhances	the	credibility	of	the	results.	(Saunders	et	al.,	

2019)	

	

4.1.1. Research	Philosophy	

There	 are	 five	 main	 philosophies:	 positivism,	 critical	 realism,	 interpretivism,	

postmodernism	 and	 pragmatism.	 Positivism	 beliefs	 that	 the	 reality	 exists	 and	 can	 be	

experienced	 as	 such.	 Basis	 of	 research	 has	 to	 be	 observable	 facts.	 Critical	 Realism	

perceives	the	world	as	observable	though	only	to	a	specific	extent.	The	researcher	will	be	

able	to	analyse	the	Empirical,	but	he	won’t	be	able	to	get	a	sound	understanding	of	the	

Actual	 (mid-level,	 realities	 generated	 by	 the	 Real)	 and	 the	 Real	 (the	 reality	 as	 such).	

Interpretivism	believes	 that	 the	nature	of	 things	 is	 complex	and	can	only	be	assessed	

through	the	social	constructions	(language	and	culture)	behind.	These	constructions	of	
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reality	 bring	 value	 to	 the	 research.	 Postmodernism	 also	 perceives	 reality	 as	 socially	

constructed,	 though	 it’s	 not	 culture	 or	 language	 that	 form	 the	 construct	 but	 power	

relations.	 Some	 part	 of	 reality	 is	 silenced,	 dominated	 by	 another	 reality;	 truth	 and	

knowledge	are	formed	by	power	relations.	Finally,	pragmatism	is	the	belief	that	there	are	

different	ways	of	perceiving	reality	but	that	the	use	of	such	is	dependent	on	the	context	

and	what	 is	 needed.	 Concepts	 are	 only	 important	when	 they	 support	 the	 research	 or	

action.	(Saunders	et	al.,	2019)	

The	aim	of	this	study	is	to	deconstruct	Patagonia’s	and	Nike’s	success	within	the	founders’	

narratives	 and	 the	 context	 of	 Schumpeter’s	 theory	 of	 creative	 destruction.	 It	 is	 a	

qualitative	 analysis	 of	 a	 small	 sample;	 values,	world	 views	 and	 interpretations	 of	 the	

founders	are	relevant	as	the	empirical	analysis	mainly	relies	on	their	autobiographies	as	

their	 narratives	 of	 the	 historic	 events.	 The	 founders	 tell	 their	 stories	 in	 retrospect	

towards	the	to	be	analysed	subject	and	reality.	Reality	in	this	thesis	is	therefore	treated	

as	 something	 that	 is	 being	 constructed	 and	 needs	 to	 be	 analysed	 in	 respect	 of	 its	

interpretative	background.	

	This	 approach	 is	 in	 line	with	 the	philosophy	of	 interpretivism	as	well	 as	 realism	and	

partially	postmodernism.	All	perceive	the	world	as	not	entirely	objectively	observable.	In	

comparison,	 interpretivism	 sees	 the	 reality	 as	 more	 strongly	 dependet	 on	 the	

interpretation	of	the	subject.	This	philosophy	does	complement	the	case	study	research	

with	the	founders’	autobiographies	as	basis.	Typical	methodologies	include	“inductive,	

small	samples,	in-depth	investigations,	[and]	qualitative	methods	of	analysis,”	(Saunders	

et	al.,	2019,	p.	145)	which	are	in	line	with	the	research	of	the	case	studies.	Nevertheless,	

the	case	studies	are	to	be	informed	by	historical	facts	and	data,	which	are	supposed	to	

present	the	macro-environment	in	which	both	companies	were	able	to	arise.	The	latter	

indicates	to	take	on	a	realist’s	perspective.	Typical	research	methods	are	“retroductive,	

in-depth	historically	situated	analysis	of	pre-existing	structures	and	emerging	agency”	

(ibid.,	p.	144).	(Saunders	et	al.,	2019)	

Postmodernism	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 perceives	 power	 relations	 as	 the	 foundations	 of	

individual’s	reality.	Power	reforms	and	forms	the	world	and	has	therefore	a	big	impact	

on	the	perceived	and	created	reality.	This	aligns	with	the	macro-perspective	posed	by	
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Schumpeter	as	it	usually	presents	major	forces	that	are	interacting	instead	of	looking	into	

the	 details,	 culture	 and	 language.	 Culture	 and	 language	 are	 the	 basis	 upon	 which	

interpretivists	build	their	theory.	The	reality	is	formed	by	these	two	factors,	which	are	

the	foundation	of	analysis	and	research.	It	therefore	complements	the	researcher’s	work	

of	doing	case	studies,	of	looking	into	micro-events	and	interpretations	of	reality	and	how	

they	 are	 being	 formed	 by	 an	 individual’s	 socialisation,	 language,	 culture,	 religion	 et	

cetera.	Realities	have	multiple	meanings	and	are	to	be	analysed	in	front	of	their	respective	

and	individual’s	background.	(Saunders	et	al.,	2019)	

To	close	the	discussion	about	the	research	philosophy,	it	seems	that	I	have	to	choose	a	

side,	 critical	 realism,	 interpretivism	 or	 postmodernism?	 As	 one	 of	 the	 relevant	

differentiations	of	these	approaches	is	the	question	of	whether	facts	are	existent	or	not,	I	

want	to	argue	with	the	words	of	Latour	(2004)	and	his	concept	of	matters	of	facts	and	

matters	of	concern.	His	argument	is	that	facts	have	lost	their	credibility	due	to	the	belief,	

that	 everything	 is	 constructed,	 everything	 is	 subjective.	 For	 the	 most	 philosophical	

discussions,	this	might	be	a	relevant	point.	However,	for	the	sake	of	building	constructs	

and	theories,	a	solid	ground	must	be	given.	Therefore,	he	differentiates	between	matters	

of	 facts	 as	 reliable	 data	 points	 and	 matters	 of	 concern,	 being	 subject	 to	 individual’s	

perception.	 Both	 are	 relevant	 for	 the	 study	 and	 do	 complement	my	 own	world	 view	

without	compromising	the	choice	of	interpretivism	as	philosophy.		

Furthermore,	one	point	was	the	differentiation	between	reality	being	formed	by	power	

or	by	 language	and	culture.	Having	acquired	a	bachelors	 in	sociology,	 I	am	personally	

more	drawn	towards	the	concept	of	interpretivism,	and	individuals	being	formed	by	their	

culture,	socialised	within	their	family,	and	having	learnt	a	language	that	forms	their	world	

view.	 Power	 relations	 are	 important	 and	 do	 come	 into	 play	 but	 reducing	 reality	 and	

knowledge	towards	power	relations	is	in	my	opinion	a	rigid	concept.	To	conclude:	this	

study	is	in	line	with	the	research	philosophy	of	interpretivism.		
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4.1.2. Research	Epistemology	

Epistemologically,	 this	 study	 is	 situated	 within	 the	 school	 of	 constructivism.		

Epistemology	can	be	defined	as	the	question	of	how	we	know	what	we	know.	The	three	

main	 epistemologies	 are	 subjectivism,	 constructivism,	 and	 objectivism.	 Objectivism	

states	that	the	knowledge	is	existent	and	accessible	as	such,	there	are	no	filters	that	are	

changing	the	knowledge	about	an	‘object’.	Subjectivism	on	the	other	hand	believes,	that	

the	meaning	and	knowledge	is	put	from	the	subject	onto	the	object;	the	subject	is	the	filter	

towards	the	knowledge	about	the	object.	Constructivism	on	the	other	hand	also	assumes	

that	there	is	no	‘objective	reality’,	but	knowledge	and	meaning	emerge	instead	from	the	

interplay	between	the	subject	and	the	outer	world;	the	subject	is	creating	the	knowledge,	

therefore	no	subject	has	the	same	understanding	of	an	object,	as	it	is	influenced	by	his	or	

her	personal	experiences,	perspectives,	values	et	al.	(Gray,	2013)	

	

4.1.3. Theory	Development	

Regarding	theory	generation,	this	study	is	based	on	a	deductive	approach.	Deduction	as	

a	research	approach	is	starting	with	the	general,	with	the	theory	and	is	then	trying	to	test	

and	verify	or	falsify	it.	As	such,	deductive	studies	are	confirmatory,	as	they	try	to	confirm	

given	assumptions,		(Saunders	et	al.,	2019).		

Blaikie	(Blaikie	N.	W.	H.,	2019)	has	stated	six	steps	towards	deductive	research:		

1- State	an	idea,	premise,	hypothesis	or	several	hypotheses	to	form	a	theory.	

2- Deduce	the	ideas	etc.	to	a	testable	proposition	with	the	help	of	external	literature	

and	by	elaborating	the	conditions.	

3- Compare	the	proposition	with	existing	arguments	to	see	whether	 it	 is	worth	to	

research	about.	

4- Collect	data	to	test	and	analyse	the	premise.	

5- If	the	result	is	not	consistent	with	the	premise,	the	theory	has	to	be	abandoned.	

6- If	the	result	is	consistent	with	the	premise,	the	theory	is	corroborated.	
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The	original	wondering	for	the	study	was	how	sustainable	change	can	come	from	creative	

destruction.	Like	the	phoenix	from	the	ashes,	once	the	old	gets	destroyed	the	new	can	or	

should	 be	 able	 to	 arise.	 This	 concept	 has	 been	 put	 into	 an	 economic	 theory	 by	

Schumpeter,	which	has	been	chosen	as	the	basic	theoretical	framework	to	conduct	the	

study.	 Upon	 that,	 research	 questions	 have	 been	 developed.	 To	 answer	 them,	 the	

theoretical	concept	is	being	used	with	a	special	focus	on	start-ups	and	their	development.	

The	study	is	therefore	testing	to	verify	or	falsify	if	start-ups	and	companies	can	tap	into	

the	process	of	creative	destruction	to	arise.	

To	conclude,	I	argue	for	the	positioning	of	my	research	thesis	in	the	field	of	interpretivism	

with	 a	 constructivist’s	 epistemology	 (and	 the	 acceptance	 of	matters	 of	 facts)	 and	 a	

deductive	theory	approach.	My	own	perception	of	the	world	does	influence	the	collection,	

reconstruction,	and	analysis	of	the	research	object.	Nevertheless,	it	is	the	goal	to	conduct	

the	research	as	objectively	as	possible;	reflection	upon	biases	is	continuously	being	done.	

In	the	following	study,	the	philosophical	positionings	will	not	be	addressed	any	further	

but	will	influence	the	presentation	of	findings	and	the	results.		

	

4.2. STUDY	DESIGN	

Before	conducting	a	study	and	to	make	the	research	paper	more	reliable	and	trustworthy	

for	the	reader,	it	is	important	that	–	besides	the	research	philosophy	-	the	study	design	is	

displayed.	In	the	following,	the	chosen	methodology	and	the	research	strategy	are	being	

elaborated.		

	

4.2.1. Methodological	Choice	

When	 looking	 into	 different	 methodologies,	 one	 must	 decide	 between	 qualitative,	

quantitative,	 or	 mixed-method	 approaches.	 This	 research	 is	 mainly	 based	 upon	 non-

numerical	data	from	autobiographies	and	the	internet.	The	choice	to	gain	in-depth	data	

from	a	few	sources	is	typical	for	qualitative	studies.	It	also	follows	the	stated	research	

philosophy	 of	 interpretivism	 as	 “qualitative	 research	 is	 often	 associated	 with	 an	
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interpretive	philosophy”	(Saunders	et	al.,	2019,	p.	179).	Typically,	qualitative	research	

would	follow	an	inductive	approach,	nevertheless	deductive	approaches	are	also	to	be	

found.	 As	 we	 will	 be	 looking	 into	 primary	 data	 sources	 (autobiographies)	 but	 are	

informing	our	research	with	secondary	data	sources	(literature)	whenever	needed,	the	

research	can	be	classified	as	multi-method	qualitative	study.	(Saunders	et	al.,	2019)	

	

4.2.2. Research	Strategy	

As	the	purpose	of	this	study	is	to	confirm	a	thesis,	the	research	would	usually	be	classified	

as	 confirmatory	 or	 hypothesis-testing.	 Though	 there	 is	 reason	 given	 to	 classify	 the	

research	as	exploratory.	In	case	the	hypothesis	fails	or	is	only	partially	applicable,	new	

ideas	will	 be	 developed.	 In	 case	 the	 hypothesis	 is	 being	 confirmed,	 additional	 results	

might	be	added.	As	we	are	also	trying	to	analyse	our	case	companies	on	a	micro-level,	

difficulties	 to	apply	 the	 theory	as	being	on	a	macro-level	 are	expected.	Therefore,	 the	

exploratory	 aspect	 of	 research	 is	 already	 given	 within	 the	 context	 of	 the	 research	

question	–	the	applicability	of	the	theory	towards	the	empirics	is	to	be	explored.	

Regarding	Gilgun	(2015),	deductive	research	has	been	widely	frowned	upon	by	scholars	

in	qualitative	research	since	the	60s.	Having	a	theory	created	or	literature	read	makes	

the	researcher	prepositioned	towards	his	own	ideas,	he	becomes	biased	in	his	research.	

Qualitative	researchers	are	supposed	to	tap	into	their	research	with	a	clear	mind,	being	

open	to	any	outcome	possible.	These	ideas	are	based	on	a	paper	of	Glaser	and	Strauss	

from	1967,	in	which	they	introduced	grounded	theory	as	a	research	method.	Prior	to	that,	

it	was	common	practice	for	the	researcher	to	inform	himself	about	the	subject	of	matter	

and	to	construct	a	testable	theory	beforehand.	Gilgun	argues	now	for	a	middle	ground	

where	 the	 downsides	 of	 both	 are	 minimized	 by	 combining	 Grounded	 Theory	 (solely	

inductive)	 and	Analytic	 Induction	 (a	priori	 theorizing)	 into	a	methodology,	which	 she	

calls	Deductive	Qualitative	Analysis	(DQA).	(Gilgun,	2015)	

Gilgun	explains	DQA	as	follows:	“Researchers	may	simply	use	theory	to	focus	and	guide	

their	 research	 or	 they	 may	 develop	 hypotheses	 and	 test	 them.	 If	 doing	 theory	

development,	researchers	test	the	theory	on	cases.		When	the	theory	does	not	fit	findings,	
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the	theory	is	changed.”	(Gilgun,	2015,	p.	13)	The	theory	and	hypotheses	are	proposed,	

tested,	and	revised,	 they	are	preliminary.	 It	 also	 follows	 the	practise	of	Negative	Case	

Analysis,	an	 important	component	of	Analytical	 Induction,	which	continuously	revises	

the	 theory	 by	 focussing	 on	 exceptions	 and	 contradictions.	 By	 doing	 so	 in	 DQA,	 the	

researcher	is	supposed	to	find	what	he	is	not	expecting	to	find;	it’s	the	conscious	search	

for	 new	 ideas	 and	 hypotheses,	 that	 might	 emerge.	 Gilgun’s	 methodological	 approach	

inspired	my	conduct	of	the	research,	even	though	it	is	not	in	the	scope	of	the	paper	to	

analyse	an	anti-case	of	creative	destruction.	(Gilgun,	2015)	

The	 main	 methodology	 chosen	 for	 this	 study	 is	 the	 Case	 Study	 Analysis.	 Following	

Saunders	et	al.,	“a	case	study	is	an	in-depth	inquiry	into	a	topic	or	phenomenon	within	its	

real-life	setting”	(Saunders	et	al.,	2019,	p.	196).	Flyvbjerg	(2001)	highlights	the	relevance	

of	case	studies	as	they	have	been	criticized	for	not	delivering	generalisable,	reliable	or	

inducible	 results,	 are	 supposed	 to	 be	 used	 for	 initial	 research	 only	 and	 are	 prone	 to	

confirmatory	biases	by	 the	 researcher.	 Instead,	he	argues,	 case	 studies	deliver	a	deep	

insight	into	a	topic,	the	narrative	around	the	to	be	studied	case	gives	the	researcher	a	rich	

context.	Summarizing	the	data	a	priori	would	mean	losing	important	knowledge	about	

the	subject.	Moreover,	“case	study	research	is	often	used	when	the	boundaries	between	

the	phenomenon	being	studied	and	the	context	within	which	it	is	being	studied	are	not	

always	 apparent”	 (Saunders	 et	 al.,	 2019,	 p.	 197)	 and	 allows	 or	 even	 demands	 the	

researcher	to	include	external	data	in	the	research	process,	taking	them	as	context	into	

consideration	 in	 order	 to	 construct	 a	 coherent	 picture	 of	 the	 case	 and	 its	 situation.	

(Saunders	et	al.,	2019)	

Saunders	 et	 al.	 (2019)	 continue	 to	 differentiate	 orthodox	 and	 emergent	 case	 study	

strategies,	with	the	former	being	bound	to	a	rigid	and	linear	research	structure	and	the	

latter	 being	more	 open	 to	 changing	 the	 focus	 of	 research;	 the	 case	 emerges	 from	 the	

research.	As	the	theory	of	this	paper	is	given,	some	structure	is	already	defined.	Though	

the	structure	does	emerge	towards	the	cases	and	its	environment,	therefore	it	is	subject	

to	changes	if	needed.	The	research	strategy	for	this	thesis	can	be	refined	as	an	emergent	

case	study	research.	
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Furthermore,	the	paper	will	not	base	on	a	single	but	on	two	case	studies	which	allows	

comparability	and	a	higher	replicability	of	the	results.	As	the	two	cases	have	been	chose	

due	to	the	many	common	variables,	the	research	will	be	able	to	predict	results	for	other	

cases,	enabling	literal	replication.	However	the	cases	do	offer	plenty	that	distinguishes	

them	as	well,	which	is	important	and	not	to	be	neglected	in	the	study.	For	example,	the	

founder	 figures	 are	 very	 different	 in	 their	 personality,	which	 limits	 the	 replication	 of	

findings	 to	 theoretical	 replication.	 Nevertheless,	 these	 differences	will	 proof	 to	 be	 an	

important	factor	in	our	research	and	the	results.	(Saunders	et	al.,	2019)	

Finally,	 when	 conducting	 a	 case	 study	 research,	 it	 is	 also	 essential	 to	 define	 the	

boundaries	of	the	case.	One	may	use	a	holistic	approach,	researching	the	unit,	for	example	

an	organisation,	as	a	whole	or	breaking	the	unit	into	smaller	pieces,	which	would	lead	to	

an	embedded	case	study	approach.	For	the	given	study,	it	is	difficult	to	define	the	unit:	Is	

the	founder	an	individual	entity,	distinct	from	the	organisation	and	has	to	be	examined	

separately?	Does	a	chosen	time	period	present	a	unit	which	has	to	be	distinguished	from	

others?	As	far	as	the	question	of	the	unit	can	be	bent,	I	conclude	that	the	study	will	focus	

on	a	holistic	approach,	analysing	the	case	companies	and	founders	within	a	given	time	

period	as	one	unit.	(Saunders	et	al.,	2019)	

To	sum	up	the	research	strategy,	the	words	of	Saunders	et	al.	about	deductive	case	study	

analysis	shall	be	cited:		

“Where	 all	 of	 the	 findings	 from	 these	 cases	 are	 as	 predicted,	 this	 would	 clearly	

produce	 very	 strong	 support	 for	 the	 theoretical	 propositions	 on	 which	 these	

predictions	were	 based.	 This	 particular	 approach	 to	 case	 study	 strategy	 therefore	

commences	deductively,	based	on	theoretical	propositions	and	theory	testing,	before	

possibly	incorporating	an	inductive	or	abductive	approach.	Where	the	findings	are	in	

some	way	contrary	to	the	predictions	in	the	theoretical	propositions	being	tested,	it	

would	be	necessary	to	reframe	these	propositions	and	choose	another	set	of	cases	to	

test	them.”	(Saunders	et	al.,	2019,	p.	199)	
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4.2.3. Research	Quality	

To	 strengthen	 research	 and	 results,	 multiple	 quality	measures	 have	 been	 created	 by	

scholars	 and	 developed	 into	 standards	 for	 scientific	 social	 research.	 Two	 of	 the	most	

important	ones	are	validity	and	reliability.	Validity	refers	to	the	“appropriateness	of	the	

measures	used,	accuracy	of	the	analysis	of	the	results	and	generalisability	of	the	findings”	

(Saunders	et	al.,	2019,	p.	214);	reliability	on	the	other	hand	refers	to	a	study’s	replicability	

and	coherence.	Both	criteria	are	easier	applicable	 in	quantitative	research	but	are	not	

exclusive	to	that;	qualitative	studies	can	follow	these	measures	as	well.	

To	ensure	reliable	results,	this	study	is	presenting	the	research	process	as	transparent	as	

possible,	documenting	every	step	that	has	been	taken.	The	methodological	choice	as	well	

as	the	execution	are	reflected	on	a	continuous	basis.	Research	error	or	biases	are	either	

being	minimised	by	a	structured	research	approach	or	addressed	when	not	avoidable.	

For	example,	my	personal	preference	of	one	of	the	founders’	approach	does	influence	my	

perception	 of	 one	 of	 the	 cases	 but	 by	 obliging	 myself	 to	 a	 scientific	 and	 structured	

approach	towards	the	research	subjects,	the	effect	is	being	minimized	or	even	vanished.	

Finally,	different	data	sources	have	been	taken	into	account	during	the	data	collection	

process	which	also	enhances	the	reliability.		

To	increase	validity,	 the	research	strategy	and	methodology	have	been	discussed	with	

the	supervisor	and	reflected	upon	again	and	again.	Several	possible	methodologies	and	

study	 designs	 have	 been	 taken	 into	 consideration	 before	 deciding	 on	 the	 final	 setup.	

