
gets overturned by modular or open architectures. Hewlett Pack-
ard, Sun Microsystems, and Silicon Graphics give way to Dell, 
Compaq, and IBM. They don’t perform as well as the closed ones, 
but they are good enough.

“Then you had smartphones disrupting laptops, “ he contin-
ues. “In smartphones, Nokia and RIM [which makes BlackBer-
rys] were the dominant companies. They had closed, proprietary 
architectures. Apple came in later than RIM and came in with a 
better product, the iPhone. The theory said Nokia and RIM should 
have killed them: you disrupt with a cheaper, simpler product, 
not a more expensive, better one. I said, ‘I don’t think the iPhone 
will succeed.’ Two things happened that I didn’t see at the begin-
ning. One, the iPhone was a closed, proprietary system on the in-
side, but to the outside world, it was open to lots of apps that you 
could plug into it. Nokia and RIM were closed to the outside—
you couldn’t stick in apps. They fell o, the cli,, and Apple had 
the field almost to itself. But then comes the Android operating 
system from Google, which by definition makes the devices open 
and modular all the way through. So the people using the Android 
operating system are now Motorola, Samsung, LG. And they are 
killing Apple: now, Android accounts for about 80 percent of the 
market. So I was wrong, and then I was right.”

Electric Disruption on the Road 

D2&.'7+2/" +!2#62#* can even solve business riddles that 
have ba9ed capitalism for decades, Christensen main-

tains. “We worry about carbon dioxide and the atmosphere, 
so a lot of people are saying we need to replace gas cars with 
electric cars,” he says, citing the classic market inertia that con-
tributes to climate change. “But if you want an electric car to 
compete with gas cars on the California freeway—oh, my gosh, 
that’s a tough business to crack. Traditional cars go from 0 to 
60 miles per hour in six or seven seconds. It takes two or three 
minutes to refill them with fuel, and there are gas stations ev-
erywhere. You can carry the whole family in a minivan. If you 
want to do this in an electric car, well, a Tesla will cost you 
$100,000. Refilling the battery takes somewhere between half 
an hour and four hours, and you have to do it every 200 miles. 
It’s so costly because you have to compete against really good 
products in existing markets.

“So instead, try asking, ‘Is there a market that would love to 
have a car that won’t go far or fast?’” he continues. “In about 10 
seconds of thinking, you’ll realize that yes, there is: parents of 
teenagers in suburbia! These parents spend so much time driv-
ing their kids around from one event to another. They would love 
a car their kid could drive to school or to see friends, but which 
won’t go fast or ride on the freeway. Recharges overnight, and 
costs about $5,000. It’s really not a car, it’s a mobile sound system. 
It would be competing against non-consumption. That would be 
disruptive to the auto industry.”  

Craig A. Lambert ’69, Ph.D. ’78, is deputy editor of this magazine.   

African  
Bandwidth
D2&.'7+2/" 2##-/%+2-# works in de-
veloping economies, too—even where 
there is no established market leader to 
disrupt. Africa, the world’s poorest conti-
nent, has very little access to the outside 
world through telecommunications, espe-
cially the Internet. “How could you make 
it a,ordable and simple for a larger popu-
lation to access these things that are now 
only available to the rich and skilled?” asks 
Clayton Christensen. “The traditional way 
would be to wire the place with wires like 
those for telephone and cable TV. That is 
very expensive. It would be cheaper to do 
it all with wireless technology—but that’s 
also expensive: you’ve got to build the tow-
ers, and the towers need electricity, so you 
need access to electricity.” So the market 
has not developed—meaning that there is 
no existing industry to disrupt.

“But how about this?” Christensen continues. “How about, 
every morning at 5:00 %.8., I launch an unmanned aircraft, with 
a footprint about the size of a kitchen table, that has satellite 
access to the Internet? And this drone just circles around this 
community all day long, giving the people wireless access via 

plane and not tower—at very low cost. The technology to do 
this exists now. You are competing with non-consumption. I’m 
certain that the bandwidth and the reliability of access are not 
as good as what we enjoy here. But it’s infinitely better than 
nothing.”
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