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In the realm of technology and consumer electronics, its fast-paced nature necessitates 

agility and precise timing, not innovation alone. Failure to abide by those rules is exemplified in 

BlackBerry. Few companies can lay claim to being a trailblazer in the mobile communications 

market, a provider of secure devices to government organizations and professionals worldwide, 

and one of the few companies riding the highs of market dominance, and in contrast, the lows of 

complete missed opportunity. This paper explores the background and history of a once hailed 

tech titan BlackBerry, its ascent to market leadership, the specific factors that led to its decline, 

and the lessons learned from its monumental failure.

Company Background

BlackBerry Limited, originally known as Research In Motion (RIM), was founded in 

1984 in Waterloo, Ontario, Canada by Mike Lazaridis and Douglas Fregin. Lazaridis, who was 

an engineering student at the University of Waterloo, launched the company with a vision of 

developing new and innovative wireless communications technology. RIM initially focused on 

developing wireless data transmission products for commercial and government applications 

before turning their attention to the mobile market.

Their real breakthrough came in the late 1990s when a growing need for mobile email 

solutions among businesses was identified. To solve this problem, the BlackBerry 850 was 

introduced in 1999 – a pocketable two-way pager that included the ability for users to send and 

receive secure email messages. The inclusion of a thumb-operated track wheel and a physical 

QWERTY-style keyboard made messaging on-the-go practical for the first time in history. There 

were other pagers before the 850 that were two-way, like the Motorola Tango from 1995, but 

they weren’t capable of secure transmission nor were they capable of both sending and receiving 



emails. The name ‘BlackBerry’ was chosen because the keyboard resembled the seeds of 

blackberries.

As the demand for wireless communication grew, RIM expanded their product line to 

include smartphones capable of voice calling, calendar management, and mobile internet 

browsing, all of which were end-to-end encrypted. This was one of the brands most defining 

features – the ability to communicate securely.

The Rise of Blackberry

By the early 2000s, BlackBerry had established itself squarely as the market leader in 

mobile enterprise communications. Their dedication to end-to-end encryption and proprietary 

network structure and encryption algorithms was a key selling point to governments and secure 

organizations. During its meteoric rise, it achieved 45% US smartphone market share by 2007, 

and incorporated high-profile customers into its ranks such as President Barack Obama, who 

insisted on using his BlackBerry after his election to the presidency in 2008 for its security 

capabilities. To add to its security acumen and its expanding ecosystem, BlackBerry launched 

BlackBerry Messenger (BBM) in 2005 as a fully encrypted instant messaging platform that is 

exclusive to BlackBerry devices. As they solved seemingly every need in the business world 

with its long battery life, push email features, and security-first posture, it became one of 

Canada’s most valuable tech firms – reaching a market cap of over $80 billion in 2008.

Factors in the Fall of BlackBerry

Despite its dominance, BlackBerry started its rapid decline after several key events 

happened in 2007, and the markets followed emerging players instead of the backbone of the 

early smartphone era. It began with the introduction of the Apple iPhone in 2007 – it’s capacitive 



and multi-touch display, easy to learn operating system, and the (at the time) groundbreaking 

launch of the App Store in 2008, the iPhone redefined the mobile communications market by 

drastically changing what features users expected out of a smartphone. BlackBerry executives 

didn’t recognize this as the shift it was. They instead dismissed the iPhone as a consumer device 

unsuited for enterprise usage. As both CEOs remained laser focused on their core enterprise 

market, they failed to realize that the lines between consumer level and business level technology 

were blurring rapidly.