Furthermore,	 the	 conduct	 of	 the	 study,	 for	 example	 defining	 codes,	 has	 again	 been	

reflected	and	discussed	with	the	supervisor.	Ensuring	external	validity	is	more	difficult	

but	the	study	tries	to	ensure	a	correct	generalisation	of	the	results	by	following	scientific	

standards	 and	 by	 confining,	 where	 and	 under	 what	 conditions	 the	 results	 are	

generalisable.		
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4.2.4. Data	Collection	and	Analysis	

Data	 for	 the	 case	 study	 has	 been	 mainly	 derived	 from	 the	 autobiographies	 of	 the	

companies’	founders	Yvon	Chouinard	and	Phil	Knight.	Their	autobiographies	present	a	

thorough	presentation	of	historical	data	and	their	personal	perception	of	the	events	and	

circumstances.	 To	better	 inform	 the	 context,	 secondary	 and	 third-party	 literature	has	

been	included.	The	aim	was	to	paint	a	complete	picture	of	the	situation	and	relying	solely	

on	the	presentations	of	the	founders	seemed	to	be	biased.	Interpretivists	would	argue	

that	 it	 would	 be	 exactly	 the	 kind	 of	 data	 that	 was	 needed,	 but	 as	 stated	 before,	 the	

existence	of	matters	of	facts	is	being	anticipated.	Therefore,	any	external,	reliable	source	

of	information	supports	the	cause	of	collecting	background	information.		

To	make	meaning	out	of	the	collected	data,	the	analytical	process	was	guided	by	thematic	

analysis,	which	is	not	a	research	method	in	itself	but	rather	an	“analytical	approach	and	

synthesizing	strategy”	(Mills	et	al.,	2012,	p.	926).	It	is	used	to	make	sense	out	of	large	data	

sets	 which	 the	 autobiographies	 present.	 The	 thematical	 analysis	 starts	 off	 with	

developing	 codes	 for	 the	 analysis,	 which	 structure	 the	 data	 along	 recurrent	 “themes,	

topics	or	relationships”	(ibid.).	Saunders	et	al.	(2019)	elaborate	on	codes,	that	theoretical	

concepts	have	to	be	operationalised	to	be	applicable	and	measurable.	This	means,	that	

theory	variables	must	be	developed	and	defined.	These	variables	or	codes	are	structuring	

the	empirical	data	and	are	enabling	the	researcher	to	investigate	the	single	entities	of	his	

theory	and	apply	them	upon	the	data.	Given	a	successful	research,	the	findings	can	be	

then	generalised.		

In	this	study,	a	preliminary	list	of	codes	has	been	developed	a	priori	from	the	theoretical	

framework	 and	 adapted	 and	 supplemented	 whilst	 reading	 and	 analysing	 the	

autobiographies.	 The	 codes	 have	 been	 structured	 along	 three	 main	 themes,	 which	

assimilate	the	three	pillars	of	Schumpeter’s	concept	–	the	macro-level	of	the	context,	the	

meso-level	as	the	organisation	and	the	microlevel	as	the	entrepreneur.	The	codes	have	

been	assorted	to	the	respective	theme	and	can	be	found	in	Table	1.	The	coded	empirical	

material	can	be	found	in	the	Appendix.	
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THEMES	 CODES	

Founder	 Founder	Biography	
Family	
Socialisation	
Character	
Mindset	

Organisation	 Industry	
Mission	
General	History	
Co-Founder	
Core	Team	
Leadership	
Product	
Entrepreneurial	Opportunity	
Partnerships	
Values	
Success	Factors	
Sales/Marketing	
Innovation	
Competition	
Sustainability	

Context	 Economy	
Society	
History	and	Politics	
Globalisation	
Events	and	Innovation	

 
Table 1: Themes and Codes	

	

After	 collecting,	 coding	and	 sorting	 the	data,	 it	has	been	 reassembled	 to	present	 each	

company	to	the	reader	and	to	analyse	the	data.	The	analysis	has	been	done	as	follows:	

First,	 the	 collected	 insights	 have	 been	 reassembled	 to	 a	 narrative	 from	 the	 founder’s	

perspective	 to	 the	 respective	 topic.	 Each	 view	 has	 been	 represented	 and	 contrasted	

afterwards	in	an	analysis	by	Schumpeter’s	perception	of	the	topic.	Schumpeter	states	for	

example,	that	founders	have	a	specific	mindset.	Therefore,	the	material	addressing	the	

mindset	of	each	founder	has	been	collected	and	written	down	in	its	narrative	to	inform	

the	reader	and	to	see	differences	or	similarities	between	the	founders.	Afterwards,	the	
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narrative	has	been	re-read	and	analysed	with	a	Schumpeterian	view.	The	basis	for	that	is	

the	theoretical	framework	in	chapter	3.	

	

4.2.5. Choice	of	Case	Companies	

Whilst	looking	for	an	adequate	case	company,	I	remembered	reading	the	book	“Let	my	

people	go	surfing”	by	Yvon	Chouinard	(2005).	It	left	me	so	inspired,	that	I	chose	to	have	

a	 closer	 look	 into	 the	circumstances	and	success	 factors	 that	enabled	 them	to	make	a	

change	 in	 the	world	by	being	one	of	 the	most	responsible	and	sustainable	companies.	

Chouinard	 Equipment/Patagonia	 also	 fitted	 well	 for	 the	 study:	 historical	 data	 was	

available,	and	the	time	frame	of	their	rise	was	long	enough	to	possibly	detect	a	process	of	

creative	destruction	in	that	period.		

The	 second	 company	 Blue	 Ribbon/Nike	 has	 then	 been	 chosen	 due	 to	 the	 high	

comparability:	both	founders,	Yvon	and	Phil,	were	born	in	1938	in	the	US,	started	their	

companies	 in	 the	 60s	 and	 gained	 success	 in	 the	 70s	 and	 80s.	 Both	 companies	 are	

operating	 in	 the	 sport	 apparel	 and	 equipment	 industry	 and	 are	 worldwide	 present	

nowadays.	Still,	they	are	very	different	in	their	approaches.	Nike’s	main	driver	is	to	make	

profit,	to	reach	everyone	in	this	world	and	to	enable	them	to	do	their	sport	with	the	best	

equipment	available.	Nike	has	had	a	huge	impact	on	the	economy,	on	the	sport	industry	

and	on	 trillions	of	people	 in	 this	world;	making	 them	do	sports	and	 take	care	of	 their	

health.	On	the	other	side,	they	also	have	been	criticized	due	to	their	production	practices	

and	approach	to	sustainability.	Patagonia	on	the	other	hand	has	been	deeply	influenced	

and	shaped	by	the	vision	of	Yvon	Chouinard,	to	take	responsibility	and	action	towards	a	

better	future,	to	provide	the	best	equipment	possible	though	never	at	the	cost	of	others	

or	possible,	negative	externalities.	They	set	up	campaigns	to	give	back	to	society	and	to	

do	good,	to	make	a	change.	They	also	had	a	huge	impact	on	society	and	nature,	however	

in	a	very	different	way	as	we	will	see	later.		

To	 come	 back	 to	 the	 main	 question	 and	 to	 conclude:	 any	 company	 that	 has	 been	

successful	 in	 establishing	 itself,	 where	 enough	 data	 about	 the	 macro-	 and	 micro-

environment	would	be	given	and	which	had	an	impact	in	this	world	would	have	been	a	
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possible	case	company.	However	Nike	and	Patagonia	have	been	chosen	partially	due	to	

their	 comparability	on	macro-	 and	micro-level	 and	 their	differentiating	 impact	 in	 this	

world	as	well	as	partially	due	to	a	personal	interest	in	the	cases.	

The	empirical	analysis	is	not	only	limited	by	the	choice	of	the	companies,	but	also	by	the	

choice	of	the	material:	the	data	has	been	mainly	derived	from	the	autobiographies	of	the	

founders	within	a	specific	 time	period.	The	choice	of	autobiographies	might	present	a	

limitation,	though	as	this	study	has	been	conducted	from	an	interpretivist’s	positioning,	

subjective	meaning	is	perceived	as	a	strength	and	a	necessary	depth	towards	the	research	

object.	The	autobiographies	have	also	not	been	analysed	as	a	whole	but	only	until	each	

company	 reached	 a	 specific	 maturity	 level.	 The	 autobiography	 of	 Phil	 Knight	 (Blue	

Ribbon,	Nike)	and	Yvon	Chouinard	(Chouinard	Equipment,	Patagonia)	have	both	been	

analysed	 from	 the	 founders’	 birth	 in	 1938	 until	 the	 year	 1976,	 which	 defends	 the	

argument,	that	both	ventures	had	outgrown	their	start-up	phase	(over	the	age	of	10	years	

in	1976)	and	had	emerged	into	established	companies.	Wherever	needed,	supplementary	

information	from	later	years	has	been	included.	Therefore,	the	temporal	definition	of	the	

case	material	neither	presents	a	limitation	but	sets	the	boundaries	upon	the	case	studies,	

specifies	the	scope	of	the	results	and	enables	a	more	in-depth	analysis.	
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5. EMPIRICS	

The	 following	 chapter	 contains	 the	 presentation	 and	 in-depth	 analysis	 of	 the	 case	

companies.	The	case	presentation	and	analysis	are	structured	along	 the	main	 themes,	

which	have	been	elaborated	during	the	data	collection	process,	namely	“THE	ORIGINS”	

as	 basing	 mainly	 on	 the	 “Founder”	 theme,	 “THE	 PROCEEDINGS”	 as	 basing	 on	 the	

“Organisation”	theme	and	“THE	RETROSPECTION”	as	based	on	the	“Context”	theme	and	

secondary	data.	The	structure	follows	a	conical	composition:	it	starts	with	the	small,	the	

micro	 level,	 continues	with	 the	meso	 level	and	ends	with	 the	general	perspective,	 the	

macro	level.	Where	necessary,	information	from	other	themes	or	specific	codes	have	been	

considered	to	enrich	the	case.	

For	the	case	presentation,	the	founders’	perception	of	each	topic	has	been	collected	and	

summarized	 and	 is	 presented	 to	 inform	 the	 reader	 and	 to	 contrast	 the	differences	 or	

similarities.	The	empiric	material	 is	presented	 in	a	way,	 that	assimilates	 the	 founder’s	

narrative	and	 follows	his	wording	as	conceived	 in	 the	autobiographies.	This	approach	

was	chosen	as	the	study	follows	an	interpretivist’s	approach	and	language	does	play	an	

important	role	when	analysing	the	data.	After	the	presenting	the	founders’	perspectives,	

they	are	being	analysed	from	the	viewpoint	of	Schumpeter.	Is	it	adequate	if	the	founder	

is	talking	about	success	coming	from	his	overall	strategy?	Or	do	we	need	to	correct	the	

conception	by	arguing	in	Schumpeter’s	words	that	it	is	less	about	strategy	than	macro-

level-events?	 The	 following	 is	 therefore	 a	 conversation	 between	 the	 founders	 Yvon	

Chouinard,	Phil	Knight	and	me	as	the	author	and	advocate	of	Schumpeter.	

Case	company	number	one	is	“Nike”	or	“Blue	Ribbon”	as	it	was	originally	named.	Blue	

Ribbon	has	been	established	1964	and	is	nowadays	one	of	the	biggest	sportswear	and	

apparel	 companies	 with	 a	 revenue	 of	 $37,4	 billion	 in	 2020	 and	 75,400	 employees	

(estimation)	 (craft.co,	 2021a).	 The	 second	 case	 company	 “Patagonia”	 or	 “Chouinard	

Equipment”	has	been	established	in	1957	and	operates	in	the	outdoor	gear	and	apparel	

industry.	Contrary	to	Nike,	it	is	still	privately	held,	and	no	official	financials	are	available	

to	the	public.	The	yearly	revenue	in	2017	was	estimated	to	be	$1	billion	and	the	employee	

count	to	be	around	2,300	(craft.co,	2021b).	



 36 

The	 autobiographies	 (Knight,	 2016;	 Chouinard,	 2005)	 as	 well	 as	 Schumpeter’s	 book	

“Capitalism,	 Socialism	 and	 Democracy”	 (2008)	 won’t	 be	 listed	 as	 source	 anymore	

(exemption	applies	for	quotes)	for	the	length	of	this	chapter,	but	are	anticipated	as	the	

only	source	of	information,	if	not	otherwise	indicated.		

	

5.1. THE	ORIGINS	

PHIL	 KNIGHT.	 In	 the	 year	 1964	 after	 seven	 years,	 Phil	 Knight	 had	 finally	 finished	

university	and	had	served	his	time	in	the	army.	He	moved	back	home	and	realized,	that	

nothing	had	changed.	All	those	years,	he	had	stayed	the	same	thin,	shy,	and	pale	kid,	who	

had	not	yet	experienced	anything.	He	had	never	been	with	a	woman,	never	had	he	tried	

any	 drugs	 or	 loosened	 up.	 However	 there	 was	 something	 striving	 in	 him:	 becoming	

successful,	like	most	of	his	friends.	He	did	not	know	what	that	would	mean,	but	at	that	

moment,	where	he	had	to	rethink	his	future,	it	became	most	apparent	to	him.		

That’s	when	he	remembered	his	crazy	idea.	In	a	university	course,	Phil	got	introduced	to	

the	topic	of	disruption	and	how	the	Japanese	were	able	to	transform	the	camera	market	

by	their	ability	to	produce	cheaper	and	in	bigger	quantities.	As	a	runner	by	heart,	he	chose	

to	write	a	paper	for	that	course	on	the	possibility	of	Japanese	running	shoes	disrupting	

the	US	market.	He	calculated,	researched,	analysed,	and	came	to	the	conclusion,	that	the	

possibility	was	not	only	given,	but	that	it	was	an	immense	business	opportunity,	he	would	

have	loved	to	conquer.	However,	with	all	good	ideas,	he	soon	stored	it	in	the	back	of	his	

head;	there	were	other	things	to	think	about.		

Now,	after	all	those	years,	the	idea	came	back	again.	Along	with	an	urge	to	see	the	world,	

to	travel	and	to	finally	live	a	bit.	He	asked	his	dad	for	money,	knowing	that	he	himself	

regretted	to	not	having	seen	the	world	when	he	was	younger.	Contrary	to	that,	he	did	not	

believe	in	Phil’s	shoe	idea,	but	he	did	not	oppose	it	either.	Phil	started	to	map	out	all	the	

amazing	places	he	wanted	to	see	and	soon	after,	he	began	his	world	travel	with	a	friend.	

Their	first	stop	was	Honolulu,	which	already	blew	their	mind	away.	They	decided	to	stay	

instead,	work	and	enjoy	the	Hawaiian	lifestyle	for	a	while	–	Phil’s	 friend	got	stuck,	his	

intentions	to	travel	further	got	lost	with	the	gain	of	a	girlfriend.		
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Continuing	on	his	own,	Phil	went	to	Japan	with	the	intention	to	get	connected	to	a	shoe	

manufacturer	and	to	give	his	crazy	idea	a	shot.	Whilst	being	in	Japan,	he	realised	how	

present	the	aftermath	of	the	war	still	was.	Even	though	it	had	already	been	20	years	since	

the	 Asian-Pacific	 war	 ended,	 many	 buildings	 were	 still	 not	 resurrected,	 and	 poverty	

waited	at	every	corner.	After	all,	he	got	connected	to	a	Japanese	shoe	manufacturer	called	

Onitsuka.	Onitsuka	had	been	built	up	by	Mr.	Onitsuka	a	few	years	after	the	war	and	was	

able	 to	 gain	 scale	 and	 traction,	 especially	 with	 their	 shoe	 brand	 ‘Tigers’.	 They	 were	

producing	 sports	 shoes	 in	 a	 cheaper	 and	 more	 productive	 way	 than	 international	

competitors,	mainly	due	to	decreased	labour	costs	and	a	keen	eye	on	quality.	Despite	the	

presence	 of	 the	 war,	 Onitsuka’s	 executives	 welcomed	 him	 and	 got	 excited	 about	 the	

opportunity	to	enter	the	US	market,	which	they	had	intended	for	a	while	already.	They	

asked	Phil,	which	company	he	presented	and	without	having	anything	established	yet,	he	

stated	his	company	to	be	called	‘Blue	Ribbon	Inc.’	and	ordered	the	first	few	shoes	to	his	

parents’	place,	‘The	Worldwide	Head	Quarters’.	What	followed	afterwards	was	a	fruitful	

collaboration	and	the	start	of	a	venture,	which	would	grow	into	a	multi-billion	company	

as	which	we	know	it	today.	

As	 a	 person,	 Phil	 was	with	 heart	 and	 soul	 from	Oregon,	 north-west	 US,	 a	 proud	 and	

resilient	part	due	to	its	history.	“The	cowards	never	started,”	they	would	say,	“and	the	

weak	died	along	the	way	[to	Oregon]—that	leaves	us.”	(p.	6).	He	grew	up	in	a	caring	home,	

his	 father	 was	 very	 fond	 of	 respectability,	 whereas	 his	 mother	 was	 a	 quiet	 woman,	

standing	in	the	shadow	of	her	husband.	Still,	she	supporter	Phil	and	his	sisters	wherever	

she	could,	like	driving	them	to	sport	races,	taking	care	of	injuries	or	buying	the	first	pair	

of	sport	shoes	from	Phil	after	he	had	started	Blue	Ribbon.		

Phil	was	neither	particularly	good	in	school	nor	particularly	popular,	but	he	became	a	

really	good	runner.	Running	was	not	a	thing	at	that	time,	it	was	rather	niche	even	though	

it	was	an	established	sport.	Phil	joined	the	team	of	Bill	Bowerman,	who	became	later	his	

partner	 at	 Blue	Ribbon.	 Bowerman	was	 also	 ‘an	Oregonian	 by	 hear’,	 he	would	 rarely	

praise	his	athletes	but	instead	push	them	further	to	their	limits.	He	would	mentally	break	

and	rebuild	them	to	make	the	kids	stronger	or	sneak	their	shoes	to	‘improve’	them	before	

the	next	training,	which	would	either	make	the	kids	run	like	gazelles	or	bleed.	However	
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for	him	it	was	not	only	about	sports	but	moreover	a	school	of	life	and	he	did	his	best	to	

prepare	the	kids	for	the	real	world.		

	

YVON	CHOIUNARD.	Half	a	year	after	Phil	Knight,	Yvon	Chouinard	was	born	in	French-

Canada	on	the	9th	of	November	1938.	His	parents	were	like	Phil’s	not	wealthy	either;	his	

father	 worked	 on	 different	 jobs	 wherever	 he	 was	 needed,	 and	 his	 mother	 was	 an	

adventurous	woman,	who	 let	 the	kids	 go	out	 and	play	 in	 the	nature.	When	Yvon	was	

young,	he	wanted	to	become	a	fur	trapper;	he	spent	all	his	time	outside	fishing	or	hunting	

for	 animals.	When	 he	was	 eight	 years	 old,	 his	 parents	 decided	 to	move	 the	 family	 to	

California.	Starting	school	 there,	Phil	had	difficulties	 to	connect	with	other	kids	as	 the	

language	and	the	culture	presented	a	barrier.	He	continued	to	spend	most	of	the	time	in	

the	nature	on	his	own.	Yvon	recalls:	“I	learned	at	an	early	age	that	it’s	better	to	invent	

your	own	game;	then	you	can	always	be	a	winner.”	(p.	48)	During	his	teens,	he	joined	a	

falconry	club,	where	me	met	other	misfits.	Together	 they	would	 train	birds	of	prey	or	

catch	them	in	their	natural	habitat.	To	catch	a	wild	hawk,	the	boys	needed	to	climb	up	

smaller	rocks	and	rappel	down	again.	Yvon	liked	it	very	much	and	around	the	age	of	16	

he	started	to	teach	himself	proper	rock	climbing	by	following	experienced	climbers	in	the	

mountains.	

He	soon	realized	that	the	gear	he	had	was	not	perfect,	so	he	bought	himself	a	second-hand	

forge	and	started	to	craft	pitons	(and	later	carabiners)	on	his	own	in	1957	by	the	age	of	

19.	To	earn	some	money,	he	would	sell	the	ones	he	overproduced	to	friends	and	their	

friends.	A	few	years	passed	by,	where	Yvon	would	spend	winter	times	at	home	to	produce	

the	gear	and	summer	times	in	the	mountains	to	go	climbing	or	to	the	ocean	to	go	surfing.	

During	 these	 times	he	supported	himself	by	selling	his	gear	out	of	his	car.	He	and	his	

friends	slept	under	the	trees	in	sleeping	bags	and	ate	whatever	they	could	find	or	afford.	

They	would	hide	from	rangers	to	stay	longer	in	the	National	Parks	and	prided	themselves	

with	having	no	economic	value	to	society.	He	recalls:	“We	were	like	the	wild	species	living	

on	the	edge	of	an	ecosystem—adaptable,	resilient,	and	tough.”	(p.	64)	or	in	other	words:	

they	lived	along	the	motto	‘What	doesn’t	kill	you	makes	you	stronger’.	
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In	 1962,	 Yvon	 got	 called	 to	 the	military	 and	 sent	 to	Korea	 after	 completing	 the	 basic	

training	in	the	US.	Phil	had	continuously	problems	to	fit	in,	so	his	supervisors	decided	to	

give	him	the	task	of	switching	a	military	building’s	ventilation	on	in	the	morning	and	off	

in	 the	 evening.	 He	managed	 to	 sneak	 out	 during	 the	 day	 and	 go	 climbing	with	 some	

Koreans.		

Upon	return	in	the	US,	fall	1964,	Yvon	started	to	produce	climbing	gear	again	and	sold	it	

under	 the	 brand	 ‘Chouinard	 Equipment’.	 He	 also	 hired	 his	 first	 employee,	 a	 climbing	

friend,	 as	 he	 could	 not	meet	 the	 demand	 himself	 anymore.	 As	 the	 business	 grew,	 he	

acquired	more	 sophisticated	 tools	 and	went	 into	a	partnership	with	Tom	and	Doreen	

Frost.	Together,	they	would	improve	nearly	every	single	item	needed	for	climbing	and	

outdoors	in	the	years	of	their	partnership	and	scale	Chouinard	Equipment	as	well	as	add	

a	clothing	line	which	they	started	to	sell	under	the	brand	Patagonia.	

Throughout	 the	 years,	 Yvon	 continued	 to	 learn	 new	 sports	 and	 get	 new	 hobbies	 like	

kayaking,	fishing	or	ice	climbing.	As	soon	as	he	reached	a	proficiency	level	of	roughly	80%	

to	perfection,	he	was	fine	with	it	and	continued	to	either	do	it	for	fun	or	look	for	a	new	

sport.	His	versatile	interest	explains	also	the	diversity	of	the	product	palette,	which	they	

had	built	up	over	the	years	in	the	company.		

