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Introduction 

The first mobile phone I ever laid eyes on was the Nokia 3310. At that time (somewhere 

around 2002) Nokia was, in my eyes, the only manufacturer of mobile devices. Also in 

the beginning of time of the smartphones, Nokia was a market leader. I remember saying 

to a friend: “Wow! Nokia must be the biggest company in the world” (I was very young 

at that time). Yet today, you rarely see a Nokia smartphone. This is a great opportunity 

to dig into the history of Nokia in the past decennium and see where they made good and 

bad choices when it comes to their mobile phones. This paper describes the last 10 years 

of the Nokia mobile phones in the terms of the Adaptive Cycle of Change through the 

eyes of (a) consumer. 

1. Equilibrium  

When Nokia launched the Nokia 1100 handset in 2003 it was both the best-selling mobile 

phone of all time as well as the best-selling consumer electronic product [1]. Nokia 

created small, robust and cheap devices; catchy because of the simplicity. At this stage 

there were a lot of companies developing mobile phones (LG, Motorola, Ericsson) so the 

competition was high. Because of the fast growth of technology Nokia knew, even 

though in a state of equilibrium, that they had to move forward. Staying with simple cell 

phones would lead to a decrease in market value. They focused on changing the look of 

cell phones and penetrated the smartphone market. In the first years of the smartphone 

era Nokia was by far the biggest smartphone vendor [2] but this state of equilibrium 

changed because of the fast growing competition. 

2. Crisis 

Because of the big competition in the cell- and smartphone market Nokia was trying all 

kinds of new developments. This change of state is marked by the shift from quadrant 1 

to 2, the state of crisis.  

The first action taken place in this state were the unusual forms of the cell phones. 

This failed to excite the market completely. They also tried to combine gaming with the 

use of cell- and smartphones. This also failed because of the high competition (mainly 

due to Gameboy) [3].  

After these attempts there were 2 other major events which changed the market 

position of Nokia completely; the introduction of the iPhone in 2007 and the rise of the 

Samsung smartphones [4]. Nokia saw a fast rising of competitors mainly because of the 

operation system they used on their smartphone (cellphones were almost entirely swiped 

from the market by smartphones by now). Because of the lack of the operation system 



Nokia uses, they established a Windows Phone partnership. This would be the new 

combination to bridge the gap between Nokia and Apple and Samsung.        

3. New Combinations 

The partnership with Windows Phone backfired on Nokia. After the partnership 

announcement in 2011 Nokia’s share price fell about 14% [5]. While being the world’s 

largest smartphone vendor in the beginning of 2011 they fell to a tenth position in 2 years 

[6]. So what was planned as the ultimate new combination turned out to be a mistake 

which brought Nokia back (well actually kept Nokia) into the state of crisis. 

4. End of Nokia’s Mobile Devices 

In September 2013 Microsoft announced that it would acquire Nokia’s mobile device 

business which is the end of the Nokia mobile devices [7]. In terms of the adaptive cycle 

you could see this as a new combination or as the end of Nokia. I personally consider 

this as the end of the Nokia mobile device business.  

5. Reflection 

You can see clearly in the above description that Nokia failed to create a positive 

situation in the state of crisis. They have tried it with many different options but the 

competition was too much at the end. Eventually it led to a complete take-over of Nokia’s 

mobile device business. While Nokia was the market leader in the mobile device business 

they are almost completely vanished within a timeframe of 3 years.  

This short case description shows the importance of the second and third stage of 

the adaptive cycle of change. If you are unable to create a positive situation in the state 

of crisis your business is bound to fail. 

6. Notes 

In the case of Nokia there are a lot of different factors which has led them to this position. 

This case description is written through the eyes of the consumer. A full case description 

of the last 10 years of Nokia could have the size of a master thesis.  
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