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Abstract - Christensen’s theory of disruptive innovation has gained widespread familiarity among both academics and 

practitioners.  Christensen’s basic premise is that when new entrants develop disruptive technology existing incumbents risk 
being disrupted and put out of business.  Based on the theory of disruptive innovation, in 2011 Christensen postulated that, 
as a result of the emergence of new online digital technologies, 50% of all existing Universities in the U.S. will be bankrupt 
in 10 years.  We are now 8 years into his ten-year window and relatively few schools have gone out of business.  The 
purpose of this paper is to examine what has actually happened over the last ten years and revisit the prediction in light of 
new perspectives on the theory.   
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The original notion of disruptive innovation was 

developed by Christensen in his 1997 book, The 

Innovator’s Dilemma: When New Technologies 

Cause Great Firms to Fail(Christensen, 1997).  In the 
book he observes that new entrants enter an existing 

industry by offering products or services that provide 

fewer attributes than existing products or services as 

lower prices.  They are considered inferior in some 

way to existing products or services but because they 

are significantly cheaper the appeal to a narrow 

subset of customers at the lower end of the market 

where customers may not need or want all of the 

features or attributes of the existing market leader’s 

products or services.  Once they gain a foot hold with 

an inferior product in the lower end of the market, 

new entrants begin to add attributes and appeal to a 
broader and broader segment of the market until they 

provide the same benefits mainstream customers 

value and, potentially, replace the incumbents – 

hence the term, disruptive innovation.  

 

II. THEORY PREDICTIONS 

 

In 2011 Christensen applied the theory to Universities 

in a book, The Innovative University: Changing the 

DNA of Higher Education from the Inside Out 

(Christensen, 2011), which attempted to identify 
some of the disruptive innovation confronting 

Universities.    

 

Based on his disruption theory and the disruptive 

innovation identified in the book, he predicted that, 

“50% of the 4,000 colleges and universities in the 

U.S. will be bankrupt in 10 – 15 years (Christensen, 

Startup Grind, 2013).  In a more recent speech he 

said, if anything, “I might bet that it takes nine years 

rather than ten (Lederman, 2017).”   It has now been 

eight years since the 2011 book was published.  Does 

the evidence support his prediction? 

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

3.1.  Empirical ResultsIn a recent article 

(Newton, 2018) examined the data related to 

University closings.  He concludes, “the real 

Christensen disruption story is that the schools he 
thought of as predators have turned out to be prey” 

and “the old legacy providers – public schools and 

private nonprofits – are winning in a rout.”  A 

number of the schools, such as the University of 

Phoenix or DeVry, often used as examples of schools 

that would disrupt the traditional Universities, while 

initially experiencing significant growth have peaked 

and began to decline and find themselves in financial 

trouble.  Even Christensen has said, “universities are 

an anomaly that my original framing of disruption 

could not explain. True, most entrants have indeed 

entered into the low end or new market of higher 
education, often as community colleges.  And they 

have almost uniformly driven up-market to offer 

bachelor’s and advanced degrees in more and more 

fields – just as the theory would predict.  But the 

demise of the incumbents that characterizes most 

industries in the late stages of disruption has rarely 

occurred among colleges and universities.  We have 

had entry, but not exit (Christensen, The Innovative 

University: Changing the DNA of Higher Education 

from the Inside Out , 2011, p. Preface).”  How do we 

explain the inconsistency between the theory and the 
evidence? 

 

3.2. Anomalies in the Theory 

The answer in part lies in some inherent problems 

with the original theory.   In a recent article 

Christiansen and his colleagues ( (Christensen, 

McDonald, Altman, & Palmer, 2018) review the 

original theory and identify several problems with the 

original formulation.  A complete review of those 

problems is beyond the scope of this paper but some 

of the more salient to the current topic will be 

discussed briefly.  First, it is not clear precisely what 
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is meant by the term, “disruptive innovation.”   If we 

simply mean an innovation that changes the status 
quo, any innovation is disruptive in some way.  