		

5.1.1. The	Entrepreneurs	

When	 reading	 both	 stories,	 the	 similarities	 are	 striking	 even	 though	 the	 stories	

differentiate	vastly.	Both	Yvon	and	Phil	had	difficulties	to	adapt	to	their	peers	and	find	

their	own	space.	It	was	not	their	style	to	fit	in	but	rather	to	adapt	the	rules	of	the	game	to	

their	 own	 preferences	 and	 needs	 to	 be	 good	 at	 it.	 They	 both	 did	 not	 care	 about	

conventions	or	norms,	even	though	they	had	strong	value	 foundations	on	their	own	–	

Yvon	was	guided	by	ethics	and	Phil	by	success.	During	teenage	time,	Phil	found	his	niche	

in	running	whereas	Yvon	followed	his	heart	into	nature	and	the	wilderness.	Each	area	

coined	the	men	so	strong,	that	 it	 later	became	their	 field	of	passion	and	expertise	and	

might	have	been	a	prerequisite	of	their	following	business	success.	Both	men	were	also	

resilient	and	tough	by	heart.	Yvon	learnt	it	from	the	wilderness	–	weakness	might	mean	
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your	death	 if	 you	are	climbing	a	 few	hundred	meters	above	ground,	mistakes	are	not	

allowed.	Phil	learnt	it	from	his	parents,	his	coach	and	his	heritage	as	Oregonian.	

Nevertheless,	their	approach	to	a	prosperous	life	and	their	core	values	differed	vastly.	

Phil	was	driven	by	becoming	 successful	 or	 as	he	would	 say:	 by	not	 losing.	And	being	

unsuccessful	meant	losing.	He	wanted	to	leave	his	mark	in	the	world	and	wanted	to	have	

an	impact,	which	was	also	the	reason	why	his	crazy	idea	got	stuck	in	his	head.	It	seemed	

to	be	an	opportunity	to	not	lose	in	life,	to	not	follow	the	common	paths	but	to	be	able	to	

do	what	fulfils	him.	Yvon	on	the	other	hand	did	not	care	about	success	as	Phil	defined	it.	

For	him,	a	successful	life	was	a	life	that	had	been	lived	to	its	fullest,	not	compromised	by	

norms	or	 rules	but	 instead	 following	 the	universe	and	 the	world	 to	 its	most	beautiful	

places.	He	did	not	think	about	leaving	his	mark	in	the	world,	he	just	avoided	to	go	the	

common	path,	he	did	not	seem	to	be	able	to	fit	in	in	any	normal	job.	In	the	autobiography	

he	writes:	“If	you	want	to	understand	the	entrepreneur,	study	the	juvenile	delinquent.	

The	delinquent	 is	saying	with	his	actions,	 ‘This	sucks.	 I’m	going	to	do	my	own	thing.’”	

(Chouinard,	2005,	p.	108).	And	doing	is	own	thing	is	what	he	did.		

Both	 founders	 were	 from	 an	 early	 age	 on	 different.	 Schumpeter	 states,	 that	 one	 can	

distinguish	the	founder	by	his	rare	character.	The	entrepreneur	needs	to	be	confident	to	

be	able	to	overcome	resistance.	Resistance	can	come	in	many	forms,	might	it	be	market	

resistance,	financial	struggles	or	customers	being	hard	to	convince.	Both	founders	were	

in	fact	rather	underdogs	than	extroverts,	but	nevertheless,	they	were	very	confident	in	

the	 spaces	 they	 owned.	 Their	 safe	 spaces	 gave	 them	 confidence	 to	 overcome	 any	

resistance.	Either	men	were	resistant	by	nature,	their	surroundings	had	formed	them	in	

a	way	that	they	were	constantly	pushing	the	borders	and	aspiring	the	heights.	

Schumpeter	 continues	 to	 define	 the	 entrepreneur	 as	 someone	who	 gets	 things	 done,	

which	again	applies	to	Yvon	and	Phil.	Either	of	them	did	not	get	tired	of	doing	the	things	

they	loved.	Yvon	did	not	like	school	or	doing	homework	though	he	could	not	get	tired	of	

activities	like	fishing,	climbing,	surfing	or	in	general	spending	time	outdoors.	There	he	

was	very	eager	of	doing	things;	for	example,	he	wanted	to	make	his	own	pitons,	so	he	just	

did	it.	And	the	same	accounted	for	Phil:	Phil	did	not	get	tired	of	the	things	he	loved,	but	it	

is	more	apparent	after	he	went	to	Onitsuka.	Going	to	Japan	with	the	intention	to	find	a	
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manufacturer	and	directly	ordering	shoes	is	that	kind	of	‘getting	things	done’-behaviour.		

He	could	not	wait	 to	be	back	at	home	after	his	 travel	 to	 see	his	 first	order	and	 to	get	

started	on	his	business	idea.	

Schumpeter	 does	 not	 give	 a	 lot	 of	 indications	 on	 the	 mindset	 or	 character	 of	 an	

entrepreneur.	 Moreover,	 he	 would	 presumably	 argue	 that	 the	 approach	 needs	 to	 be	

inverted:	besides	the	few	characteristics,	it	is	mainly	the	function	of	the	entrepreneur	as	

someone	who	is	able	to	create	a	disequilibrium	which	triggers	a	new	process	of	creative	

destruction;	the	entrepreneur	 is	the	agent	of	change.	Schumpeter	would	therefore	not	

exclusively	look	into	the	origins	of	the	respective	founder	but	instead	into	the	effects	he	

or	she	had	on	systems.	As	we	continue,	we	will	develop	the	founders’	impact	and	see	the	

connections	back	to	the	founders’	mindset,	which	has	been	laid	out.	

	

5.1.2. Entrepreneurial	Opportunities	

The	 next	 second	 perspective	 to	 look	 at	 is	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 entrepreneurial	

opportunity.	 For	 Yvon,	 there	 was	 never	 the	 conscious	 thought	 or	 perception	 of	 an	

‘entrepreneurial	opportunity’.	He	simply	did	what	he	was	interested	in	and	created	the	

tools	and	gears	he	needed	himself	to	become	a	better	climber.	The	fact,	that	there	was	

demand	for	his	products,	seemed	merely	coincidental.	Phil	on	the	other	hand	was	very	

strategic	 about	 the	 opportunity.	 He	 ‘discovered’	 it	 when	 he	 wrote	 a	 paper	 in	 an	

entrepreneurship	course	at	university	and	collected	more	information	about	the	market	

size,	the	costs,	potential	revenue	et	cetera.		

As	elaborated	in	the	literature	review,	there	are	two	different	approaches	in	research:	the	

scholars	who	perceive	the	market	opportunity	as	arising	from	an	ever-existent	market	

disequilibrium	and	an	information	asymmetry	in	favour	of	the	entrepreneur	(Kirzner’s	

view)	and	those	scholars,	who	perceive	it	as	arising	from	a	disequilibrium	created	by	the	

entrepreneur	(Schumpeter’s	view).	It	appears	that	one	can	argue	for	both	positions	in	the	

given	case.	Was	the	market	disequilibrium	already	existent	when	Phil	researched	upon	

his	idea	as	the	failure	of	the	market	to	produce	sport	shoes	cheaper?	As	not	sourcing	them	

the	most	optimal	way?	And	was	it	him	being	able	to	perceive	it	due	to	information	which	
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only	he	had?	Or	was	it	Phil	who	created	the	disequilibrium	by	introducing	the	shoes	to	

the	US	market?	Did	Yvon	tap	into	a	market	disequilibrium	which	existed	due	to	an	unmet	

need	 of	 getting	 better	 equipment?	 Or	 was	 it	 him,	 who	 created	 the	 demand	 and	

subsequently	the	disequilibrium?		

A	 priori	market	 failure	 in	 that	 sense	was	 not	 given	 in	 either	 case,	 the	markets	were	

working	well	 and	meeting	demand	with	 shoes	 and	 climbing	 gear.	Though	 there	were	

information	asymmetries;	Phil	new	more	than	other	people	about	the	potential	arbitrage	

and	Yvon	knew	which	product	improvements	were	needed	as	he	was	himself	using	the	

existing	 products.	 Schumpeter	 would	 argue,	 that	 Yvon	 and	 Phil	 created	 the	

entrepreneurial	opportunity	and	subsequently	the	disequilibrium	through	exploiting	it	

and	thereby	reforming	the	patterns	of	production	in	the	aftermath.	Kirzner	would	argue,	

they	discovered	the	opportunity.		

And	in	fact,	it	differs.	Looking	at	Phil’s	narrative,	he	would	say	that	he	had	discovered	the	

opportunity	when	he	was	 researching	 for	 his	 paper.	 It	was	 apparent	 to	 him,	 that	 the	

perceived	opportunity	would	bring	profit	and	the	conditions	to	exploit	it	were	already	

given.	It	was	only	a	matter	of	time	until	an	entrepreneur	or	company	would	have	tapped	

into	 the	 opportunity.	 Yvon	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 would	 not	 say	 that	 he	 discovered	 an	

opportunity	and	then	tapped	into	it,	but	instead	he	created	it	by	starting	to	produce	and	

innovate	products.	By	doing	so	he	disequilibrated	the	market	and	was	able	to	exploit	the	

entrepreneurial	opportunity.	

What	states	true	in	any	case	is	the	fact,	that	the	disequilibrium	enabled	their	businesses	

to	arise,	they	were	able	to	exploit	the	business	opportunity.	It	is	the	kind	of	activity,	which	

brings	prosperity	in	the	long	run	and	kicks	off	the	process	of	creative	destruction.	In	the	

following	 chapter,	 we	 will	 see	 how	 the	 presented	 opportunities	 merged	 into	 two	

businesses,	which	scaled,	gained	traction,	and	transformed	the	market.		
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5.2. THE	PROCEEDINGS	

PHIL	KNIGHT.	Upon	return	from	his	world	travel,	Phil	received	the	shoes.	Excited	about	

their	 quality,	 he	 sent	 one	 to	 his	 former	 coach,	 Bill	 Bowerman.	 Bill	 suggested	 Phil	 a	

collaboration,	aspiring	to	become	his	business	partners.	They	agreed	upon	a	share	split	

of	49-51	in	favour	of	Phil,	giving	him	the	operational	power	but	sharing	the	risks	and	the	

initial	capital	investment.	In	the	following	years,	Bill	became	the	driving	force	of	product	

innovation	for	Blue	Ribbon,	inventing	the	waffle	sole	with	his	wife’s	waffle	iron,	or	the	

inclusion	of	a	damping	gas	bubble	into	the	shoes	sole.	Bowerman	continued	to	improve	

the	shoes	throughout	the	years,	even	though	he	sold	his	shares	back	to	Nike	in	the	70s.	

His	innovations	as	well	as	his	success	as	coach	for	the	Olympic	team	were	a	big	driver	for	

Blue	Ribbon’s	and	Nike’s	rise.	Bill	was	also	the	one	who	popularized	jogging	as	a	fitness	

routine,	which	had	not	been	a	thing	back	then	by	writing	a	book	which	he	published	in	

1967.	

After	official	matters	were	arranged	with	Bill,	Phil	ordered	the	first	delivery	of	shoes	for	

$1000,	which	he	sold	out	of	his	van.	He	first	tried	to	sell	them	to	department	stores,	but	

realized	that	they	were	reluctant	to	include	products,	which	did	not	have	a	customer	base	

yet.	 Phil	 then	went	 to	 sport	 events,	 coaches,	 runners,	 and	 fans,	who	were	more	 than	

excited	 about	 the	 new	 shoes.	Withing	 three	months	 he	 had	 sold	 all	 300	 pairs,	 so	 he	

ordered	again,	but	tripled	the	order	this	time	to	900	pairs	worth	$3000.		

A	year	later,	in	1965,	Phil	hired	his	first	part-time	employee,	Jeff	Johnson,	who	wanted	to	

improve	his	salary	as	a	social	worker.	Johnson	became	one	of	the	key	team	members	of	

Blue	Ribbon	and	stayed	at	the	company	until	he	retired	nearly	50	years	later.	Johnson	

was	a	keen	runner,	who	found	family	in	the	community.	He	opened	the	first	retail	store	

for	Blue	Ribbon	 in	California	as	well	 as	 the	second	one	at	 the	East	Coast,	did	product	

advertisements	and	kept	close	customer	contact,	collecting	information	and	conversating	

with	them	on	any	matter,	might	it	be	about	injuries	from	running	or	birthday	greetings.	

As	 Phil’s	 management	 style	 was	 the	 adversary	 to	 micro-management,	 Johnson	 could	

decide	freely	on	how	he	worked	as	long	as	the	sales	were	good.		

All	those	years,	Blue	Ribbon	was	able	to	double	the	yearly	sales	of	Onitsuka’s	shoes	and	

hire	new	employees,	but	it	was	not	until	1969,	that	Phil	decided	they	had	enough	money	
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to	pay	himself	a	salary.	The	years	before,	he	still	worked	fulltime	as	an	accountant	and	

later	parttime	as	an	assistant	professor	at	university.	In	the	same	period,	problems	with	

the	shoe	manufacturer	Onitsuka	started.	Deliveries	got	delayed	and	the	general	tone	of	

their	partnership	became	less	friendly.		

1971	was	the	year	where	things	got	complicated:	Phil	found	out	that	Onitsuka	was	in	fact	

looking	 to	 add	 more	 distribution	 channels	 in	 the	 US	 and	 replace	 Blue	 Ribbon,	 after	

granting	 them	 sole	 distributor	 rights	 throughout	 all	 the	 years.	 It	 turned	 out,	 that	

Onitsuka’s	executives	were	not	happy	with	the	yearly	growth.	In	their	eyes,	Blue	Ribbon	

would	 need	 to	 act	 more	 aggressive,	 taking	 over	 the	 US	 by	 storm.	 Additionally,	 Blue	

Ribbons	bank,	First	National	Bank	of	Oregon,	 refused	 to	continue	providing	capital	 to	

Blue	Ribbon.	Looking	for	a	new	bank,	Phil	found	Nissho,	a	Japanese	bank	with	a	branch	

in	Oregon.	They	were	not	only	providing	capital	to	Blue	Ribbon,	but	also	knowledge	and	

an	introduction	to	the	Japanese	shoe	manufacture	market.	Following	that,	Phil	went	to	

seek	a	new	manufacturer	who	could	replace	Onitsuka.	In	order	to	not	violate	the	treaty,	

he	still	had	with	Onitsuka,	they	started	to	produce	the	shoes	under	the	brand	‘Nike’.	The	

first	versions	were	substandard	but	soon	after	it	improved,	and	Nikes	became	popular	

among	athletes.	

What	made	Nike	successful	 in	the	end	was	a	mix	out	of	 the	community	they	built,	 the	

products,	the	purpose	they	had	and	the	success	they	strived	for.	Nike	was	supporting	and	

endorsing	 local	 athletes,	 keeping	 the	 relationship	 close.	However,	 they	were	 not	 only	

there	 for	 the	athletes	but	were	also	addressing	hobby-runner	and	 fashionable	people.	

Nike	was	the	first	brand	to	produce	blue	sport	shoes	for	everyday	life	as	the	colour	would	

fit	well	with	 people’s	 outfits	 and	would	 be	 adequate	 to	 be	worn	 at	 a	workplace.	 Phil	

furthermore	believed	firmly,	that	“if	people	got	out	and	ran	a	few	miles	every	day,	the	

world	would	be	a	better	place”	(Knight,	2016,	p.	50).	On	top	of	that,	the	main	aim	was	to	

increase	sales	wherever	possible.	There	were	years,	where	Phil	got	updated	every	day	

about	the	shoe	count	and	the	sales	per	day	–	good	sales	days	meant	good	days	for	Phil,	

bad	sales	days	meant	bad	days	for	Phil.		
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YVON	CHOUINARD.	Chouinard	Equipment	on	the	other	hand	developed	very	differently.	

1966,	Yvon	hired	his	first	employees,	fellow	climbing	friends.	They	would	work	during	

the	 off-season	 and	 go	 off	 to	 climb	 or	 surf	whenever	 they	 had	 earned	 enough	money.	

During	that	time,	Tom	and	Doreen	Frost	became	partners	at	Chouinard	Equipment.	Tom	

was	an	aeronautical	engineer	and	had	a	strong	sense	of	aesthetics	and	design,	whereas	

Doreen	took	care	of	bookkeeping	and	business-related	tasks.	Together	they	reinvented	

and	redesigned	the	gear,	always	focussing	on	producing	everything	on	the	highest	quality	

standard	possible,	because	product	failure	could	mean	a	person’s	death	in	the	mountains.	

Their	product	development	was	guided	by	the	devise	to	make	the	gear	even	simpler	and	

functional,	cutting	off	everything	that	added	weight	or	was	not	of	use.	The	best	product	

in	their	eyes	was	the	one,	where	there	is	nothing	else	to	take	away	anymore.		

During	that	time,	their	sales	grew	mainly	organically.	Before	climbing,	people	would	lay	

out	their	equipment	to	check	if	they	had	everything.	Tools	from	Chouinard	Equipment	

were	easily	spotted	as	they	were	the	most	solid	and	cleanest	in	design.	They	also	adapted	

their	 products	 towards	 sustainability:	 Yvon	 realized,	 that	 pitons	were	 destroying	 the	

rocks,	as	one	had	to	hammer	them	in	small	cracks,	either	leaving	them	behind	or	taking	

them	out	again,	which	loosened	up	the	rock.	They	therefore	stopped	the	production	and	

introduced	 stoppers	 and	 hexentrics,	 which	 were	 wedged	 into	 the	 rock	 instead	 of	

hammered.	Customers	were	first	reluctant	and	did	not	trust	the	new	gear.	But	on	the	first	

page	of	the	up-following	product	catalogue,	Yvon	wrote	an	essay	about	Clean	Climbing,	

explaining	 how	 it	 works	 and	 why	 it	 is	 important	 to	 consider	 sustainability	 (as	 in	

sustaining	the	mountains)	for	the	sake	of	current	and	future	climbers.	He	also	explained	

the	safe	use	of	the	gear;	afterwards,	sales	skyrocketed.		

The	next	big	idea	was	climbing	clothing.	Phil	found	a	thick	cloth	whilst	travelling	the	UK	

and	decided	he	wanted	to	try	sewing	trousers	out	of	them.	He	designed	a	pair	with	extra	

deep	pockets	and	tested	it	himself	during	climbing.	Soon	after	he	had	friends	asking	him	

for	a	pair,	so	they	started	to	produce	them.	In	a	store,	Phil	also	found	rugby	shirts	and	

realized	that	they	would	be	perfectly	suited	for	climbing	as	well;	the	high	neck	and	the	

thick	fabric	would	protect	the	skin	from	the	ropes.	He	tested	it	himself	whilst	climbing	

and	again	he	had	friends	asking	him	where	he	got	them	from.	So	they	decided	to	buy	in	

some	shirts	and	offer	them	under	their	own	brand,	but	they	couldn’t	even	get	enough	as	
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they	were	immediately	quickly.	Reason	for	that	might	have	also	been	the	fashion	element:	

traditionally,	outdoor	clothing	was	coloured	like	nature	–	kaki,	brown	or	grey.	However,	

the	new	shirts	added	colour	to	the	wardrobe	and	could	be	immediately	spotted	in	the	

mountains.	People	loved	it.		

Due	to	all	their	innovations,	Chouinard	Equipment	had	difficulties	to	make	profit.	Their	

product	 life	 cycles	 were	 too	 short	 to	 amortise	 during	 time.	 Nevertheless,	 Chouinard	

Equipment	was	the	biggest	player	in	the	US	market	by	that	time,	reaching	customers	with	

the	outstanding	product	quality.	To	 improve	profitability,	 they	decided	 to	spin	off	 the	

clothing	line	into	its	own	brand.	In	1973,	they	came	up	with	the	name	Patagonia	and	the	

mountain	 line	as	brand	 logo.	There	were	also	 strategic	 reasons	given	 for	 the	 spin-off:	

First,	 they	did	not	want	to	dilute	the	brand	image	of	Chouinard	Equipment	as	reliable	

gear	manufacturer	and	second,	they	had	the	vision	of	Patagonia	to	grow	from	an	outdoor	

clothing	brand	to	a	fashionable	and	sustainable	every-day	brand.	Patagonia	had	a	rough	

start	but	turned	soon	into	a	success.		

With	 Patagonia,	 they	 started	 to	 innovate	 clothing	 technically.	 Yvon	 wrote:	

“Multifunctional	technical	clothing	became	our	new	focus	[…].	Our	first	technical	product	

had	been	the	Foamback	jacket,	an	advance	over	the	polyurethane	rainwear	of	the	time,	

which	condensed	badly	on	the	inside.	We	applied	a	thin	layer	of	foam	and	a	scrim	to	the	

inside	of	the	nylon	shell,	which	added	warmth	and	reduced	condensation.	[…]	At	a	time	

when	 the	 entire	 mountaineering	 community	 relied	 on	 the	 traditional,	 moisture-

absorbing	layers	of	cotton,	wool,	and	down,	we	looked	elsewhere	for	inspiration—and	

protection.	 We	 decided	 that	 a	 staple	 of	 North	 Atlantic	 fishermen,	 the	 synthetic	 pile	

sweater,	 would	 make	 an	 ideal	 mountain	 sweater	 because	 it	 insulated	 well	 without	

absorbing	moisture.”	(Chouinard,	2005,	p.	115f).	Inspiration	from	other	fields	had	been	a	

main	driver	for	their	product	innovations,	the	recombination	of	existing	technologies	and	

materials	prove	to	be	successful	and	became	a	key	strategic	advantage	for	Patagonia.		

In	1966,	 they	still	had	cash	 flow	problems	and	needed	to	get	a	 loan,	which	eventually	

ruined	 the	 partnership	 between	 Yvon	 and	 the	 Frosts.	 Yvon	 put	 one	 of	 his	 long-time	

employees,	Kris	McEveritt	in	the	position	of	the	new	General	Manager	and	later	as	CEO.	

She	managed	Chouinard	Equipment	and	Patagonia	well	throughout	the	years.	Following	
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the	years,	the	company	did	not	only	grow	its	revenue	from	$20	million	in	1980	to	$100	

million	 in	1990	(Demkes,	2020),	but	 they	also	continued	to	 introduce	more	and	more	

sustainable	 and	 ethical	 practices.	 The	 company	 was	 known	 for	 supporting	 young,	

employed	 parents	 or	 local	 activist	 organisations,	 and	 continued	 their	 mission	 of	

challenging	conventional	capitalism	by	being	a	best-practise	example	of	what	responsible	

production	 and	 consumption	 means.	 For	 a	 better	 tomorrow,	 everything	 has	 to	 be	

rethought.	And	Patagonia/Chouinard	Equipment	 in	 fact	became	a	 role	model	 for	how	

business	can	be	done	responsibly.		