Moving on to internal issues, another factor in BlackBerry’s failure was the reluctance 

and outright refusal to innovate. As consumers flocked to touch-screen type smartphones, 

BlackBerry remained stubbornly attached to physical keyboards and stagnant, conservative 

design philosophy. Any devices they produced with a touch screen, like the BlackBerry Storm in 

2008, were all rushed and poorly received due to technical issues and clunky, unintuitive 

interfaces. Their operating systems also struggled to compete with iOS and Android in terms of 

speed, usability, and third-party app support. BlackBerry App World, their answer to the App 

Store, struggled to find any purchase in the existing market, mainly due to a lack of ability to 

cultivate a comparable ecosystem. Their last release of the BlackBerry 10 in 2013, featuring a 

more intuitive user interface and more of a focus on touch control, was too little too late for the 

hole they had dug themselves into. 

Leadership issues at BlackBerry were more convoluted than a simple refusal to innovate 

however. Their dual-CEO model that had Lazaridis overseeing development of their technology 

and Balsillie focusing on business strategy led to major disagreements between the two 

departments at critical junctures. Because of this extended deliberation and debate, the decision 

making process at the company wasn’t nearly as agile as it needed to be, especially as a company 



continually vying for increased market share. A good example of this pervasive indecision 

leading to bad outcomes is the failed launch of the BlackBerry PlayBook in 2011, a tablet device 

that didn’t even have basic features that made a BlackBerry a BlackBerry like native email 

support. This rushed decision, plagued with the same app development and ecosystem issues that 

their other devices had, was a simple recipe for failure spurred on by leadership that had no 

proper insight.

Last but not least of the factors in BlackBerry’s failure was their fixation on clinging to 

their enterprise customers while the rest of their ship sank under the weight of the burgeoning 

consumer market. Apple Inc. and Android Inc. (who were soon acquired by Google in 2005), the 

pioneers of these consumer devices, were even eating up market share in the enterprise sector as 

mobile device management (MDM) software improved. During this time, it was also evident that 

consumer preferences heavily influenced corporate IT policies. By the time BlackBerry tried to 

pivot to consumer-focused devices to take advantage of this shift, it’s market share was 

dwindling versus these new tech giants.

Lessons learned from the failure of BlackBerry Limited

BlackBerry’s meteoric rise and massive downfall creates valuable insight for fast-moving 

industries, especially for companies in the technology sector. Chief of these lessons is that 

adaptability is essential – companies must be willing to evolve their products, services, and 

strategies in response to market conditions. Our example here is BlackBerry’s resistance to touch 

screens and app ecosystems. This goes hand-in-hand with another lesson, that agile and unified 

leadership is important. The internal disputes and extra time spend on indecision within 

management hindered the company’s ability to respond to market threats and neutered them in 

times of crisis. This also demonstrates a lesson in underestimating emerging competitors – their 



blasé dismissal of the iPhone as a serious competitor reflects this, as well as their inability to 

recognize that consumer preferences largely shape markets. Technological superiority alone 

wasn’t sufficient for them to retain their market share, as companies must balance technical 

strengths with user appeal and ease of use. BlackBerry artificially limited its mainstream 

viability by sticking to overly complicated devices and tricky user interfaces rather than 

following the rule of KISS (Keep It Simple Stupid). Lastly, a lesson that became more and more 

prevalent in their last few years of relevance was the fact that ecosystems matter. Companies like 

Apple Inc. have taken this philosophy as a forefront to their ethos, as their ecosystem of apps, 

services, and interconnection across their product lines have served to drive user engagement and 

above all, brand loyalty. BlackBerry’s failure to attract developers and establish a proper app 

marketplace made their platform fundamentally shaky.

Personal Assessment

In retrospect, BlackBerry’s fall from grace was entirely preventable. The company had 

the resources, expertise, and market presence to remain competitive, but their hubris, rigidity, 

and lack of foresight killed them. Rather than adapting to emerging trends and the growing 

consumer market, BlackBerry clung to a narrow definition of what a smartphone should be, 

despite the fact that the public definition was shifting rapidly. While BlackBerry since reinvented 

itself as a software and cybersecurity company to save its bottom line, it still remains as one of 

the most notable cautionary tales in the digital age. 
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