However, disrupting existing markets or products or 

business models by changing the status quo is not 

what Christensen meant by disruptive because he 

indicates most innovations are “sustaining” and 

therefore are not disruptive (Christensen, 1997).   A 

review of his examples would indicate that what he 

really means by disruptive innovation is when an 

innovation threatens the dominance or existence of an 

incumbent.  There are two related problems.  First, if 

an innovation is disruptive, then the theory would 

indicate that if an incumbent does not aggressively 
respond by in some way encompassing the new 

innovation, they are in danger of being displaced.  

The problem is Christensen doesn’t provide any basis 

for evaluating emerging innovations to determine if 

they are likely to be sustaining or disruptive.  Trying 

to determine how disruptive a given innovation is 

likely to be is complicated by the fact that it both 

depends on the nature of the innovation and the 

response strategy of the incumbent firm.  In the 

original theory, there is no clear typology of 

innovations which can be used to classify innovations 
and help determine which are likely to be disruptive. 

 

3.3. Reconceptualizing the Theory 

However, Christensen indicates sustaining innovation 

improve products or services along existing 

dimensions for existing customers while disruptive 

Innovation offers a reduced number of attributes.  It 

eliminates or reduces the value on some attributes 

while improving others i.e. floppy drives vs hard 

drives.   He also says, incumbents are often reluctant 

to adopt potentially disruptive innovations because 

they target smaller markets, are inferior in some ways 
to existing products or services and have lower 

margin or profit potential.   Based on these 

statements, one way to classify innovations would be 

to look at how they impact product/service attributes 

and/or market segments (see Figure 1).  As Figure 1 

illustrates, with respect to the product/service an 

innovation can either focus on offering a reduced 

number of attribute dimensions, improving on 

existing product/service attribute dimension, or 

adding additional product/service dimensions that are 

not currently being provided.  An innovation can also 
target a narrower, niche or subset of the existing 

market segment, directly target the  existing market 

segment or expand the overall market by adding one 

or more new segments.   

  

Christensen’s original theory covers two of the 

possible permutations, but it does not directly address 

the remaining possible types of innovation.   The 

hypothesis offered here is that when innovations 

focus on a reduced number of attributes dimensions, 

they are likely to be viewed as disruptive but not 

threaten the existence of existing firms.  If they are a 

direct substitute for existing product/service attribute 

dimension they are likely to threaten the existence of 
incumbents, and when they focus on new attribute 

dimensions they may be viewed as opportunities to 

expand by existing incumbents.  In a similar vein, 

innovation that only focus on a narrow subset of the 

existing market are likely to be less disruptive to 

existing organizations than those that directly 

compete for the broader market and innovations that 

potentially add new segments will be viewed as 

opportunities to expand the overall size of the market.  

Consequently, when predicting the likely impact of 

an innovation, one consideration is the way in which 

it potentially impacts existing product/service 
attribute dimensions and the way in which it impacts 

the existing market segment. 

 

 
 

Examining the impact on product/service attribute 

dimensions and market segments may provide better 

insights into the potential disruptive force of an 

innovation but it does not necessarily predict the 

extent to which an incumbent will or will not be 
threatened because that is also a function of the way 

the incumbent reacts.  The incumbent can either 

ignore the innovation, match the innovation, or 

improve on other attributes important to customers.  

If the incumbent matches the innovation and/or 

exceeds the innovation by improving on other 

attributes not provided by the innovation then the 

incumbent in effect coopts the innovation and even 

though it has disrupted the status quo, it becomes a 

sustaining innovation.  

 

IV. CONCLUSION 
 

Based on the revisions to the theory, one could 

speculate that one reason digital learning or online 

learning has not had the predicted negative disruptive 

effect on higher education is because of how it has 

impacted product/service attributes and how it has 

impacted existing segments.  On the one hand, it has 

offered a somewhat stripped-down version of 

education with viewer attributes to a narrow segment 

of the population who don’t need or want all the 

attributes of face-to-face residential education.  On 
the other hand, it has also expanded the markets for 
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Universities who were not previously able to 

accommodate students who could not attend classes 
on residential campuses.  As a result, existing 

Universities have largely coopted the potentially 

disruptive innovations which and neutralized the 

competitive advantage of new entrants and enhanced 

the ability of the University to provide a wider variety 

of attribute dimensions to more segments of learners.   
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