	

5.2.1. Growth	

As	we	could	see,	the	growth	of	both	firms	came	differently.	The	most	apparent	difference	

is	 the	reasons,	 the	companies	grew:	Blue	Ribbon/Nike	grew	because	Phil	wanted	 it	 to	

grow	and	to	become	a	success.	Phil	had	good	partners	which	enabled	and	pushed	the	

growth	like	Onitsuka	and	Bill	Bowerman.	Furthermore,	people	 liked	the	shoes	as	they	

were	 cheaper	 and	 better	 in	 comparison	 to	 competitor’s	 products;	 their	 selling	

proposition	was	very	good,	and	Phil	knew	from	the	very	beginning	that	it	might	be	like	

that.	Chouinard	Equipment	and	Patagonia	on	the	other	hand	grew	not	because	Yvon	or	

someone	else	wanted	it	to	grow	in	the	first	place,	but	instead	because	people	demanded	

the	 products;	 the	 companies	 could	 not	 produce	 enough	 to	 meet	 the	 demand.	 The	

products	were	 even	more	 expensive	 than	 competitive	 ones,	 however	 the	 quality	was	

outstanding,	 and	 the	 products	 became	 soon	 the	 state	 of	 the	 art	 at	 that	 time	 due	 to	

continuous	improvements	being	done.	Yvon	and	his	partners	did	not	oppose	the	growth,	

but	they	grew	the	company	organically,	following	their	customer	base.	A	few	years	later,	

they	did	 in	 fact	 limit	 the	 growth	 to	 an	 annual	 rate	of	5%	 in	order	 to	be	 able	 to	 grow	

sustainably.	

Both	approaches	seem	to	follow	rationalistic	justification;	growth	in	form	of	producing	

and	selling	more	is	a	logical	consequence	of	a	rising	demand.	Schumpeter	would	argue:	

the	 capitalistic	 superstructure	 shaped	 the	 behaviour	 of	 both	 companies;	 without	

rationalism	and	ultimately	capitalism	as	underlying	thought	pattern,	growth	might	not	

have	 been	 an	 aim	 or	 necessary	 consequence.	 Also,	 the	 products	 itself	 are	 a	 direct	
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consequence	of	rationalistic	or	capitalistic	behaviour.	Even	if	Yvon	bridles	against	being	

categorised	as	capitalist	and	fought	a	long	time	of	his	life	against	the	system,	he	in	fact	

was	not	able	to	get	around	it.	In	a	later	episode	of	the	book,	he	writes	that	he	might	have	

arrived	at	a	point	in	life,	where	he	would	need	to	accept	the	fact,	that	he	is	a	businessman.	

Following	those	reflections,	he	turned	Patagonia	in	a	living	example	of	how	business	can	

be	done	with	a	planet-first	focus.	Caught	within	the	webs	of	capitalism,	he	at	least	tried	

to	change	the	game	in	favour	of	his	own	rules.	Phil	on	the	other	hand	did	not	reflect	upon	

the	negative	consequences	of	capitalism	or	rationalism	as	paradigm	as	he	is	a	capitalist	

by	 heart.	 Improvements	 in	 favour	 of	 better	 products,	 sales	 or	 cost	 savings	 were	

continuously	done,	(mostly)	regardless	of	the	negative	externalities.	As	Phil	did	not	even	

address	 these	 kinds	 of	 issues	 in	 his	 autobiography,	 one	 can	 conclude	 that	 it	was	 not	

important	to	him.	

What	appears	to	be	impossible	at	that	point	is	to	get	a	perception	of	Schumpeter	on	the	

matter	of	company	growth	and	development	itself.	He	does	not	provide	any	information	

upon	how	the	connection	between	the	entrepreneur	and	creative	destruction	finds	 its	

expression	 on	 a	 company	 level.	 Central	 to	 his	 theory	 are	 terms	 like	 innovation,	 the	

entrepreneur	or	 economic	disequilibrium.	However,	 a	 company	merely	 seems	 to	be	 a	

means	 to	 an	 end.	 They	 are	 the	 vehicle,	 where	 innovation	 is	 transported	 in	 and	 the	

entrepreneur	is	the	driver.		

Was	it	possible	though,	is	the	translation	of	happenings	on	the	macro	level	towards	the	

meso	 level.	 Schumpeter	 argues:	 “Every	 piece	 of	 business	 strategy	 acquires	 its	 true	

significance	only	against	the	background	of	that	process	and	within	the	situation	created	

by	 it.	 It	 must	 be	 seen	 in	 its	 role	 in	 the	 perennial	 gale	 of	 creative	 destruction	 […].”	

(Schumpeter,	2008,	p.	83f).	To	analyse	the	cases,	Schumpeter	would	therefore	look	into	

the	 historical	 and	 economic	 circumstances	 and	 portray	 the	 cases	 in	 front	 of	 that	

background.	Taking	only	the	founders’	elaborations	into	account	is	insufficient,	there	is	

not	 a	 lot	 of	 information	 to	 be	 found	 on	 the	 context	 of	 the	 companies’	 rise	 in	 the	

autobiographies.	This	perspective	will	therefore	be	presented	in	the	chapter	5.3.,	where	

information	 about	 the	 macro	 level	 has	 been	 collected	 and	 shows	 in	 retrospect	 the	

relevance	of	the	company	development.	
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5.2.2. Innovation	

Innovation	 for	 Schumpeter	 is	 the	 essential	 disequilibrating	 force	 and	 ultimately	

responsible	for	growth;	it	is	able	to	reform	patterns	of	production.	Looking	over	time,	we	

can	see	it	as	a	history	of	revolutions,	of	“mutations”	(Schumpeter,	2008,	p.	83).	For	Yvon	

and	Phil,	innovations	were	a	mean	to	stay	alive	and	to	survive	as	a	company.	They	had	a	

few	 strikethrough	 innovations	 which	 in	 fact	 did	 have	 a	 disequilibrating	 power	 on	

industrial	level,	but	they	continued	to	make	incremental	changes	on	the	product,	showing	

us	in	fact	a	history	of	changes;	each	time	the	products	might	not	have	changed	a	lot	but	

over	time	it	is	graspable.		

Nevertheless,	Schumpeter	stresses	again,	that	any	innovation	is	of	no	importance	as	long	

as	it	 is	not	perceived	in	front	the	background	of	creative	destruction.	And	in	fact,	both	

founders	are	not	talking	about	‘a	destructive	power	inherent	in	their	products’,	but	they	

do	talk	about	their	success.	Chouinard	Equipment	was	able	to	gain	a	market	share	in	the	

US	of	around	75%	within	10	years.	Blue	Ribbon	on	the	other	hand	was	able	to	double	its	

revenue	year	after	year.	The	innovations	brought	growth	to	the	company	and	ultimately	

to	the	industry	as	a	whole,	as	they	were	also	exerting	pressure	to	their	competitors.	In	

the	biographies,	both	both	founders	do	attribute	the	growth	back	to	their	products	and	

their	new	way	of	organisation.	None	of	them	praises	their	superior	strategy	or	any	other	

external	factors.	Their	autobiographies	are	basically	a	history	of	product	innovations.	

Both	founders	addressed	innovation	in	a	pretty	similar	way:	For	Yvon	it	was	the	ultimate	

goal	to	innovate	and	improve	all	the	products.	He	wanted	to	decrease	failure,	 increase	

quality,	longevity,	and	functionality.	As	long	as	a	product	was	not	perfect,	it	was	not	in	its	

final	stage.	And	there	was	always	something	to	improve;	in	the	beginning	it	was	mainly	

design	 and	 functionality,	 later	 improvements	 were	 driven	 by	 increasing	 product	

sustainability.	Phil	on	the	other	hand	did	not	drive	product	innovation	himself.	Johnson	

and	Bowerman	were	collecting	 feedback	and	searching	 for	possible	solutions	 for	non-

ideal	features.	This	was	then	handed	further	to	Onitsuka	who	either	made	the	changes	or	

discarded	them.	Later,	when	Blue	Ribbon	produced	their	own	shoes,	the	Nike’s,	they	were	

able	to	implement	more	of	their	improvements.	Nevertheless,	also	Blue	Ribbon/Nike	had	

some	outstanding	 innovations	 like	the	waffle	sole	or	the	shoe	“Cortez”,	which	was	the	
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first	shoe	which	took	pressure	off	the	Achilles	with	its	cushioned	sole.	These	innovations	

were	a	big	driver	for	their	sales;	Phil	even	mentions	that	the	revenue	of	1967	was	mainly	

to	be	attributed	to	the	Cortez,	Bowerman	had	invented.	These	elaborations	do	show	the	

importance	and	relevance	of	innovation	in	connection	to	growth.		

What	makes	innovations	breaking	though	in	the	context	of	creative	destruction	is	also	

the	 existence	 of	 clusters,	 the	 rise	 of	 similar	 products	 or	 at	 least	 innovations	 tackling	

similar	problems.	To	perceive	those,	one	needs	to	have	a	look	at	the	industry	at	that	time.	

Were	similar	companies	or	innovations	rising	up	at	the	same	time?	To	answer	that,	we	

are	 in	 need	 of	 changing	 the	 perspectives	 to	 be	 able	 to	 theorize	 the	 rise	 of	 the	 two	

companies	and	possibly	a	wave	of	creative	destruction	under	Schumpeter’s	concept.	This	

will	be	done	after	the	following	analysis	of	Chouinard	Equipment/Patagonia’s	and	Blue	

Ribbon/Nike’s	sustainability	efforts.		

	

5.2.3. Sustainability	Practise	

Most	 striking	 when	 reading	 the	 founders’	 biographies	 was	 not	 their	 personal	

backgrounds	 or	 their	 business	 success	 but	 in	 fact	 their	 approach	 to	 sustainability.	

Something,	 that	 can	 be	 literally	 felt	 when	 reading	 Yvon’s	 biography	 however	 is	

completely	missing	when	reading	Phil’s	biography.	For	Yvon,	it	is	the	core	of	his	being,	

everything	he	does,	which	translated	one	to	one	into	his	company.	Chouinard	Equipment	

and	Patagonia	are	aligning	all	their	actions	with	the	mission	of	“Make	the	best	product,	

cause	no	unnecessary	harm,	and	use	business	to	inspire	and	implement	solutions	to	the	

environmental	crisis.”	(Chouinard,	2005,	p.	110).	Blue	Ribbon/Nike’s	focus	on	the	other	

hand	was	to	increase	sales.	As	of	today,	many	things	changed	in	comparison	to	the	60s	

and	70s,	rising	urgence	and	criticism	turned	also	Nike	into	a	more	responsible	company	

with	a	CSR	strategy.		

Looking	back,	both	companies	had	economic,	social	and	environmental	impact.	An	impact	

analysis	of	both	companies	exceeds	the	scope	of	the	paper,	though	it	is	possible	to	see,	

how	their	approach	to	sustainability	differed.	For	Yvon,	it	was	superior	to	everything	else	

they	did	as	a	company.	He	even	posed	the	rule	 to	keep	growth	at	5%	in	1990	as	 they	
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noticed	 that	 it	was	 not	 possible	 to	 align	 a	 growth	 rate	 of	 40%	with	 their	 values	 and	

sustainability	goals.	Growth	was	still	needed	to	be	able	 to	sustain	 the	company,	but	 it	

became	a	mean	to	an	end.	Instead,	they	focussed	on	turning	Patagonia	in	an	example	of	

how	 responsible	 business	 and	 consumption	 can	 and	 should	 be	 done.	 Social	 and	

environmental	sustainability	came	first,	and	then	they	constructed	the	business	around	

these	pillars.		

For	 Phil,	 it	 was	 the	 other	 way	 around.	 He	 does	 not	 even	 once	 mention	 the	 word	

sustainability	in	his	biography;	the	only	word	which	appears	is	sustain	in	connection	to	

growth.	 The	 growth	 paradigm	 structured	 the	 whole	 company,	 everything	 else	 came	

second	and	is	again	a	direct	 translation	of	 the	founder’s	values.	Phil	cared	most	about	

winning;	or	at	least	not	losing.	The	company	also	had	a	massive	impact,	especially	their	

economic	impact	exceeded	all	predictions.	However,	only	after	allegations	and	criticism	

rose	upon	 their	unresponsible	business	practices,	 they	worked	on	 their	 sustainability	

strategy,	for	example	by	introducing	the	program	Reuse-a-Shoe	in	1993,	nearly	25	years	

after	founding	the	company.	There	were	further	allegations	and	today,	they	are	doing	a	

lot	to	improve	their	social	and	environmental	impact	–	also	to	improve	their	CSR	strategy	

(Nike,	2021)	

To	conclude,	in	both	cases	the	core	coefficient	to	the	companies’	sustainability	approach	

was	the	founder	and	his	personal	values	as	it	is	possible	to	see	in	the	narratives	and	the	

content	 of	 their	 biographies.	 This	 will	 become	 important	 when	 answering	 the	 third	

research	question	in	chapter	5.6.	The	next	chapter	will	be	a	change	of	perspective,	diving	

in	a	Schumpeterian	manner	into	the	macro-economic	proceedings	at	that	time.	

	

5.3. CHANGING	PERSPECTIVES	

Schumpeter	stressed	throughout	his	text,	that	it	is	inconclusive	within	the	perennial	gale	

to	look	at	business	events.	This	chapter	is	therefore	dedicated	to	have	a	look	beyond	the	

curtain,	to	see	what	the	impact	of	the	two	founders	on	an	industrial	level	was	and	what	

happened	in	general	on	an	industrial	level.	This	chapter	is	therefore	also	structured	in	a	

different	way,	not	presenting	the	founders’	perspective	first,	but	Schumpeter’s	concept	
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again	in	short	and	then	answering	with	Phil’s	and	Yvon’s	perspectives	as	well	as	relevant	

secondary	data	and	third-party	information.		

JOSEPH	SCHUMPETER.	“The	essential	point	to	grasp	is	that	in	dealing	with	capitalism	we	

are	 dealing	with	 an	 evolutionary	 process.”	 (Schumpeter,	 2008,	 p.	 82).	 This	 process	 is	

fuelled	by	“new	consumers’	goods,	new	methods	of	production	or	transportation,	the	new	

markets,	 the	 new	 forms	 of	 industrial	 organisations	 that	 capitalist	 enterprises	 create”	

(ibid.,	p.	83).	These	developments	are	altering	the	economic	structure	from	the	inside	by	

destroying	the	old	one	through	the	creation	of	a	new,	superior	one.		

Beyond	that	perspective	 lies	the	truth,	 that	every	form	of	price	or	quality	competition	

fails	 to	 take	hold	 in	 face	of	 those	events;	 the	sole	competition	which	 is	 left	 is	 the	one,	

which	attacks	the	basis	and	the	foundation	of	a	company.	It	is	a	competition	which	might	

not	be	apparent	in	the	beginning	but	develops	its	leverage	over	time.	An	example	of	this	

kind	of	competition	is	not	a	new	shop	opening	next	door,	but	a	mail-order	business	or	a	

chain	 store,	 grasping	 for	 the	 same	 customers.	 The	 effect	 of	 a	 new	 aggressor	 on	 the	

industry	is	a	short-term	increase	in	quantity	and	quality	through	a)	the	company’s	new	

approach	itself	and	b)	the	pressure	exerted	on	the	competition.	Afterwards,	it	appears,	

which	 companies	 or	 industries	 do	 not	 withstand	 the	 storm	 but	 have	 to	 perish.	 The	

consequence	is	an	increase	in	unemployment	and	attempts	have	to	be	taken	in	order	to	

avoid	a	crash.	The	new	is	though	bringing	new	jobs,	growth,	and	prosperity	again;	the	

fields	have	been	ploughed	and	scattered	for	the	crops	to	grow	quickly.	This	process	and	

repetitive	economic	cycle	is	called	creative	destruction.		

	

5.3.1. The	Circumstances	

Before	looking	into	the	cases,	it	is	interesting	to	draw	the	picture	of	the	1960s	and	70s.	

The	second	world	war	was	long	over,	but	the	US	was	still	involved	in	the	Vietnam	War	

under	the	mantle	of	the	Cold	War	and	the	economy	was	threatened	by	a	recession.	During	

the	 60s,	 the	 inflation	 rate	 increased	 from	 1%	 to	 over	 6%	 in	 1969	 (Kimberley,	 2021)	

before	it	declined	again.	Following	that,	the	unemployment	rate,	which	was	low	in	the	

60s,	rose	from	5.4%	in	the	early	70s	to	7.9%	in	the	late	70s.		The	consumer	price	index	
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(indicating	the	average	price	level	for	consumer	goods)	rose	similarly	from	6.6%	to	9.1%	

(Schwenk,	2003).	The	recession	improved	not	prior	to	the	mid	80s.	In	that	environment,	

companies	were	already	unstable	and	had	to	fight	for	their	existence.		

There	were	also	socio-structural	changes.	From	1965-1981,	the	average	working	hours	

per	 week	 decreased	 by	 six	 hours	 (men’s	 average:	 62.1	 hours	 to	 57.8	 and	 women’s	

average:	60.9	hours	to	54.4	hours)	whilst	the	leisure	time	increased	by	the	same	factor.	

In	the	same	period.	The	nominal	GDP	of	the	US	rose	from	$0.742	trillion	in	1965	to	$3.207	

trillion	 in	1981.	This	meant,	people	had	more	 time	as	well	 as	money	 to	 spend	at	 free	

disposal.	(Juster	&	Stafford,	1991)(Kimberly,	2021)		

The	1960s	and	70s	were	shaped	by	the	rise	of	the	hippie	culture,	people	revolted	against	

the	rigid	social	structures	and	norms.	They	started	to	fight	for	gender	and	racial	equality,	

for	environmentalism,	against	war	and	exploitation.	Pop	culture	became	big	and	gave	rise	

to	 bands	 like	 the	 Beatles	 or	 Bob	 Dylan.	 Pop	 culture	 also	 reached	 sports,	 presenting	

athletes	in	a	new	light	of	popularity.	Sport	stars	like	Muhammad	Ali	were	born.	The	sport	

sector	 got	 increasingly	monetized;	TV	 stations	 started	 to	 stream	college	 sport	 events,	

supporting	the	winning	teams	in	return	financially	and	professional	athletes	got	more	

and	more	endorsed	by	brands.	Technologically,	humans	conquered	the	space	with	the	

Russians	sending	their	first	kosmonaut	to	the	space	in	1961	and	the	Americans	sending	

their	astronauts	 to	 the	moon	 in	1969.	 It	 seemed	 like	everything	was	possible	and	 the	

question	left	was	what	is	right	or	wrong.	(history.com,	2021)	

Following	Schumpeter,	those	external	factors	cannot	induce	industrial	change,	but	they	

can	support	it,	smoothing	the	way	and	conditioning	or	even	predicting	changes.	The	rise	

of	the	popularity	of	sports,	the	improvements	in	technology	and	the	careful	convergence	

of	Japan	and	the	US	were	conditions	for	Blue	Ribbon	to	be	able	to	tap	into	the	business	

opportunity.	Those	cultural	changes	did	not	create	the	business	opportunity	per	se,	but	

they	created	the	conditions	under	which	Blue	Ribbon/Nike	was	able	to	rise.	Especially	

the	running	and	fitness	boom	started	in	the	60s	and	boosted	the	whole	industry.	Blue	

Ribbon/Nike	 was	 therefore	 riding	 a	 wave,	 which	 was	 culturally	 spearheaded	 by	

evangelists	like	Bill	Bowerman	and	Steve	Prefontaine.	It	is	estimated,	that	in	the	1970s,	
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30	million	US	Americans	picked	up	running	and	enabled	an	enormous	economic	boost	of	

the	respective	industry	(Haberman,	2017).	

Chouinard	 Equipment	 and	 Patagonia	 profited	 as	 well	 from	 the	 fitness	 boost;	 people	

spend	more	 time	 in	 the	 nature.	 Unlike	 Blue	 Ribbon/Nike,	 they	 did	 not	 approach	 the	

health-oriented	individuals	but	environmentalists	and	activists	as	well	as	outdoor	lovers.	

Their	marketing	strategy	was	constantly	tackling	social	or	environmental	issues	as	well,	

educating	people	and	showing	them	a	way	of	doing	better.	With	the	rising	counterculture	

of	 the	 hippies,	 they	 had	 the	 finger	 on	 the	 pulse.	 Especially	 in	 the	 80s,	 when	 rising	

environmental	 issues	 became	 immanent	 and	 the	 Brundtland	 report	 was	 published,	

people	were	looking	for	responsible	alternatives	in	the	market	and	Chouinard	Equipment	

offered	such	an	alternative	(Brundtland,	1987).		

	

5.3.2. The	Industries	

Alongside	these	developments,	the	outdoor	industry	formed	itself	with	companies	like	

The	 North	 Face,	 Loewe	 Alpine	 or	 Jansport	 being	 founded	 (Ross,	 2018).	 Today,	 the	

outdoor	recreation	industry	accounts	for	roughly	$450	billion	of	the	US’s	GDP,	with	retail	

trade	and	manufacturing	accounting	for	nearly	25%	of	 the	yearly	output	(BEA,	2019).	

From	something,	which	was	half	a	century	back	merely	for	misfits,	as	Yvon	described	it,	

it	grew	into	a	gigantic	industry,	accounting	for	roughly	2%	of	the	US’s	GDP	(ibid.).		

But	the	 initial	 industry,	which	Yvon	challenges,	was	the	climbing	industry.	By	the	60s,	

products	were	mainly	derived	from	Europe,	companies	like	CAMP	or	Cassin	dominated	

the	market	as	one	of	the	few	producers	of	climbing	gear.	Chouinard	Equipment	managed	

to	challenge	that	position,	ousting	the	competitors	and	taking	over	the	majority	of	the	

market	with	their	product	innovations	and	their	concept	of	sustainable	climbing.	At	the	

same	time,	several	other	outdoor	companies	arose	like	Loewe	Alpin	in	the	US,	RAB	in	the	

UK	 and	 The	 North	 Face,	 originally	 a	 retail	 store,	 which	 grew	 into	 one	 of	 the	 biggest	

outdoor	gear	and	apparel	companies	(Rab,	2021;	The	North	Face,	2021).	Together,	the	

companies	transformed	the	existing	outdoor	industry	and	contributed	to	grow	it	into	the	

multi-billion-industry,	which	we	know	today.	
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The	shoe	industry	on	the	other	hand	has	always	been	existent,	everyone	needed	a	pair	of	

shoes,	 but	 it	 had	 stagnated.	 Conklin	wrote	 a	 report	 in	 1965	 about	 the	 shoe	 industry,	

showing	 that	 there	 had	 been	 no	 major	 inventions	 since	 nearly	 50	 years	 in	 the	 US.	

Attractivity	of	domestic	shoe	producers	was	declining,	earnings	per	share	dropped	for	

many	and	nearly	60%	even	struggled	to	make	a	profit.	“The	executives	in	the	U.S.	shoe	

industry	believe	that	the	major	damage	to	the	domestic	industry	caused	by	imports	and	

the	switch	to	rubber	shoes	has	been	accomplished.”	(Conklin,	1965,	p.	60).	Both	were	and	

would	 proof	 to	 become	 the	 main	 threat	 to	 domestic	 shoe	 manufactures.	 When	 Blue	

Ribbon	was	established,	Adidas	and	Puma	were	dominating	sport	footwear	already,	but	

Nike	was	able	 to	constantly	grow	and	 finally	outgrow	them.	Today,	 the	US’s	 footwear	

industry	is	headed	by	Nike	with	a	revenue	in	the	sector	of	$23	billion;	Adidas	follows	with	

$13	billion	and	Puma	with	$3	billion	in	annual	revenue.	(Statista,	2021)	

To	conclude,	both	industries	have	experienced	massive	growth	and	transformation	over	

the	years.	How	Blue	Robbin/Nike	and	Chouinard	Equipment/Patagonia	 influenced	the	

industries,	will	be	analysed	in	the	following	chapter.		

	

5.3.3. Competitive	Advantage	

The	next	question	we	must	ask	is	the	one	about	what	could	have	set	the	capitalist	engine	

in	motion;	what	was	it	exactly	that	Blue	Ribbon	and	Chouinard	Equipment	introduced	

back	 then	 which	 would	 enable	 the	 transformation	 of	 the	 industry	 and	 challenge	

competitors?	And	were	other	companies	doing	the	same?	

For	Blue	Ribbon/Nike,	the	most	immanent	reform	in	comparison	to	other	brands	was	the	

fact,	that	they	imported	shoes	instead	of	producing	them	in	the	US.	Back	in	1964,	only	4%	

of	the	shoes	in	the	US	market	were	imported;	nowadays	the	number	has	switched	–	98%	

of	shoes	are	being	sourced	from	outside	the	US	(Peterson,	2014).	The	advantage	for	the	

company	at	 that	 time	was	a	massive	cost	 saving	potential.	 Shoes	were	by	a	big	 factor	

cheaper	which	also	meant	that	they	could	sell	the	shoes	under	market	price.	The	Japanese	

labour	costs	were	at	that	time	(1964-74)	85%	below	the	average	American	labour	costs	

(Ray,	1976);	Phil	was	able	to	buy	the	shoes	for	a	retail	price	of	$3.33	and	sold	it	for	$6.95.	
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In	comparison,	shoe	prices	for	men	varied	between	$10-$20	in	1971		(U.S.	Department	of	

Labor,	1973).	At	the	same	time,	the	product	quality	was	comparative,	and	even	improved	

over	time,	outperforming	the	competition.	Maybe	it	was	only	a	matter	of	time,	until	the	

first	 companies	would	 have	 discovered	 and	 exploited	 the	 opportunity	 of	 outsourcing	

production	 to	 Japan,	 Mexico	 or	 any	 country	 suited	 for	 outsourcing	 manufacturing.	

However,	Phil	was	the	first	one	to	start	penetrating	the	market	and	was	already	ahead	

when	others	started	to	follow;	an	advantage	that	turned	out	to	be	very	difficult	to	catch	

up	with.	And	a	circumstance	which	enabled	Blue	Ribbon/Nike	to	transform	the	industry	

at	its	very	base,	to	compete	not	only	over	price	or	quality	but	over	business	models.	

The	 main	 competitive	 differentiator	 for	 Chouinard	 Equipment	 was	 their	 gale	 of	

innovation,	which	no	other	competitor	could	match	up	with.	Chouinard	Equipment	stood	

already	out	against	their	competitors	from	the	very	beginning	with	superior	products,	

transforming	the	state	of	the	art	at	that	time.	Not	dropping	their	efforts,	they	continued	

to	improve,	redesign	and	innovate	all	products	at	a	pace,	where	no	competitor	was	able	

to	keep	up	with.	They	also	introduced	sustainability	into	their	practices,	which	was	not	

only	a	differentiator	towards	competitors	but	also	a	spearhead	to	transform	the	industry.	

Yvon	 himself	 was	 the	 key	 asset,	 which	 prove	 to	 be	 the	 company’s	 most	 important	

competitive	advantage	–	rare	and	inimitable	as	he	was	one	of	his	kind,	valuable	and	ready	

to	 be	 captured	 as	 he	 was	 the	 company,	 and	 the	 company	 was	 him.	 Chouinard	

Equipment/Patagonia	 thereby	 challenged	 the	 industry	 as	 a	 whole,	 daring	 other	

companies	to	keep	up	or	to	go	down	and	guiding	the	customer	to	become	a	responsible	

consumer.		

To	put	it	into	perspective,	both	companies	were	not	the	only	ones,	trying	to	transform	the	

established	markets.	Competitors	like	Puma	and	Adidas	or	Lowe	Alpine,	Rab	were	also	

tackling	 the	 industry	 with	 their	 innovations	 and	 their	 very	 own	 differentiation.	 This	

indicates	 the	 assumption,	 that	 a	 process	 of	 creative	 destruction	 was	 happening;	

regarding	Schumpeter,	innovations	are	rarely	isolated	but	come	in	clusters.	In	the	next	

chapter,	we	will	further	discuss	the	plausibility	of	a	process	of	creative	destruction	being	

triggered	or	at	least	pushed	by	the	two	founders.		
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5.4. YVON	AND	PHIL	AS	AGENTS	OF	CREATIVE	DESTRUCTION?	

The	question,	we	have	to	ask,	 is:	can	the	emergence	of	a	market	disequilibrium	in	the	

respective	industry	be	credited	to	the	two	companies	even	though	we	saw,	that	changes	

were	already	in	progress?	Can	we	call	the	founders	agents	of	creative	destruction?	In	the	

following,	 arguments	 for	 and	 against	 shall	 be	 contrasted	 and	 guide	 the	 reader	 to	 a	

conclusion.		

First,	we	saw	that	we	can	define	Yvon	Chouinard	and	Phil	Knight	as	entrepreneurs	in	the	

Schumpeterian	 sense.	 Their	 character	 was	 distinct;	 they	 did	 not	 fit	 with	 society	 and	

played	 the	 game	 of	 life	 by	 their	 own	 rules.	 By	 starting	 to	 import	 shoes	 respectively	

producing	 climbing	 gear,	 they	 created	 an	 entrepreneurial	 opportunity,	which	 grew	 to	

disequilibrate	 the	 market,	 outperforming	 competitors	 over	 time	 and	 reforming	 the	

industry.	This	notion	 is	 important,	as	Schumpeter	constitutes	 the	entrepreneur	as	 the	

single	 elicitor	 of	 the	 process	 of	 creative	 destruction.	 The	 entrepreneurial	 action	 is	

“primarily	responsible	 for	 the	recurrent	 ‘prosperities’	 that	revolutionize	 the	economic	

organism	and	the	recurrent	‘recessions’	that	are	due	to	the	disequilibrating	impact	of	the	

new	products	or	method.”	(Schumpeter,	2008,	p.	132).	We	also	saw,	that	both	companies	

were	able	to	grow	quickly,	to	tap	into	the	promised	prosperity;	the	demand	could	initially	

not	 be	met	 as	 it	 exceeded	 the	 supply	 and	 later	 on	 led	 to	 growth,	 which	 enabled	 the	

companies	 to	 double	 the	 sales	 per	 year	 and	 eventually	 take	 over	 the	majority	 of	 the	

market.		

Second,	 when	 a	 process	 of	 creative	 destruction	 is	 initiated,	 we	 do	 not	 only	 see	 new	

innovations	and	companies	arise,	but	also	old,	established	companies	collapsing.	In	the	

case	 of	 Blue	 Ribbon/Nike,	 we	 were	 able	 to	 locate	 this	 trend:	 The	 established	 shoe	

manufacturers	 in	 the	 US	 were	 already	 weakened,	 they	 were	 not	 able	 to	 innovate	

themselves,	whilst	competition	from	outside	of	the	US	was	growing.	Blue	Ribbon	entered	

the	market	exactly	at	a	point	in	time,	where	the	situation	was	in	turmoil.	They	managed	

to	get	 a	hold	and	grow	 their	own	market	 share,	 side-lining	 competitors.	The	 industry	

grew	as	a	whole	in	the	following	years,	multiple	competitors	 joined	the	field,	meaning	

that	the	process	of	change	initiated	a	phase	of	prosperity.	Products	multiplied	and	quality	

as	well	 as	 technology	 improved	 significantly.	This	 indicates	 that	 a	process	of	 creative	
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destruction	had	been	set	in	motion	and	Blue	Ribbon/Nike	was	among	others	one	of	the	

drivers	of	that	process;	Phil	as	the	entrepreneur	was	an	agent	of	creative	destruction.		

In	 the	 case	of	 Chouinard	Equipment/Patagonia,	 the	 situation	 is	more	 complex.	 It	was	

possible	to	allocate	the	company	as	well	as	industry	growth	and	the	innovations,	which	

were	 arising,	 impacting	 the	 industry	 on	 the	 long	 run.	 It	 was	 also	 possible	 to	 see	 the	

destruction	of	the	traditional	climbing	market	in	the	US,	Chouinard	Equipment	replaced	

many	of	the	established	companies	like	Cassin	or	CAMP.	However,	the	external	changes,	

like	 the	rise	of	 leisure	 time	and	GDP,	allowed	people	 to	 look	 for	new	opportunities	 to	

spend	 time	 and	 money.	 Combined	 with	 the	 rise	 of	 outdoor	 activities	 and	

environmentalism,	 it	 suggests,	 that	 a	 whole	 new	 industry	 was	 born	 –	 the	 outdoor	

recreation	industry.		

The	 outdoor	 market	 as	 such	 existed,	 however	 it	 was	 a	 small	 and	 rather	 fragmented	

market.	The	opportunity	presented	was	therefore	not	only	an	opportunity	to	transform	

the	 industry	by	an	 innovation,	but	rather	 to	grow	the	market	 into	an	 industry.	People	

were	 more	 and	 more	 interested	 in	 outdoor	 activities	 and	 companies	 like	 Chouinard	

Equipment/Patagonia	or	The	North	Face	among	others	made	it	popular.	The	presence	of	

a	 process	 of	 creative	 destruction	 is	 therefore	 seen	 within	 the	 climbing	 and	 outdoor	

market,	but	its	growth	is	supported	by	the	creation	of	the	outdoor	recreation	industry.	

Arguably,	this	is	the	same	and	a	result	of	the	process	of	creative	destruction,	which	brings	

prosperity.	And	in	the	following,	it	will	be	treated	as	the	same,	but	the	variation	appears	

to	be	interesting	and	relevant,	a	starting	point	for	future	research.		

To	 conclude,	 two	 important	 facts	 are	 true.	 First,	 both	 companies	 had	 an	 exceptional	

annual	 growth	 in	 sales	 and	were	 able	 to	 become	one	of	 the	biggest	players	 in	 the	US	

sport/outdoor	 industry.	And	second,	both	companies	were	able	to	(co-)	transform	the	

industry:	they	changed	the	customer	preferences	and	set	new	product	standards.	Both	

factors	condition	and	influence	each	other.	With	the	new	products,	Yvon	and	Phil	showed	

the	customer	the	new,	the	desirable.	The	superiority	of	the	products	rose	the	customer’s	

expectation	and	exerted	pressure	on	the	competitors	to	produce	the	same	or	even	better	

products	 or	 to	 go	 down.	 This	mechanism	 transformed	 and	 steered	 the	 industry	 as	 a	
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whole;	products	became	better	and	processes	more	efficient	as	the	rational	paradigm	of	

capitalism	demands	it.	

To	sum	the	arguments	up,	Yvon	and	Phil	were	supporting	and	fostering	the	process	of	

change,	of	 creative	destruction	 in	 the	 respective	 industry.	We	can	 therefore	 call	 them	

agents	of	creative	destruction.	In	the	following	chapter,	we	will	analyse,	how	the	founders	

were	able	to	utilize	the	process	of	creative	destruction.	

	

5.5. UTILIZING	THE	POWER	OF	CREATIVE	DESTRUCTION	

So	far,	we	have	perceived	the	founders	as	neglective	of	the	economic	cycles.	They	were	

not	aware	of	the	perennial	gale	and	therefore	spend	no	thoughts	on	actively	promoting	

or	 driving	macro	 level	 change.	 For	 them,	 the	 focus	was	 to	 have	 an	 impact,	 to	 change	

something.	 They	 intentionally	 created	 the	 market	 disequilibrium	 by	 exploiting	 the	

business	opportunity,	but	they	did	not	establish	the	company	to	purposefully	activate	a	

new	process	of	creative	destruction	within	the	industry’s	capitalistic	process.		

Schumpeter	would	say	that	no	company	alone	would	be	able	to	set	the	process	in	motion;	

different	 factors	 have	 to	 come	 together	 to	 create	 economic	 change.	 In	 the	 case	 of	

Chouinard	Equipment/Patagonia	 it	was	 the	 combination	 of	 external	 factors	 such	 as	 a	

change	in	values,	norms	and	mindsets	and	the	rise	of	a	whole	industry.	People	wanted	to	

become	more	sustainable	and	to	not	harm	the	mountains	when	climbing,	they	wanted	to	

become	more	responsible.	And	they	wanted	to	spend	more	time	in	the	wild,	to	enjoy	the	

mountains	and	to	go	hiking,	climbing,	fishing,	et	cetera.	Yvon	did	not	anticipate	that	shift	

in	the	mindset	of	the	people,	but	he	noticed	that	it	worked	and	that	they	could	influence	

it,	 that	 they	 could	monetize	 it	 and	 beyond	 that	 educate	 people,	 create	 the	 change	 he	

himself	saw	as	needed.	Sustainability	and	responsibility	were	topics	close	to	his	heart,	so	

he	wanted	to	pursue	that	vision	with	Chouinard	Equipment	and	later	Patagonia.	Their	

products	supported	the	change	in	the	climbing	market	and	consequently	the	process	of	

creative	destruction	and	also	contributed	to	the	rise	of	the	outdoor	recreation	industry.	

The	 same	 holds	 true	 for	 Blue	 Ribbon	 and	 Nike:	 their	 success	 was	 a	 combination	 of	

external	 and	 internal	 factors;	 they	 benefitted	 from	 the	 external	 changes	 but	 also	
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amplified	 the	 changes	 themselves.	 Running	 became	 popular	 around	 the	 time	 of	 the	

company’s	foundation.	Sport	clubs	were	more	and	more	in	need	of	better	equipment	to	

improve	the	runners’	performance	and	Phil	offered	a	solution.	He	though	did	not	impact	

the	industry	solely	by	better	products,	though	moreover	by	a	more	cost-efficient	business	

model.	As	we	have	seen,	outsourcing	the	production	had	not	been	common	at	that	time,	

but	Phil	tapped	into	the	opportunity	and	pressured	the	traditional	companies	to	adapt,	

to	 become	more	 cost	 efficient	 or	 to	 be	 left	 behind.	 The	 industry	 as	 a	whole	 changed	

subsequently.	Likewise,	Phil	did	not	intentionally	trigger	a	process	of	creative	destruction	

and	was	also	not	 the	only	driver	of	 the	process,	but	he	was	a	key	part;	his	 intentions	

substantially	contributed	to	the	change.		

Taking	 all	 things	 into	 consideration,	we	 are	 left	with	 the	 question,	 if	 it	 is	 possible	 to	

intentionally	trigger	a	process	of	creative	destruction.	As	argued,	Schumpeter	would	say	

no,	but	given	the	data,	I	argue	that	it	can	be	possible.	First,	we	need	an	innovation	and	an	

entrepreneur,	which	is	dependent	of	an	individual	and	his	creativity.	Given	that,	we	need	

indicators	 of	 turmoil.	 The	 process	 of	 creative	 destruction	 is	 sending	 harbingers,	 it	 is	

relying	on	early	events	which	indicate	a	possible	new	wave	of	disruption.	In	practise,	this	

means	we	can	spot	 current	 trends	and	 innovations,	which	will	 support	 the	process	of	

creative	destruction.	Phil	and	Yvon	saw	the	trends	and	they	did	their	best	to	follow	and	

amplify	 them.	 It	 therefore	 appears	 to	 be	 possible	 to	 utilize	 them	 by	 exploring	

opportunities	which	have	the	potential	to	transform	the	current	status	quo	of	an	industry.	

The	process	of	creative	destruction	is	ubiquitous,	but	it	is	not	apparent.	

We	therefore	can	answer	the	question	‘Q2:	Can	companies	trigger	a	process	of	creative	

destruction?’	 with	 a	 conditioned	 yes.	 Following	 Schumpeter’s	 elaboration,	 it	 is	 not	

possible	for	a	single	company	to	trigger	or	to	even	perceive	a	current	process	of	creative	

destruction.	And	as	we	have	seen,	both	companies	were	not	the	only	driver	of	change.	

However,	from	an	empirical	point	of	view	we	can	counter,	that	it	is	possible	to	see	the	

harbingers	of	change.	One	can	look	for	new	business	models	or	products	which	have	the	

potential	to	create	a	disequilibrium	or	have	a	look	at	changes	in	politics	or	society	which	

could	 potentially	 support	 the	 process.	 Moreover,	 it	 is	 about	 the	 entrepreneur,	 who	

creates	the	tensions	and	sets	the	capitalistic	engine	in	motion.	The	entrepreneur	in	the	

theory	 of	 creative	 destruction	 is	 the	 one	 who	 has	 the	 capability	 to	 perceive	 those	
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disequilibrating	opportunities	and	to	act	upon	them.	It	is	therefore	maybe	not	possible	to	

intentionally	trigger	a	process	of	creative	destruction,	though	it	is	possible	to	try	it.		

	

5.6. CREATING	POSITIVE	CHANGE	

This	paper	has	one	unanswered	question	left;	‘Q3:	How	can	companies	use	the	concept	

to	create	positive	change?’.	We	argued	previously	that	it	 is	not	possible	to	anticipate	a	

process	of	creative	destruction,	but	it	is	possible	to	try	to	make	the	change,	hoping	that	it	

would	encourage	the	process.	To	be	able	to	answer	the	final	research	question,	the	case	

companies	have	been	chosen	purposefully:	there	is	one	point,	which	was	not	yet	present	

as	relevant	beyond	the	empirics.	Chouinard	Equipment/Patagonia	has	purposefully	been	

selected	as	counterpart	to	Blue	Ribbon/Nike;	Yvon	being	an	environmentalist	by	heart	is	

a	striking	counterpart	to	Phil,	a	capitalist	and	sports	man	by	heart.	These	differences	also	

conditioned	the	nature	of	the	impact	the	companies	had.		

In	 a	 theoretical	 sense,	 both	 companies	 had	 an	 impact;	 Schumpeter	 defines	 impact	 as	

being	disequilibrating.	However	the	research	question	asks	for	the	value	of	the	impact;	

whether	it	is	possible	to	create	positive	change.	It	leaves	us	with	a	discussion	upon	how	

to	define	 it	 and	 as	 elaborated	 in	 the	 literature	 review,	 scholars	 are	not	 able	 to	 find	 a	

common	denominator.	Blue	Ribbon’s	impact	is	given	in	the	economic	value	they	brought,	

the	 jobs	 they	created	and	 the	promotion	of	 running	as	a	mean	 to	 increase	 the	health,	

subsequently	increasing	the	health	of	generations.	Phil’s	core	belief	was,	that	the	world	

would	 be	 a	 better	 one,	 if	 everyone	would	 go	 running.	 Though	 they	 also	 had	negative	

impact;	they	were	exploiting	labour	in	developing	countries,	harming	the	environment	

with	 their	 production	 and	 distribution	 practices	 and	 in	 general	 prioritising	monetary	

goals.	They	did	change	their	goals	and	are	adopting	a	more	sustainable	and	ethical	style	

but	that	was	not	until	pressure	from	the	outside	grew.	Looking	at	the	narrative	and	the	

biography	of	Phil,	ethics	or	moral	were	not	even	being	addressed	and	therefore	also	did	

not	seem	to	be	a	concern	for	the	company.	(Ethical	Consumer,	2021;	Manning,	2016).		

Blue	 Ribbon’s	 impact	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 is	 given	 as	 well	 in	 the	 economic	 value	 they	

brought,	but	also	 in	an	 increase	of	social	value,	as	well	as	environmental	value.	 It	was	
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Yvon’s	core	concern,	that	the	company	should	not	only	do	better	than	others,	but	in	fact	

do	good	and	become	a	prime	example	of	how	ethical	business	can	and	should	look	like.	

They	improved	the	working	conditions	for	their	employees	by	introducing	for	example	

paid	parental	 leave	or	a	workplace	nursery	school.	As	one	of	the	first	companies,	they	

started	to	use	recycled	materials	or	-	if	not	possible	-	at	least	organic	materials	for	the	

production	and	dedicated	a	large	amount	of	their	revenue	to	non-profits,	inspiring	other	

companies	 to	 follow	 them	with	 their	 program	 ’1%	 for	 the	 planet’.	 They	 continuously	

educated	the	customer	on	his	environmental	impact	and	how	he	or	she	can	improve	it	

and	 offered	 for	 example	 free	 repair	 opportunities	 to	 lengthen	 the	 life	 cycle	 of	 the	

products.	There	are	numerous	of	other	initiatives	which	had	a	positive	impact,	and	it	is	

in	fact	difficult	to	find	something	negative	about	the	company.	There	were	some	incidents	

but	in	light	of	the	good	things	they	did	and	are	still	doing,	these	news	vanish.		

The	main	striking	differentiator	 in	both	cases	 is	 the	 founders’	business	ethics	as	 their	

guiding	 paradigm	 for	 doing	 business.	 Their	 mindset	 initially	 translated	 into	 the	

companies’	 vision	 and	 mission	 statements,	 the	 setup	 -	 the	 founders’	 DNA	 was	 the	

companies’	 DNA.	 The	 quality	 of	 the	 impact	 is	 therefore	 a	 question	 of	 the	 founders’	

mindset	and	values.		

To	look	at	the	question	with	Schumpeter’s	eyes:	he	is	himself	neglecting	the	role	of	the	

individual	 in	 the	 economic	 process.	 However,	 within	 the	 perennial	 gale	 of	 creative	

destruction,	he	argues,	it	is	still	the	founder	who	sets	the	sails.	And	capitalism	itself	does	

not	differentiate	between	positive	or	negative	impact.	Capitalism	is	rational	and	chooses	

the	option	which	favours	long-term	prosperity.	And	any	kind	of	creative	disequilibrium	

is	bringing	impact	in	the	long	run.	Combining	business	with	ethics	is	therefore	possible	

and	 in	 fact	 maybe	 even	 a	 rational	 choice.	 The	 circumstances	 define	 what	 capitalism	

favours	 and	when	asking	 the	question	 ‘How	can	 companies	use	 the	 concept	 to	 create	

positive	change?’,	we	have	to	ask	if	capitalism	is	favouring	it.	If	capitalism	is	favouring	it,	

we	have	to	 look	at	the	entrepreneur	as	the	one	who	directs	the	company	and	sets	the	

purpose,	the	vision	and	the	mission.	If	those	things	are	aligned,	positive	change	can	be	

expected	from	a	theoretical	point	of	view.	



 63 

Aligning	it	with	the	most	dominant	view	on	sustainable	entrepreneurship,	I	argue	that	

capitalism	will	favour	the	impact,	wherever	it	is	net-positive.	Net-positive	means,	that	the	

impact	over	all	 three	dimensions	of	social,	environmental	and	economic	sustainability	

have	to	be	>	0.	If	that	is	given,	the	opportunity	appears	to	be	a	rationally	justified	one.	

To	conclude,	companies	or	entrepreneurs	can	try	to	anticipate	and	access	the	process	of	

creative	 change	 as	we	 have	 seen	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter.	However	 to	 create	 positive	

change,	 it	 comes	 down	 to	 the	 entrepreneur	 and	 his	 intentions.	 If	 they	 align	 with	

rationalism	or	 the	 capitalistic	 rules	 at	 that	 time,	 then	positive	 change	 can	be	 created.	

What	that	indicates,	will	be	discussed	in	the	final	chapter.	

	

6. REFLECTION	

Before	 finishing	 the	 thesis	 with	 an	 outlook,	 the	 contribution	 to	 research	 as	 well	 as	

limitations	of	the	study,	will	be	discussed	in	the	following	chapter.	

	

6.1. CONTRIBUTION	TO	RESEARCH	

Reflecting	on	the	thesis,	we	have	seen,	that	a	concept,	which	soon	will	be	100	years	old,	

can	still	provide	value,	not	only	in	a	theoretical	context	but	quite	specifically	in	a	practical	

context.	 The	 concept	 of	 creative	destruction	 allows	us	 the	 framing	of	macroeconomic	

circumstances,	explains	us	how	economic	dynamics	work	and	why	we	do	not	have	to	be	

afraid	of	change	but	should	embrace	it.		

Research	focussed	on	many	different	aspects,	for	example	on	the	role	of	innovation	as	

being	 a	 disruptive	 force	 and	 a	 mean	 to	 keep	 a	 company	 alive.	 In	 combination	 with	

sustainability,	 there	 have	 been	 several	 studies	 about	 the	 importance	 of	 sustainable	

change	and	how	the	concept	can	foster	it.	Milstein	and	Hart	(1999)	were	even	predicting	

a	new	wave	of	creative	destruction	in	the	light	of	sustainability.		
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Nevertheless,	up	to	that	point,	there	has	been	no	study	to	my	knowledge	which	showed	

if	 and	 how	 an	 entrepreneur	 can	 utilise	 the	 process	 of	 creative	 destruction	 as	 an	

opportunity	to	create	positive	change.	Furthermore,	the	role	of	the	entrepreneur	has	not	

been	 neglected,	 though	 his	 or	 her	 importance	 seems	 to	 be	 undervalued	 in	 research,	

following	Schumpeter’s	tradition.	As	we	were	able	to	see	in	the	thesis,	the	entrepreneur	

is,	under	given	circumstances,	a	key	driver	of	sustainable	development,	a	crucial	function.	

The	role	of	the	mindset	and	values	of	the	entrepreneur	has	been	extensively	discussed	in	

entrepreneurship	literature,	but	not	in	combination	with	creative	destruction	yet.		

We	 furthermore	 saw,	 that	 both	 case	 companies	 were	 able	 to	 tap	 into	 trends,	 which	

supported	 their	 growth.	 They	 were	 established	 at	 a	 time	 where	 innovation	 in	 the	

respective	markets	were	rising,	innovation	clusters	appeared.	Either	could	be	indicators	

of	a	new	process	of	creative	destruction.	Indicators	for	a	new	process	have	been	subject	

of	 Schumpeterian	 studies,	 but	 usually	 from	 an	 economical	 stance	 for	 example	 rise	 of	

market	entrants	than	a	societal	one.	

This	 study	 therefore	 contributes	 to	 research	 on	 entrepreneurship	 by	 a)	 reviving	

Schumpeter	in	the	context	of	sustainable	entrepreneurship	b)	reviving	research	on	the	

mindset	 of	 the	 entrepreneur	 as	 antecedent	 for	 positive	 change	within	 the	 concept	 of	

creative	destruction	and	c)	introducing	a	potential	link	between	creative	destruction	and	

societal	 trends	as	 the	harbinger	of	a	new	wave	besides	the	 ‘classic’,	economic	signs	of	

creative	destruction.		

	

6.2. LIMITATIONS	

Before	 conducting	 the	 study,	 concerns	were	 raised	 that	 the	 research	 setup	would	not	

allow	an	analysis	of	the	research	subject	in	combination	with	the	theoretical	framework.	

The	 chosen	 theory	 of	 creative	 destruction	 represents	 a	 macro	 level	 phenomenon,	

whereas	the	study	was	supposed	to	analyse	narratives,	constructed	realities	on	the	micro	

level.	The	contradiction	is	given	and	concerns	about	it	are	valid.	Nevertheless,	the	study	

showed,	that	even	though	a	direct	connection	between	the	theory	and	the	unit	of	analysis	
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was	not	possible,	the	subject	and	theory	became	coherent	once	further	data	got	included.	

It	bridged	the	gap	and	supplemented	the	study.	As	the	study	did	not	include	a	thorough	

historical	analysis	of	the	industries	and	competitors,	these	data	holes	could	not	be	filled	

thoroughly.	To	enhance	the	validity	of	the	study,	further	historical	research	is	necessary.	

Moreover,	 the	 findings	 are	 based	 on	 the	 rise	 of	 two	 successful	 companies,	 parade	

examples.	 The	 study	 misses	 to	 include	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 negative	 image,	 all	 the	

companies	 that	 did	 fail	 and	 that	 did	 not	 win	 through	 the	 perennial	 gale	 of	 creative	

destruction.	In	order	to	finetune	the	results	and	to	increase	reliability,	these	cases	would	

need	to	be	included.	Nevertheless,	it	does	not	compromise	the	result,	that	the	rise	of	the	

two	companies	was	supported	by	a	process	of	creative	destruction.	But	further	research	

would	allow	the	replication	of	the	results	into	reality.	

The	choice	of	Schumpeter’s	theory	to	answer	the	initial	question	is	a	further	limitation.	

How	start-ups	and	companies	can	use	economic	cycles	to	enhance	their	impact	has	only	

been	 addressed	 within	 the	 concept	 of	 creative	 destruction.	 It	 in	 fact	 enables	 a	

comprehensible	and	applicable	dealing	with	the	research	subject,	but	it	 is	a	constraint	

towards	the	replicability	of	the	results.	Even	though	the	concept	of	creative	destruction	

is	widely	accepted	by	 researchers,	 it	 is	 though	still	 a	portrayal	of	 reality	and	 in	 fact	a	

rather	limited	and	reduced	one.	Deductive	research	might	have	difficulties	to	emancipate	

the	results	from	the	theory	into	practise.	The	study	tried	to	keep	the	connection	between	

reality	close,	though	it	still	is	a	simplified	approach.	To	eliminate	the	constraint,	the	study	

would	have	to	be	repeated	under	other	theoretical	frameworks	of	economic	cycles.		

A	 final	 limitation	 is	 the	 factor	 of	 the	 researcher.	 As	 stated,	 this	 study	 follows	 an	

interpretivist’s	approach.	The	study	subjects	were	deliberately	chosen	to	be	coloured	by	

subjective	perceptions.	However,	the	translation	of	those	text	excerpts	into	codifiable	and	

analysable	pieces	as	well	as	the	analysis	itself	has	been	conducted	by	me	and	has	thereby	

been	 prone	 to	 my	 own	 internal	 and	 unconscious	 constructs	 of	 reality.	 As	 the	

argumentation	follows	the	rules	of	logic	and	transparency,	the	impact	is	supposed	to	be	

minimized.	Nevertheless,	the	‘I’	is	a	factor,	which	can	hardly	be	extinguished.		
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Even	 though	 the	 study	 shows	 some	 strengths	 and	 some	 weaknesses,	 it	 has	 been	

conducted	with	an	experimental	mindset,	allowing	creativity	and	narratives	to	flow.	The	

results	have	been	constructed	in	a	logical	manner	and	the	implementation	into	practise	

is	remaining.	The	thesis	will	conclude	now	with	a	lookout	to	the	future	and	consequences	

of	the	findings.	

	

7. MOVING	FORWARD	

We	have	seen	that	start-ups	and	companies	as	the	embodiment	of	innovation	can	have	

an	impact.	Impact	arises	in	the	disequilibrium	of	an	industry	created	by	the	entrepreneur.	

This	disequilibrium	can	lead	to	a	process	of	creative	change,	if	the	time	for	change	is	ripe,	

if	 trends	 and	 other	 companies	 are	 supporting	 the	 change.	 When	 that	 is	 given,	 the	

entrepreneurial	opportunity	can	be	exploited,	and	will	lead	to	destruction	of	the	old	on	

the	one	hand,	but	also	to	creation,	growth	and	prosperity	on	the	other	hand.	The	question	

of	whether	the	impact	is	positive,	or	negative	has	been	put	upon	the	entrepreneur	as	the	

one	who	sets	the	sails.	But	what	does	it	mean,	if	the	entrepreneur	is	the	one	in	charge	of	

bringing	positive	impact?		

We	first	need	to	realize,	that	the	urge	to	create	positive	change	needs	to	be	deeply	rooted	

in	the	entrepreneur’s	being.	It	is	not	enough	to	just	intent	to	do	good,	however	it	needs	to	

be	the	driver:	Yvon	was	teaching	us,	how	difficult	it	is	to	become	fully	sustainable,	and	

difficulties	 arise	 as	 soon	 as	 the	 complexity	 arises,	 which	 it	 automatically	 does	 when	

scaling	the	business	and	subsequently	scaling	the	impact.	The	extra	effort	has	to	pay	off	

for	the	 individual,	not	necessarily	 in	a	monetary	sense,	but	moreover	 intrinsically,	 the	

internal	reward	system	has	to	give	the	body	a	feeling	of	satisfaction	and	achievement.	

The	actions	of	a	person	are	guided	along	his	or	her	values.		

Second,	these	entrepreneurs,	our	future	entrepreneurs,	need	to	have	a	new	set	of	tools	

and	 knowledge.	 They	 need	 to	 think	 ahead	 and	 into	 the	 future,	 anticipating	 future	

generations’	needs	whilst	meeting	todays	needs.	Their	problem-solving	skills	as	well	as	

system	thinking	skills	need	to	be	well	trained,	cultural	and	social	skills	are	important	and	
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much	more.	The	claims	are	high,	though	we	are	and	will	also	be	facing	big	problems	as	

humanity	if	we	won’t	be	able	to	solve	the	current	challenges	of	sustainability.		

To	 address	 both	 points,	 education	 of	 all	 generations	 and	 especially	 of	 future	

entrepreneurs	will	be	necessary.	We	need	more	research	and	execution	in	the	areas	of	

how	 to	 teach	 values	 in	 the	 best	way	 and	 how	 to	 incentivise	 sustainable	 thinking	 and	

behaviour.	Entrepreneurship	studies	exist	manifold	already,	but	not	all	are	giving	their	

students	the	necessary	guidance	to	see	and	handle	the	power	as	well	as	use	it	for	the	sake	

of	the	good.	Outside	the	university	setting,	the	education	is	very	scattered	and	usually	

teaching	entrepreneurship	and	sustainability	separately.	However,	where	goes	the	one	

without	the	other?	In	a	utopian	world,	where	everyone	has	been	educated	in	the	subjects,	

the	 concept	 and	 urgence	 of	 sustainability	 would	 be	 internalised	 by	 everyone,	

entrepreneurs	as	well	as	non-entrepreneurs,	and	all	actions	would	have	a	net-positive	

impact.	

Less	utopian	but	in	fact	rational	are	economic	perspectives.	Relating	back	to	the	literature	

review,	a	paper	from	1999	by	Milstein	and	Hart	has	found	that	sustainability	will	drive	

the	next	wave	of	creative	destruction.	Furthermore,	a	report	of	Better	Business,	Better	

World	 stated,	 that	 achieving	 the	 Sustainable	 Development	 Goals	 might	 open	 market	

opportunities	of	estimated	$12	trillion	(WBCSD,	2017).	Both	are	very	strong	incentives	

for	 not	 only	 entrepreneurs	 though	 all	 kinds	 of	 decision	 makers,	 managers,	 and	

individuals	 to	 pursue	 a	 perceived	 opportunity.	 Within	 the	 realm	 of	 our	 capitalistic	

superstructure,	acting	sustainable	is	not	only	a	possibility	but	in	fact	would	be	superior	

and	 the	only	 rational	 choice.	The	process	of	 creative	destruction	 towards	 turning	our	

economy	more	sustainable	might	have	already	started	and	 it	 is	an	 influential	one,	not	

only	transforming	single	markets	or	industries	but	the	very	reality	we	life	on.	

If	these	things	state	to	be	true,	we	can	have	a	positive	outlook	to	the	future,	in	which	we	

will	 hopefully	 live	 in	 harmony	 with	 the	 planet	 and	 amongst	 each	 other	 and	 on	 new	

technological	heights.	However,	in	case	our	efforts	fail,	we	can	be	sure	that	the	perennial	

gale	of	destruction	for	recreation	will	be	there,	giving	way	for	nature	to	take	its	course.		
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APPENDIX	

 

A. Themes	and	Codes	

	

THEMES	 CODES	

Founder	 • Founder	Biography	
• Family	
• Socialisation	
• Character	
• Mindset	

Organisation	 • Industry	
• Mission	Statement	
• General	History	
• Co-Founder	
• Core	Team	
• Leadership	
• Product	
• Entrepreneurial	Opportunity	
• Partnerships	
• Values	
• Success	Factors	
• Sales/Marketing	
• Innovation	
• Competition	
• Sustainability	

Context	 • Economy	
• Society	
• History	and	Politics	
• Globalisation	
• Events	and	Innovation	
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B. Coded	Empirical	Material	

	

CODE	 PATAGONIA	 NIKE	

THEME:	F	O	U	N	D	E	R	

Founder	Biography	 Yvon	Chouinard	(9th	November	1938)		

Grew	up	in	French-Canada	in	the	nature	and	
wanted	to	become	a	fur	trapper	when	he	grew	
old.		

1946:	Chouinard	 family	moved	 to	California,	
where	cultural	and	language	differences	made	
him	a	loner,	he	would	spend	most	of	the	time	
outside	fishing	or	hunting.		

Highschool	 was	 horrible	 for	 him;	 “I	 had	
pimples,	I	couldn’t	dance,	and	I	had	no	interest	
in	 any	 of	 the	 subjects	 except	 for	 the	 shop	
classes.	I	had	an	“attitude”	and	was	always	in	
detention.”	48	

A	 few	 years	 later	 he	 started	 a	 falconry	 club,	
where	he	found	peers	(other	misfits).	One	in	
the	group	introduced	them	to	climbing	as	that	
was	 the	 only	 way	 to	 catch	 a	 wild	 hawk.	 In	
order	to	train	a	wild	hawk,	one	needs	to	stay	
awake	all	night	until	the	bird	falls	asleep	and	
gains	 trust;	 then	 positive	 reinforcement	was	
the	 only	way	 to	make	 the	 bird	 stay	 >	 learnt	
patience,	endurance	and	being	attentive.	

With	16,	Yvon	started	to	do	proper	climbing,	
but	chose	to	learn	it	the	risky	way.		

Summer	holidays,	he	would	drive	to	Mexico	to	
surf.	 He	 had	 problems	 with	 food	 and	 water	
there,	tried	to	fix	it	with	coal	from	the	fire	but	
in	the	end	decided	that	is	body	had	to	get	used	
to	it.	

1957:	 taught	 himself	 blacksmithing	 to	make	
his	own	climbing	gear	>	he	started	to	produce	
more	due	to	demand	from	his	friends.	

The	 next	 few	 years	 he	 would	 spend	 winter	
times	at	home	to	produce	and	summer	times	
in	the	mountains	to	go	climbing.	During	these	
times	he	supported	himself	by	selling	his	gear	
out	of	his	car.	He	slept	under	the	trees	in	his	
sleeping	bag,	ate	whatever	he	could	find.	They	
would	hide	from	rangers	to	stay	longer	in	the	
Yosemite	national	park,	the	prided	themselves	
with	having	no	economic	value	to	society	

Phil	Knight	(24	February	1938)	

Grew	 up	 in	 Portland,	 Oregon	 and	was	 an	 early	
bird,	going	for	runs	8which	was	not	really	a	thing	
at	that	time),	enjoying	nature.	

Oregonians	 do	 have	 a	 special	 mindset	 and	
connection;	“The cowards never started,” he’d tell 
me, “and the weak died along the way—that leaves 
us.” 6 

1955: Phil went to Uni of Oregon, studied at 
Stanford, went to the army for a year.” So why, I 
wondered, why do I still feel like a kid? Worse, like 
the same shy, pale, rail-thin kid I’d always been.” 7 

Phil was not rebellious, had never smoked a cigarette 
or taken any drugs; he had never done anything 
unexpected, never had let loose, he had never been 
with a girl. Nevertheless, he wanted to become 
successful, like most kids in his age, leaving a mark 
in the world. He remembered his crazy idea and 
decided to go for it.  

Went	on	a	world	travel	in	1964,	where	he	wanted	
to	make	connections	to	a	shoe	manufacturer,	 to	
implement	 his	 “crazy	 idea”.	 	 He	 went	 with	 his	
friend	 Carter	 and	 already	 on	 their	 first	 stop	 in	
Honolulu,	 they	got	stranded	because	 they	 loved	
the	place	so	much.	They	stayed	there	for	a	while	
and	earned	their	money	selling	encyclopaedias	as	
they	could	combine	it	with	surfing	during	the	day.	
Phil	 sucked	 at	 it	 and	 decided	 to	 start	 selling	
securities.	“Cornfeld	was	notorious	for	asking	his	
employees	 if	 they	 sincerely	 wanted	 to	 be	 rich,	
and	 every	 day	 a	 dozen	 wolfish	 young	 men	
demonstrated	 that	 they	 did,	 they	 sincerely	 did.	
With	 ferocity,	 with	 abandon,	 they	 crashed	 the	
phones,	 cold-calling	 prospects,	 scrambling	
desperately	to	arrange	face-to-face	meetings.”	19	

Soon	after,	Phil	started	to	travel	to	Japan,	meeting	
expats	 which	 introduced	 him	 to	 Japan	 and	 a	
manufacturer,	where	he	successfully	pitched	his	
idea.	Onitsuka	wanted	to	conquer	the	US	market	
since	a	while	already,	so	they	showed	him	plenty	
of	 sketches	 etc.	 Afterwards,	 he	 continued	 his	
world	travel.	

Feb	 1965:	 He	 returned	 home.	 After	 some	 back	
and	forth	with	Onitsuka,	he	finally	got	the	shoes	
from	 Onitsuka;	 got	 Bowerman	 as	 partner	 on	
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“We	were	 like	 the	wild	 species	 living	 on	 the	
edge	 of	 an	 ecosystem—adaptable,	 resilient,	
and	tough.”	64	

1962	 he	 and	 a	 friend	 got	 arrested	 for	 that.	
Later	 that	 year,	 he	 got	 called	 to	 military	
service,	where	he	had	difficulties	to	fit	 in.	He	
got	sent	to	Korea,	where	he	managed	to	make	
friends	and	sneak	out	of	duty	to	go	climbing.	

1970	 he	 married	 Malinda,	 she	 was	 also	 a	
climber	 and	 art	 teacher	 and	 started	 to	work	
for	Chouinard	Equipment	(even	when	she	had	
her	son	Fletcher).	

1978	he	wrote	a	book	on	ice	climbing	

board	and	ordered	300	pairs	of	shoes,	which	he	
started	to	sell	out	of	his	car.		

Summer	 1965:	 Phil	 started	working	 fulltime	 at	
Price	Waterhouse	as	an	accountant	even	though	
he	 had	 just	 hired	 Jeff	 Johnson.	 After	 work,	 he	
would	 work	 for	 Blue	 Ribbon	 selling	 shoes.	 He	
learnt	a	lot	there,	mainly	why	companies	failed	or	
succeeded	 from	 the	 view	 of	 an	 accountant.	
Once	weekly,	he	had	to	serve	in	the	army.	

1968:	Phil	started	to	work	as	a	teacher	at	the	Uni	
to	have	more	time	for	Blue	Ribbon.	There	he	met	
Penny,	an	excellent	student	who	became	later	his	
wife.		

1969:	Penny	gave	birth	to	Mathew,	their	first	son.	

Throughout	the	time,	Phil	developed	several	ticks	
like	snapping	a	rubber	band	around	his	wrist	or	
hugging	himself.	

1973:	second	baby	was	born	

Family	 Yvon’s	 dad	 did	 any	 kind	 of	 job,	 he	 did	 not	
appear	to	play	a	bigger	role		

Mother	 of	 Yvon	 was	 an	 adventurer	 and	
philanthropist	

One	older	brother	in	the	military	and	2	older	
sisters;	Yvon	was	the	nestling	in	the	family	

Phil’s	 Dad	 was	 very	 fond	 of	 respectability	 but	
supported	his	son	most	of	the	way.	He	also	had	an	
alcohol	problem,	ending	up	drunk	in	a	bar	many	
evenings.	He	wasn’t	rich.	

Phil’s	 mom	 was	 usually	 quiet,	 but	 she	 would	
show	 her	 kids	 her	 love	 in	 different	 ways.	 She	
would	always	support	them	and	drive	them	to	be	
more	successful.	

Phil’s	sisters	were	not	present	in	his	life	

Socialisation	 Spent	a	lot	of	time	on	hiw	own	in	the	nature,	
his	 family	 did	 not	 play	 a	 major	 role	 in	 his	
socialisation	 except	 that	 they	 gave	 him	 the	
free	dom	to	do	whatever	he	wants.	

Outsider	in	school	

Falconry	club	was	the	first	place	where	he	was	
socially	included	and	learnt	

Strict	dad	who	cared	a	lot	about	respectability	

Sport	was	a	big	part	in	his	life,	he	found	friends	
there	

Bowerman	and	running	trained	Phil	to	become	a	
fighter,	to	be	disciplined	and	to	reach	his	goals.		

Character	 ”Stray”,	 cares	 only	 about	 mountains,	 nature	
and	 climbing,	 does	 not	 comply	with	 societal	
norms	 and	 values,	 strong	 value	 foundation,	
hippie	

Underdog,	does	what	he	is	interested	in,	doesn’t	
care	about	perception	of	others,	feeling	of	having	
to	proof	himself	

Mindset	 “I	 learned	 at	 an	 early	 age	 that	 it’s	 better	 to	
invent	your	own	game;	then	you	can	always	be	
a	winner.”	48	(after	being	kind	of	a	 looser	in	
high	school)	

What	doesn’t	kill	you	makes	you	stronger	and	
you	better	get	used	to	it	(Surfing	in	Mexico)	

Yvon	calls	himself	a	80%-er;	he	likes	to	learn	
something	up	to	80%	proficiency	and	then	he	
is	 fine	 with	 it	 and	 continues	 to	 learn	
something	else.	He	thinks	that	diversity	is	the	

Running,	Striving	for	Success,	“Sportsman”	

“Every	runner	knows	this.	You	run	and	run,	mile	
after	mile,	 and	 you	never	 quite	 know	why.	 You	
tell	 yourself	 that	 you’re	 running	 toward	 some	
goal,	 chasing	 some	 rush,	 but	 really	 you	 run	
because	 the	 alternative,	 stopping,	 scares	 you	 to	
death.	So	that	morning	in	1962	I	told	myself:	Let	
everyone	else	 call	 your	 idea	crazy	 .	 .	 .	 just	keep	
going.	 Don’t	 stop.	 Don’t	 even	 think	 about	
stopping	until	you	get	there,	and	don’t	give	much	
thought	to	where	“there”	is.	Whatever	comes,	just	
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reason	for	Patagonia	to	be	so	multifaced	and	
versatile.	

Introduction	 of	 clean	 climbing	 as	 a	 way	 of	
climbing	which	is	doing	no	or	just	little	harm	
to	the	mountains.	

“One	 of	 my	 favourite	 sayings	 about	
entrepreneurship	 is:	 If	 you	 want	 to	
understand	 the	 entrepreneur,	 study	 the	
juvenile	delinquent.	The	delinquent	 is	saying	
with	his	actions,	 “This	sucks.	 I’m	going	to	do	
my	own	thing.”	108	

don’t	 stop.	 That’s	 the	 precocious,	 prescient,	
urgent	advice	I	managed	to	give	myself,	out	of	the	
blue,	 and	 somehow	 managed	 to	 take.	 Half	 a	
century	 later,	 I	 believe	 it’s	 the	 best	 advice—
maybe	 the	 only	 advice—any	 of	 us	 should	 ever	
give.”	9	

If	 my	 shyness	 made	 me	 bad	 at	 selling	
encyclopaedias,	my	nature	made	me	despise	it.	I	
wasn’t	 built	 for	 heavy	 doses	 of	 rejection.	 I’d	
known	 this	 about	 myself	 since	 high	 school,	
freshman	year,	when	I	got	cut	from	the	baseball	
team.	A	small	setback,	in	the	grand	scheme,	but	it	
knocked	 me	 sideways.	 It	 was	 my	 first	 real	
awareness	 that	 not	 everyone	 in	 this	world	will	
like	us,	or	accept	us,	that	we’re	often	cast	aside	at	
the	very	moment	we	most	need	to	be	included.”	
18	

“I	believed	in	running.	I	believed	that	if	people	got	
out	 and	 ran	 a	 few	 miles	 every	 day,	 the	 world	
would	 be	 a	 better	 place,	 and	 I	 believed	 these	
shoes	were	better	to	run	 in.	People,	sensing	my	
belief,	wanted	some	of	that	belief	for	themselves.	
Belief,	I	decided.	Belief	is	irresistible.”	(50)	

“Wisdom seemed an intangible asset, but an asset 
all the same, one that justified the risk. Starting my 
own business was the only thing that made life’s 
other risks—marriage, Vegas, alligator wrestling—
seem like sure things. But my hope was that when I 
failed, if I failed, I’d fail quickly, so I’d have 
enough time, enough years, to implement all the 
hard-won lessons. I wasn’t much for setting goals, 
but this goal kept flashing through my mind every 
day, until it became my internal chant: Fail fast” 81 

“WHEN I WASN’T obsessing about the trial, I was 
fixated on sales. Every day I’d get a telex from our 
warehouses with a “pair count,” meaning the exact 
number of pairs shipped that day to all customers—
schools, retailers, coaches, individual mail-order 
clients. On general accounting principles, a pair 
shipped was a pair sold, so the daily pair count 
determined my mood, my digestion, my blood 
pressure, because it largely determined the fate of 
Blue Ribbon. If we didn’t “sell through,” sell all the 
shoes in our most recent order, and quickly convert 
that product into cash, we’d be in big trouble. The 
daily pair count told me if we were on our way to 
selling through.” 193 

1976: “Now that we’d gotten past our bank crisis, 
now that I was reasonably sure of not 

going to jail, I could go back to asking the deep 
questions. What are we trying to build here? What 
kind of company do we want to be? Like most 
companies, we had role models. Sony, for instance. 
Sony was the Apple of its day. Profitable, 
innovative, efficient—and it treated its workers 
well. When pressed, I often said I wanted to be like 
Sony. At root, however, I still aimed and hoped for 
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something bigger, and vaguer. I would search my 
mind and heart and the only thing I could come up 
with was this word— “winning.” It wasn’t much, 
but it was far, far better than the alternative. 
Whatever happened, I just didn’t want to lose. 
Losing was death. Blue Ribbon was my third child, 
my business child, as Sumeragi said, and I simply 
couldn’t bear the idea of it dying. It has to live, I 
told myself. It just has to. That’s all I know.” 232 

	

THEME:	O	R	G	A	N	I	S	A	T	I	O	N	

Industry	 Outdoor	Equipment,	Outdoor	Apparel	 Running	Shoes,	Sport	Apparel,	Sports	Equipment	

Mission	 “Make	the	best	product,	cause	no	unnecessary	
harm,	 and	 use	 business	 to	 inspire	 and	
implement	 solutions	 to	 the	 environmental	
crisis.”	(p.	110)	

To	 be	 the	 world's	 leading	 sports	 and	 fitness	
company.	
http://www.fundinguniverse.com/company-
histories/nike-inc-history/		

General	History	 1957	 established	 as	 Chouinard	 Equipment,	
Inc.;	 1973	 brand	 “Patagonia”	 established	 for	
clothing	

1957:	Yvon	taught	himself	blacksmithing	and	
started	to	produce	pitons	as	well	as	carabiners	
as	 he	 was	 not	 happy	 with	 the	 existing	
products.	The	ones	he	overproduced,	he	sold	
them	to	friends	and	friends	of	friends.	He	sold	
the	 pitons	 for	 $1.50	 instead	 of	 $0.20	 for	
industrial	ones,	it	was	1h	of	work.	

Fall	1964:	Yvon	started	to	produce	again	after	
a	military	break,	moved	to	Burbank	and	hired	
his	first	employee;	1966	he	moved	to	Ventura	
to	be	closer	to	the	ocean.		

Demand	 grew	 quickly,	 and	 they	 could	 not	
handle	 it	manually	 anymore.	He	went	 into	 a	
partnership	 with	 Doreen	 and	 Tom	 Frost,	
redesigning	every	item	in	the	upcoming	years.	
Quality	 control	 and	 simplicity	 were	 most	
important.	

Throughout	the	years,	they	doubled	sales	each	
year	and	it	was	not	sufficient	anymore	to	have	
climbing	friends	hired,	who	would	leave	once	
they	 had	 enough	 money	 to	 go	 climbing.	 So	
they	 hired	 Yvon’s	 Korean	 friends	 and	 some	
Latin	Americans.	

Even	 though	 they	 doubled	 sales	 each	 year,	
they	 had	 just	 1%	 profit	 each	 year,	 because	
they	 constantly	 came	 up	 with	 new	 designs,	
materials,	 tools	 which	 would	 not	 amortise	
themselves	within	a	year.	

Late	 60s,	 Yvon	 had	 the	 idea	 to	 start	 with	
clothing,	when	he	found	a	cloth	that	was	super	
hard	and	due	to	that	not	produced	anymore,	
but	he	saw	the	perfect	opportunity	for	using	it	

1964	established	as	Blue	Ribbon	Sports	Inc;	1971	
first	 products	 under	 the	 brand	 Nike	 1976	
established	as	Nike,	Inc.	

April	1964:	Phil	ordered	the	first	round	of	shoes	
at	 Onitsuka	 for	 $1,000.	 When	 they	 arrived,	 he	
started	 to	 sell	 them	 out	 of	 his	 van,	 having	 a	
contract	for	being	the	sole	distributor.		

July	1964:	Phil	had	sold	all	shoes	and	ordered	900	
more.		

Autumn	 1964:	 “Marlboro	 Man”	 appeared,	
claiming	that	he	got	sole	distributor	rights	from	
Onitsuka	for	selling	the	shoes,	challenging	Phil’s	
position.	 Phil	 went	 to	 Japan	 to	 sort	 things	 out,	
where	the	territories	were	split	up.	

Autumn	1966:	Johnson	opened	first	retail	store	in	
Santa	Monica,	CA.	Marlboro	Man	started	to	fight	
back,	so	Phil	asked	Onitsuka	for	sole	distributor	
rights	in	the	US,	which	he	got	for	the	next	three	
years.	 He	 told	 Onitsuka,	 that	 he	 had	 stores	
already	 on	 the	 east	 coast,	 so	 upon	 return,	 they	
quickly	had	to	set	one	up.	Johnson	was	sent	to	do	
so	and	decided	to	settle	in	Wellesley	and	opened	
the	store	in	1967,	with	Bork	taking	over	the	store	
in	CA.	

1967:	revenue	of	$84,000,	they	had	doubled	their	
sales	 the	 5th	 year	 in	 a	 row.	 Still,	 they	 had	 not	
enough	money	 to	 afford	a	 salary	 for	Phil,	 so	he	
still	worked	for	Price	Waterhouse.	End	of	the	year	
they	moved	to	their	first	proper	office.	

1968:	Phil	started	to	work	as	a	teacher	at	the	Uni	
to	have	more	time	for	Blue	Ribbon.	

1969:	 “We’d	 posted	 $150,000	 in	 sales	 in	 1968,	
and	 in	1969	we	were	on	our	way	 to	 just	under	
$300,000.	 Though	 Wallace	 was	 still	 breathing	
down	my	 neck,	 hassling	 me	 to	 slow	 down	 and	
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for	 climbing!	Nevertheless,	he	ordered	 cloth,	
produced	 shorts	 and	 knickers	 and	 they	 sold	
well	 to	 their	 climbing	 friends	 (evangelists).	
They	continued	to	produce	them	for	10	more	
years	until	the	machine	broke	down.	

	

His	 next	 idea	 was	 to	 start	 producing	 more	
colourful	clothing:	Yvon	found	Rugby	shirts	to	
be	perfectly	fit	for	climbing	as	it	had	cloth	to	
protect	 the	 neck	 from	 the	 sling	 and	 the	
colourful	design	was	outstanding.	He	wore	it	
and	people	loved	it.	Therefore,	they	ordered	a	
few	 shirts	 from	 England,	 and	 they	 sold	
immediately	so	they	started	to	buy	them	from	
different	suppliers	as	they	saw	it	as	a	way	to	
make	 their	 business	 more	 profitable.	 They	
owned	 maybe	 75%	 of	 the	 market	 but	 were	
still	not	able	to	make	profit.	

They	 saw	 both	 as	 a	 way	 to	 become	 more	
profitable	(75%	market	share	in	the	US	by	that	
time).	

“By	 1972	we	had	 taken	 over	 the	 abandoned	
meatpacking	 plant	 next	 door	 and	 begun	 to	
renovate	 its	 old	 offices	 as	 a	 retail	 store.	We	
had	 added	 to	 our	 line	 polyurethane-coated	
rain	 cagoules	 and	 bivouac	 sacks	 from	
Scotland,	boiled	wool	gloves	and	mittens	from	
Austria,	and	hand-knit	reversible	“schizo”	hats	
from	Boulder.	 Plus,	 Tom	 Frost	 had	 come	 up	
with	some	backpack	designs,	so	we	soon	were	
running	a	full-on	sewing	operation	in	the	loft	
above	the	old	abattoir.”	95	

1973:	they	needed	a	new	brand	name	and	logo	
for	 the	 clothing	 line,	 because	 1.	 They	 didn’t	
want	 to	 dilute	 the	 tool	 competencies	 by	
adding	clothing	and	2.	They	did	not	want	the	
clothing	to	be	solely	for	outdoors/mountains	
but	 had	 a	 bigger	 picture	 in	mind.	 Patagonia	
was	created.	

The	 first	 product	 made	 them	 nearly	 go	
bankrupt:	 Rugby	 shirts	were	 too	 popular	 so	
they	 decided	 to	 manufacture	 them	 on	 their	
own	 but	 quality	 was	 poor	 and	 deliveries	
always	 delayed.	 They	 had	 severe	 cash	 flow	
problems	 because	 they	 were	 still	 not	
profitable.	

Partnership	with	the	Frosts	broke	at	that	time.		

1979:	Yvon	put	Kris	as	manager.	

moaning	about	my	lack	of	equity,	I	decided	that	
Blue	Ribbon	was	doing	well	 enough	 to	 justify	 a	
salary	for	its	founder.	Right	before	my	thirty-first	
birthday	 I	made	 the	 bold	move.	 I	 quit	 Portland	
State	and	went	full-time	at	my	company,	paying	
myself	 a	 fairly	 generous	 eighteen	 thousand	
dollars	a	year”	116	

1970:	 Onitsuka	 became	 more	 and	 more	
unreliable	with	their	deliveries.	They	lengthened	
the	 contract	 once	 again	 for	 three	 years,	 but	
Kitami	was	 not	 as	 friendly	 anymore,	 Phil	 got	 a	
bad	feeling	about	it.	

Later	 that	 year,	Blue	Ribbon	got	problems	with	
the	 bank;	 “Blue Ribbon was approaching six 
hundred thousand dollars in sales, and that day I’d 
gone in to ask for a loan of $1.2 million, a number 
that had symbolic meaning for Wallace. It was the 
first time I’d broken the million-dollar barrier. In his 
mind this was like the four-minute mile. Very few 
people were meant to break it.” 133 

Wallace quit them their contract, and they urgently 
needed money. Phil had the idea to do an IPO, which 
they did but no one bought any shares besides 
Woodell and his mom. He also started to ask friends 
for money, but it was not successful.  

1971:	At	the	same	time,	 it	appeared	that	Kitami	
was	starting	to	look	for	his	own	distributors.	Phil	
decided	to	invite	him	over,	but	it	was	awful;	turns	
out	that	Kitami	was	not	happy	with	the	numbers;	
doubling	each	year	was	not	enough.	

Changes	 that	 came	 up:	 Blue	 Ribbon	 became	
customer	of	a	Japanese	bank	called	Nissho,	they	
started	 to	 produce	 their	 own	 shoes	 in	 Mexico	
(company	called	Canada)	under	the	name	“Nike”	
and	 the	 “swoosh”	 as	 logo	 and	 they	 did	 an	 IPO	
where	 the	 shares	 sold	 fast	 this	 time.	 After	
Canada’s	 shoes	 were	 horrible,	 Phil	 chose	 a	
Japanese	 company	 called	 Nippon	 Rubber,	 the	
partnership	was	amazing.		

1972:	 72	 was	 the	 first	 year,	 Nike	 made	 a	 loss.	
Onitsuka	started	a	lawsuit	in	Japan,	Blue	Ribbon	
sued	 back	 in	 the	 US	 with	 the	 help	 of	 cousin	
Houser.	Still,	their	sales	rose	by	50%	to	4,8M$.	

1974:	court	sessions	started,	Blue	Ribbon	won	in	
the	end	and	got	$400,000	as	settlement.	50%	of	
that	went	to	Cousin	Houser.	

Co-Founder	 No	co-founder,	early	on	supported	by	friends	
and	network	to	produce,	later	on	also	to	grow	
Patagonia	

Phil	had	sent	Bowerman,	Phil’s	old	coach,	a	pair	
of	Tigers	and	upon	that,	Bowerman	asked	him	to	
become	 partner.	 They	 shared	 51-49	 as	
Bowerman	 would	 not	 want	 to	 be	 involved	 in	
operational	things.	Bowerman	would	become	the	
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driving	 force	 behind	 product	 innovation	 and	
testing.	

When	Bowerman	was	in	Japan	for	the	Olympics,	
he	visited	and	bonded	with	Mr.	Onitsuka.	

Bowerman	also	found	out,	that	Americans	would	
need	 different	 shoes	 as	 they	 had	 a	 different	
statue.	Following	that,	he	started	to	test,	improve	
etc.	and	send	those	inputs	to	Onitsuka.	

Bowerman	 was	 also	 publishing	 a	 book	 about	
running	in	1967.	

1976:	Bowerman	sold	his	shares	back	to	Phil	as	
he	 did	 not	 want	 to	 be	 involved	 anymore	 but	
stayed	as	part	of	the	board.	

Core	Team	 First	 employees	 were	 climbing	 friends	 who	
would	work	with	Yvon	for	a	specific	amount	of	
time	but	were	usually	not	as	reliable.		

Tom	 and	 Doreen	 Frost:	 were	 soon	 after	 the	
first	 ones	 to	 join	 as	 partners	 to	 Yvon.	 Their	
partnership	lasted	nearly	10	years.	

Kris	and	Roger	McEveritt:	The	siblings	joined	
in	1966	and	Roger	took	over	retail	tasks	and	
opened	 a	 store	 whereas	 Kris	 did	 minor	
bookkeeping	tasks	besides	school.		

Kris:	 1979	 she	 became	CEO	 and	did	 a	 super	
good	 job;	 was	 good	 at	 handling	 people	 and	
deciding	 upon	 the	 right	 ideas	 to	 implement	
from	Yvon.	

1973:	24	employees	at	that	time.	

1980s:	 Phil	 realized	 that	 he	 was	 a	
businessman	 now	 and	 he	 needed	 to	 act	 as	
such.	He	also	saw	that	employees	would	need	
to	 love	 to	 come	 to	 work,	 needed	 to	 be	
surrounded	 by	 friends	 and	 having	 flex	 time!	
Later	 on,	 they	 introduced	 motherhood	
vacation	and	company	child	care.	

They	 also	 got	 a	 credit	 from	 a	 bank	 to	 tackle	
their	cash	flow	problems.	

	

His	 sister:	 beginning	 of	 1965,	 she	 started	 to	 do	
secretary	work	for	him	

Jeff	 Johnson:	 Summer	 1964,	 Phil	 started	 to	 sell	
shoes	 in	 CA	where	 he	met	 Jeff	 Johnson,	who	 in	
1965	 became	 the	 first	 part-time	 employee.	 Jeff	
set	up	the	first	store	in	CA,	1967	he	went	to	the	
east	 coast	 to	 set	 up	 the	 second	 store	 there.	
Johnson	also	asked	to	become	a	partner	or	for	a	
raise	in	1967	but	Blue	Ribbon	could	not	afford	it.	
Jeff	 accepted	 a	 tiny	 raise	 instead	 in	 the	 end	
because	he	loved	his	work.	

Bork:	hired	by	Johnson	to	take	over	the	store	in	
CA.	He	later	hired	Geoff	Hollister	to	do	additional	
sales	in	CA.	

Bob	Woodell:	Former	athlete,	joined	Blue	Ribbon	
when	he	got	paralysed,	did	sales	in	the	beginning	
and	 became	 the	 right	 hand	 of	 Phil,	 doing	
operations	in	1969.	Both	became	best	friends.		

Penny:	 previous	 student	 of	 Phil,	 excellent	
accountant,	 started	 as	 bookkeeper	 for	 Blue	
Ribbon.	She	was	amazing	with	people,	lifted	the	
spirit	 of	 Woodell	 who	 struggled	 with	 his	
disability	at	that	time.	

Neither	Penny	not	Woodell	cashed	their	checks	at	
that	time.	

Hayes:	he	got	to	know	him	at	price	Waterhouse	
as	 the	 best	 accountant	 he	 had	 ever	 seen	 and	
learnt	a	lot	from	him	and	grew	a	friendship.	

Pre:	 athlete,	 tested	 the	 shoes,	 represented	 the	
brand	

Leadership	 1968	Yvon	went	for	a	6-month	road	trip,	Tom	
and	Doreen	covered	him.	Year	later,	Tom	went	
off	 for	 the	 Himalayas,	 Yvon	 and	 Doreen	
covered	him.	

Phil	 left	 everyone	 free	 hand	 over	 the	 things	 as	
long	as	they	were	running	well.		

He	 did	 not	 answer	 Johnsons	 letters	 in	 the	 end	
anymore.	Why?	Did	he	not	care?		



 XIII 

No	 micromanagement,	 Yvon	 tried	 to	 put	
everyone	in	the	role	where	he	or	she	strived		

Yvon	 came	 up	 with	 ideas	 and	 left	 the	
execution	to	others	

Summer	1966,	he	wrote	Johnson	that	if	he	would	
manage	to	sell	3250	pair	of	Tigers	by	the	end	of	
the	 summer	 (very	 farfetched),	 he	 would	 allow	
him	to	open	up	a	retail	store.	>	Johnson	delivered	

1972:	After	Kitami	got	 to	know	about	Nike	and	
the	collaboration	broke	down,	Phil	motivated	all	
employees	with	an	amazing	speak	alias	We	have	
them	 right	 where	 we	 want	 them,	 now	 we	 can	
finally	do	what	we	always	wanted	to	do!	

Product	 They	 redesigned	 every	 single	 piece	 until	 it	
fitted	 their	 demand.	 Simplicity	 and	 Quality	
control	as	well	as	longevity	and	multipurpose	
were	super	important.		

The	 use	 of	 the	 pitons	 destroyed	 the	 rocks,	
Yvon	was	 shocked,	 and	 they	decided	 to	 stop	
the	production	of	pitons	and	instead	produce	
aluminium	 chocks,	 which	 were	 wedged	 by	
hand	instead	of	hammered	into	the	mountain.	
It	was	the	first	action	towards	sustainability.	
>	 They	 designed	 their	 own	 version	 of	 it,	
Stoppers	and	Hexentrics.	

Craft	 follows	 Saint-Exupery’s	 thoughts:	
simplicity	 as	 the	 ultimate	 principle;	 “In	
anything	 at	 all,	 perfection	 is	 finally	 attained	
not	when	there	is	no	longer	anything	to	add,	
but	when	there	is	no	longer	anything	to	take	
away,	when	a	body	has	been	stripped	down	to	
its	nakedness.”	7	

Running	shoes	produced	by	

Onitsuka	 (Japan):	 good	 quality,	 product	
innovations	were	implemented	

Canada	(in	Mexico):	horrible	quality,	good	price	

Nippon	 Rubber:	 Japanese	 manufacturer,	 really	
good	 quality	 but	 Yen	 was	 fluctuating	 which	
became	a	huge	risk	to	Nike.		

Manufacturing	in	Puerto	Rico,	Assembly	in	New	
England	

Entrepreneurial	
Opportunity	

Yvon	 needed	 to	 find	 a	 way	 to	 financially	
provide	 for	 his	 lifestyle,	 starting	 to	 craft	
climbing	equipment	 for	 “out	of	 the	car”-sale.	
As	if	prove	to	be	a	big	success	and	as	demand	
rose,	 he	 increased	 production	 by	 employing	
friends	and	family.		

But	the	use	of	the	pitons	destroyed	the	rocks,	
Yvon	was	 shocked,	 and	 they	decided	 to	 stop	
the	production	of	pitons	and	instead	produce	
aluminium	 chocks,	 which	 were	 wedged	 by	
hand	instead	of	hammered	into	the	mountain.	
It	was	the	first	action	towards	sustainability.	

At	Uni,	Phil	had	to	write	a	paper	about	the	shoe	
market.	 He	 realized	 that	 the	 Japanese	 were	
already	able	to	produce	sport	shoes	for	a	fraction	
of	 the	 costs	 and	 in	 much	 bigger	 quantity.	 He	
believed,	 that	 just	 like	 with	 Cameras,	 the	
Japanese	 might	 soon	 disrupt	 the	 global	 sport	
shoe	market.	

Partnerships	 No	reference	 Onitsuka:	Manufacturer	 of	 sport	 shoes	 in	 Japan	
(cheap	 way	 of	 sourcing),	 collaboration	 went	
smooth	until	1970,	when	they	started	to	look	for	
more	distributors	in	the	US.	

First	National	Bank	of	Oregon:	Blue	Ribbons	first	
bank,	 he	 got	 loans	 there	 until	 the	 bank	 did	 not	
want	to	continue	loaning	him	money	if	he	had	no	
equity	

Cousin	 Doug	 Hauser:	 he	 was	 a	 lawyer	 and	
supported	Phil	in	many	cases	
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Nissho:	Japanese	Bank	which	gave	cheap	loans	to	
Blue	Ribbon	and	supported	them	with	a	network	
of	shoe	manufacturers	in	Japan.	

Canada	 (shoe	 producer	 in	 Mexico):	 not	 an	
important	role	

Nippon	 Rubber:	 Their	 new	 manufacturer	 after	
Onitsuka,	good	relationship,	good	quality	

Values	 Company	was	family,	everyone	was	allowed	to	
bring	their	kids,	take	maternal/paternal	leave,	
try	new	things	out	and	take	responsibility	

Patagonia	 is	 an	 experiment	 of	 doing	
everything	 that	 one	 needs	 to	 do	 in	 order	 to	
sustain	the	planet.	

“Patagonia	 exists	 to	 challenge	 conventional	
wisdom	 and	 present	 a	 new	 style	 of	
responsible	business.	We	believe	the	accepted	
model	of	capitalism	that	necessitates	endless	
growth	 and	 deserves	 the	 blame	 for	 the	
destruction	 of	 nature	 must	 be	 displaced.	
Patagonia	 and	 its	 thousand	 employees	 have	
the	means	and	the	will	to	prove	to	the	rest	of	
the	business	world	that	doing	the	right	thing	
makes	for	good	and	profitable	business.”	39	

Repair	and	Reuse	+	Repurpose	

“Since	there	wasn’t	much	profit	at	the	end	of	
the	 year,	 we	 paid	 ourselves	 by	 the	 hours	
worked.	None	of	us	saw	the	business	as	an	end	
in	itself.	It	was	just	a	way	to	pay	the	bills	so	we	
could	go	off	on	climbing	trips.”	82	

	

Phil	believed	in	the	cause	of	running:	“I	believed	
that	 if	people	got	out	and	ran	a	few	miles	every	
day,	the	world	would	be	a	better	place.”	50		

Success	Factors	 Yvon’s	creativity	

Close	community	of	climbers	

Working	with	and	for	their	customers	

Always	 improving,	 not	 being	 content	 with	
what	is	there	

Support	of	Family:	Phil	lived	most	of	the	time	at	
home	and	got	the	first	money	from	his	dad.	

Shoe	 Dog	 Senter	 by	 Nissho:	 He	 had	 all	 the	
contacts	in	Japan	to	manufacturers	

Pre	as	the	ones	who	markets	the	shoes	

Sale/Marketing	 First	ad:	Fall	1964	he	started	to	produce	gear	
again	 and	 made	 a	 “catalogue”,	 a	 1-page-
mimeographic	with	the	gear;	claiming	“to	not	
expect	fast	production	between	May	to	Nov”	>	
authentic,	transparent,	simple	

Climbing	tools	by	Chouinard	Equipment	were	
easy	to	spot	at	climbing	sites	as	they	were	the	
cleanest,	lightest,	toughest	and	most	versatile	
ones.	 Other	 designers	 improved	 tools	 by	
adding	to	the.	Tom	and	Yvon	improved	them	
by	reducing.		

Early	days	

Department	stores	were	not	interested	in	selling	
the	shoes,	so	Phil	drove	to	coaches,	runners	and	
fans	to	sell	them.	

Word	 of	 mouth	 developed	 itself:	 a)	 People	
started	to	call	him	to	order	shoes	=	Mail	ordering	
busines	 b)	 Phil	 printed	 handouts	 which	 he	
distributed	all	over	Portland	

Johnson	

Johnson	had	basically	 free	hand	over	marketing	
etc.	He	started	to	write	letters	with	his	customers,	
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Their	 brand	 name	 was	 well	 known	 in	 the	
market	 (also	 overseas)	 as	 the	 one	 who	
produce	the	finest	tools	in	the	world.		

Stoppers	and	Hexentrics	were	less	trusted	in	
the	US	 at	 that	 point.	 They	were	 only	 sold	 in	
small	 quantities	 until	 they	 sent	 out	 the	 first	
catalogue	with	a	 foreword	of	Yvon,	stressing	
the	 environmental	 damage	 being	 done	 by	
climbers.	 Instead,	 he	 introduces	 the	 term	 of	
CLEAN	CLIMBING	which	leaves	no	trace	of	the	
climber	 on	 the	 rock.	 First	 people	 were	
reluctant	to	buy	the	new	gear,	but	they	proved	
them	that	 they	are	 functional	by	showcasing	
how	it	works	at	the	rock.	

“Within	 a	 few	 months	 of	 the	 catalogue’s	
mailing,	 the	 piton	 business	 had	 atrophied;	
chocks	sold	faster	than	they	could	be	made.	In	
the	tin	buildings	of	Chouinard	Equipment,	the	
steady	pounding	rhythm	of	the	drop	hammer	
gave	way	to	the	high-pitched,	searing	whine	of	
the	multiple	drill	jig.”	88	

Rugby	 shirts:	 Yvon	was	wearing	 them	when	
climbing	and	people	loved	it	

advising	them	on	any	matter,	collecting	customer	
data	 (shoe	size,	model,	birthday),	experimented	
with	 ads	 and	 photography,	 and	 collected	
feedback	 which	 would	 then	 go	 to	
Bowerman/Onitsuka.	 Johnson	 also	 opened	 the	
first	 store	 and	 created	 them	 in	 a	 way	 which	
would	be	a	“church”	for	runners,	a	space	where	
they	 could	 read	 about	 running,	 chat	 with	 each	
other,	relax	but	also	buy	the	shoes.	

1969:	 Sales were still rising, and they hired new 
sales reps, all on commission (2$ per pair). Phil hired 
a girl to do visuals. She later designed the logo. 

Later 

Visiting the Sports Good Show 

1972: Making contracts with athletes, endorsing 
them; it went well, the chose athletes were not the 
best ones but really good still. Especially Pre was a 
gold nugget 

Innovation	 Because	they	were	constantly	coming	up	with	
new	designs,	they	would	scrap	after	one	year	
tools	 and	 dies	 that	 should	 have	 been	
amortized	over	three	or	five	years.	

But	the	use	of	the	pitons	destroyed	the	rocks,	
Yvon	was	 shocked,	 and	 they	decided	 to	 stop	
the	production	of	pitons	and	instead	produce	
aluminium	 chocks,	 which	 were	 wedged	 by	
hand	instead	of	hammered	into	the	mountain.	
It	was	the	first	action	towards	sustainability.	

Late	60s,	Yvon	found	a	super	thick	cloth	in	the	
UK	 which	 he	 saw	 as	 the	 perfect	 one	 for	
climbing	 >	 started	 to	 produce	 them	 and	 his	
evangelist	friends	loved	them.	

Later	 he	 found	 Rugby	 shirts	 to	 be	 perfectly	
suited	for	climbing	as	they	protected	the	neck	
>	started	to	buy	them	in	different	colours	and	
his	evangelist	friends	loved	them.	

1972:	 Yvon	 decided	 to	make	 bomber	 shorts	
out	of	super	hard	material	with	deep	pockets	
–	 first	 uncomfortable	 but	 after	 washing	 and	
wearing,	they	were	perfect.	

Same	time,	Tom	and	Pete	started	to	redesign	
backpacks	 but	 even	 though	 they	were	 really	
good,	it	never	flew.		

“Multifunctional	 technical	 clothing	 became	
our	 new	 focus	 once	 we	 survived	 our	 first	
major	 cash-flow	 crisis	 (by	 finally	 securing	 a	
line	of	revolving	credit	with	a	bank).	Our	first	

Innovation	was	driven	by	Bowerman	who	would	
experiment	with	 the	 shoes,	 creating	 new	 soles,	
cushions	 etc.	 The	 first	 shoe	which	was	 built	 by	
him	was	the	Cortez.	

1971:	 Bowerman	 designed	 the	 “waffle	 sole”,	
which	 was	 the	 first	 time	 in	 60	 years,	 that	
someone	did	a	change	to	the	sole.	

1976:	“Phil	decided	to	manufacture	the	shoes	in	
blue	so	that	people	could	wear	it	also	during	the	
day	and	it	became	a	huge	hit.	Especially	given	the	
spike	in	demand	for	Bowerman’s	waffle	trainer.	
With	 its	 unique	 outer	 sole,	 and	 its	 pillowy	
midsole	 cushion,	 and	 its	 below-market	 price	
($24.95),	 the	 waffle	 trainer	 was	 continuing	 to	
capture	the	popular	imagination	like	no	previous	
shoe.	It	didn’t	just	feel	different,	or	fit	different—
it	looked	different.	Radically	so.	Bright	red	upper,	
fat	 white	 swoosh—it	 was	 a	 revolution	 in	
aesthetics.	 Its	 look	 was	 drawing	 hundreds	 of	
thousands	of	new	customers	 into	 the	Nike	 fold,	
and	its	performance	was	sealing	their	 loyalty.	It	
had	better	traction	and	cushioning	than	anything	
on	the	market.	Watching	that	shoe	evolve	in	1976	
from	popular	accessory	to	cultural	artifact,	I	had	
a	thought.	People	might	start	wearing	this	thing	
to	class.	And	the	office.	And	the	grocery	store.	And	
throughout	 their	everyday	 lives.	 It	was	a	rather	
grandiose	 idea.	 Adidas	 had	 had	 limited	 success	
converting	athletic	shoes	to	everyday	wear,	with	
the	 Stan	 Smith	 tennis	 shoe	 and	 the	 Country	
running	 shoe.	 But	 neither	 was	 nearly	 as	
distinctive,	or	popular,	as	the	waffle	trainer.”	234	



 XVI 

technical	 product	 had	 been	 the	 Foamback	
jacket,	 an	 advance	 over	 the	 polyurethane	
rainwear	of	the	time,	which	condensed	badly	
on	the	inside.	We	applied	a	thin	layer	of	foam	
and	 a	 scrim	 to	 the	 inside	 of	 the	 nylon	 shell,	
which	 added	 warmth	 and	 reduced	
condensation.	The	design	work	led	us	to	tackle	
the	larger	problem	of	how	to	dress	for	the	high	
mountains,	where	unpredictable	weather	can	
be	life-threatening.”	115	

“At	 a	 time	 when	 the	 entire	 mountaineering	
community	 relied	 on	 the	 traditional,	
moisture-absorbing	 layers	 of	 cotton,	 wool,	
and	 down,	 we	 looked	 elsewhere	 for	
inspiration—and	protection.	We	decided	that	
a	 staple	 of	 North	 Atlantic	 fishermen,	 the	
synthetic	 pile	 sweater,	 would	make	 an	 ideal	
mountain	 sweater	 because	 it	 insulated	 well	
without	absorbing	moisture.”	116	

“Our	 first	 technical	 product	 had	 been	 the	
Foamback	 jacket,	 an	 advance	 over	 the	
polyurethane	 rainwear	 of	 the	 time,	 which	
condensed	badly	on	the	 inside.	We	applied	a	
thin	layer	of	foam	and	a	scrim	to	the	inside	of	
the	 nylon	 shell,	 which	 added	 warmth	 and	
reduced	condensation.	The	design	work	led	us	
to	 tackle	 the	 larger	problem	of	how	to	dress	
for	the	high	mountains,	where	unpredictable	
weather	can	be	life-threatening.”	115	

1980:	 they	 introduced	 long	 underwear	 to	
tackle	the	onion	problem;	all	layers	needed	to	
be	synthetic	in	order	to	not	absorb	water	but	
to	transfer	it	to	the	next	layer	and	in	order	to	
dry	quickly	again	->	they	taught	the	concept	of	
layering	 in	 their	 catalogues	 to	 customers.	
People	 bought	 in	 but	 soon	 they	 noticed	 that	
polypropylene	melted	at	too	low	degrees	and	
was	difficult	to	get	clean	and	odour-free	again	
>	new	innovation	towards	

Competition	 “Because	we	were	constantly	coming	up	with	
new	designs,	we	would	 scrap	 after	 one	 year	
tools	 and	 dies	 that	 should	 have	 been	
amortized	over	three	or	five	years.	At	least	we	
didn’t	 have	 much	 competition;	 no	 one	 else	
was	 foolish	 enough	 to	 want	 to	 get	 into	 that	
market.	 By	 1970	 Chouinard	 Equipment	 had	
become	 the	 largest	 supplier	 of	 climbing	
hardware	in	the	United	States.”	85	

Multifunctional	 technical	 clothing	 as	
differentiator	

“We’d	known	for	some	time	that	athlete	
endorsements	were	important.	If	we	were	going	
to	compete	with	Adidas—not	to	mention	Puma	
and	Gola,	and	Diadora	and	Head,	and	Wilson	and	
Spalding,	and	Karhu	and	Etonic	and	New	
Balance	and	all	the	other	brands	popping	up	in	
the	1970s—we’d	need	top	athletes	wearing	and	
talking	up	our	brand.	But	we	still	didn’t	have	
money	to	pay	top	athletes.	(We	had	less	money	
than	ever	before.)	Nor	did	we	know	the	first	
thing	about	getting	to	them,	persuading	them	
that	our	shoe	was	good,	that	it	would	soon	be	
better,	that	they	should	endorse	us	at	a	
discounted	price.	Now	here	was	a	top	athlete	
already	wearing	Nike	and	winning	in	it.	How	
hard	could	it	be	to	sign	him”	180	

Summer	1966,		
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1969:	Returning	from	the	Olympics,	Bowerman	
told	that	adidas	and	puma	were	running	around,	
buying	and	endorsing	athletes	all	over	the	place.	
Blue	Ribbon	on	the	other	hand	had	no	money	to	
support	that,	to	pay	athletes	to	compete	in	their	
shoes.	So,	the	Olympics	did	not	bring	them	any	
buzz,	even	though	they	had	a	stand	there.,	even	
though	they	had	40	employees	at	that	time.	

Sustainability	 Environmental	

They	always	 took	care	of	producing	 the	best	
and	 most	 durable	 equipment,	 which	 could	
stay	good	for	years	to	come	

They	redesigned	the	tools	(pitons)	when	they	
noticed	 that	 they	 were	 damaging	 the	
mountains	

Multifunctionality	->	less	to	buy	for	customer	

In	 the	 early	 years	 they	 did	 not	 look	 into	
sourcing	 materials	 sustainable,	 that	 started	
with	the	80s	

Educating	customers	on	their	impact	and	the	
value	of	the	product	(Reuse	or	recycle)	

Donated	 1%	 of	 revenue	 or	 10%	 of	 sales	 to	
NGO’s,	introduced	1%	for	the	planet	

Social	

Gender	Equality:	Kris	became	at	a	young	age	
CEO	and	stayed	for	years	

Introduction	 of	 maternity	 leave	 and	
kindergarten	on	site	

Economic	

They	grew	the	outdoor	market	

Thousands	of	jobs	created	

Billions	of	revenues	

Environmental	

No	reference	

No	reference	of	environmental	impact;	
production	outsourced	to	Japan;	product	has	to	
fit	the	person’s	needs	and	be	attention	seeking	
(Bowerman	had	troubles	with	his	nerves	after	
testing	new	soles	for	the	shoes),	number	of	sales	
as	main	criteria	

Massive	critique	in	the	90s	and	afterwards	they	
started	to	introduce	programs	like	“Reuse-A-
Shoe”	https://digital.hbs.edu/platform-
rctom/submission/disruptive-innovation-at-
nike/		

Social	

Inclusive	hiring	but	mainly	men	being	
mentioned	in	the	book	as	co-workers	(except	
Penny,	who	he	married	and	Woodell’s	mom)	

They	promoted	running	as	a	mean	to	health	and	
for	everyone	(inclusive)	

Economic	

They	grew	the	sport	and	shoe	market	

Thousands	of	jobs	created	

Billions	of	revenues	

	

	

THEME:	C	O	N	T	E	X	T	

Economy	 Yvon	could	not	find	one	company	that	he	saw	
as	a	role	model	at	that	time	(except	Esprit)	

26	out	of	27	companies	failed	back	then	

Society	 People	 lack	 action,	 “We’re	 collectively	
paralyzed	 by	 apathy,	 inertia,	 or	 lack	 of	
imagination.”	30	

“Mountaineering	 community	 relied	 on	 the	
traditional,	 moisture-absorbing	 layers	 of	
cotton,	wool,	and	down	[…]”	116	

1962:	 “The	 earth	 was	 bigger	 then.	 […]	 90%	 of	
Americans	had	never	been	on	an	airplane”	(13)	

1965:	[…] running wasn’t even a sport. It wasn’t 
popular, it wasn’t unpopular—it just was. To go out 
for a three-mile run was something weirdos did, 
presumably to burn off manic energy. Running for 
pleasure, running for exercise, running for 
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endorphins, running to live better and longer—
these things were unheard of.” 66 

	

History	and	Politics	 No	reference		 1944:	US	dropped	750,000	pounds	of	bombs	on		

1962:	 people	 in	 Hawaii	 were	 fearing	 the	
dropping	of	nuclear	bombs	on	Cuba	and	the	‘end	
of	the	world’;	it	passed.	

Globalisation	 No	reference	 The	war	with	Japan	was	still	present	in	the	mind	
of	US	citizens.	The	public	hated	them.	But	also,	in	
Japan	as	most	regions	had	not	been	rebuilt	yet.	

Olympics	were	making	connections	between	all	
participating	countries,	building	bridges	

Events	and	Innovation	 Technical	 clothing	 and	 material	 innovation	
enabled	them	to	produce	the	best	clothing	for	
their	customers.	

Olympics	 in	 Japan	 1965:	 Bowerman	was	 coach	
for	the	team	

Olympics	 in	 Mexico	 1969:	 Bowerman	 was	
assistant	 coach	 for	 the	 team,	 they	 got	 some	
medals;	he	became	a	legend.	

Olympics	 in	 Eugene	 1972:	 buying	 athletes,	
Bowerman	was	coach	

	


