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ABSTRACT 
 
In 1969, Erich Jantsch published his paper about the disruptive forces affecting higher education 
and society. He was serving as a research associate at MIT and studying the futures of MIT and 
the American University at the time. Students, he said, were concerned about whether the college 
curriculum was relevant (p. 6). Meanwhile, society was concerned about the degrading side 
effects of technology on the systems of human living, cities, and the natural environment (p. 7). 
Lastly, Jantsch pointed to the rising concern about the lack of systems and futures thinking (p. 7). 
He coined these concerns “disruptive forces” and believed that the university was well 
positioned to assume a new leadership role in society in order to assist in transforming these 
concerns. Jantsch predicted (hoped for) five crucial institutional innovations in order to 
transform disruptions into “cohesive forces”. He passed away ten years after the publication of 
this document and did not have the opportunity to see if his ideas came to fruition. Using a 
mixed methods approach, this study will explore the evolution of higher education institutions by 
posing questions that revolve around Jantsch’s five crucial innovations, including a new purpose 
for the university, socio-technological system engineering, altering the structure of the 
university, re-orienting the operational principles of the university, and a more active relationship 
between the new university and society. Three small institutions highly referenced for their 
innovation will be invited to participate in this research. Up to three offices on each campus will 
be interviewed. Jantsch’s five “crucial innovations” frame this investigative study. The 
conceptual framework consists of the concepts of disruptive forces, the three functions of higher 
education, self-renewal, and strategic planning. 
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The following paper is an evolving document that will be edited once the study is complete. The 
study will take place during the Summer of 2016. The researcher hopes to discuss preliminary 
findings at the 2016 ISSS Conference.  

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
1969 was a technologically impactful year in human history. Humans landed on the moon twice, 
the Boeing 747 made its maiden flight, the microprocessor was invented, and the US military 
began piloting what would become known as the Internet. Perhaps due to the military tensions of 
the Cold War and the impending Vietnam War, many individuals began to question how 
technology would reshape society. In the same year, Erich Jantsch, an Austrian astrophysicist 
who was serving as a Research Associate at MIT, began studying the futures of MIT and the 
American University. His interest grew and lead to the publication of a paper about the 
disruptive forces affecting higher education and society. Many of his guiding concerns remain 
about higher education and technology’s impact today. At the time, Jantsch (1969) said students 
wondered whether the college curriculum was relevant (p. 6). Meanwhile, society was bothered 
by the degrading side effects of technology on the systems of human living, cities, as well as the 
natural environment (p. 7). Lastly, Jantsch pointed to the rising debate about the lack of systems 
and futures thinking (p. 7). He coined the concerns “disruptive forces” and believed that the 
university was well positioned to assume a new leadership role in society to assist in 
transforming these concerns. Universities, he said, have the “unique potential for enhancing 
society’s capability for continuous self-renewal” (p. 9). In order to serve in this role, however, 
Jantsch proposed, or rather hoped for, five crucial innovations, including a new purpose for the 
university, socio-technological system engineering, altering the structure of the university, re-
orienting the operational principles of the university, and a more active relationship between the 
new university and society. Jantsch passed away ten years after the publication of this 1969 
document and did not have the opportunity to see if his ideas came to fruition. Higher education 
is still rocked by disruptive forces today, however, and it is worth examining whether or not 
Jantsch’s crucial innovations can be found in the steps institutions have taken to adapt.  
 
The purpose of this multicase study is to explore whether or not Erich Jantsch’s 5 crucial 
innovations can be found to some extent in innovations at three small institutions of higher 
education (IHE). Little research has been done to explore Erich Jantsch’s contributions to higher 
education and as well as the application of these ideas presented in his 1969 report. It is 
anticipated that the knowledge generated from this inquiry could add to his legacy, provide 
insight to the field of systems thinking, and inform innovation in higher education. This research 
will employ a mixed methods, multicase study to explore the presence of the 5 crucial 
innovations to varying extents. Three small IHE will be selected to participate in this study. 
Three-to-five individuals per institution will be purposefully identified and chosen to provide 
information on behalf of their institution.  
 
This chapter begins with a section that provides background and contextual information that will 
frame the study. The second section focuses on the purpose of the study and includes information 
about the problem, purpose and research questions, as well as discussion of the research 
approach and assumptions. The final section of this first chapter discusses the researcher’s 
background, the significance of the study and key terms.  
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 
 

Higher education is a centuries old institution made up of three main functions: education, 
research and service. These three functions are present in all IHE, though not all institutions 
carry these functions out in similar ways. Because this study seeks to study small IHE 
specifically, it must be acknowledged that there are differences in the ways small institutions 
carry out the education, research and service functions. Where universities address the masses in 
the state and region, small institutions have a direct connection with their surrounding 
communities. They are the “largest economic engine [communities] have to supply prosperity, 
jobs, and cultural activities to the businesses surrounding the college” (Docking and Curton, 
2015, pp. 1-2). When faced with similar challenges, small institutions have had to innovate 
differently from their university counterparts. Some of these innovations involve college-
community partnerships. Early American higher education evolved to follow the German-born 
Humboldtian model in the twentieth century. As this model began to sweep across Europe and 
eventually to the United States, colleges began to partner with their local communities to use 
their community as a “laboratory” (Brockliss, 2000, p. 160). Many of these ties between local 
colleges and communities remain today, though they may appear in different forms. For 
example, they can be found in urban areas (Maurrasse, 2001, p. 2), even areas that have not 
prospered over the past century. Even as some surrounding neighborhoods experience hardship 
(housing, crime, dilapidation), colleges remain because they simply can’t move; their acreage 
and “geographical interest vested in their surrounding communities” (Maurrasse, 2001, p. 20) is 
too much.  
 
The balance between the three functions of higher education and college work in the community 
is always at an impasse with disruptive forces. For example, today we see student unrest in the 
form of racial and lifestyle movements. There is a resurgence of the sentiment “that the current 
type of education may no longer be relevant” (Bok, 2006, p. 6). The issue of the costs associated 
with higher education comes up time and time again in higher education studies (Bok, 2006; 
Bowen, 2013; Selingo, 2013). Teaching, learning and the curriculum are accused of not adapting 
to meet the needs of today’s students (Thorp and Goldstein, 2012). The recent disruption of the 
Internet is even extraordinary because it challenges the very notion of the role of instructors and 
of IHE (Christensen and Eyring, 2011).  
 
Disruptive forces affecting higher education are not new. Disruptive forces affecting society and 
higher education in 1969 were, in fact, the rationale for Jantsch’s 1969 report. He said “we are 
baffled by the sudden appearance in the educational system by student unrest and by the notion 
that the current type of education may no longer be relevant” (p. 6). At the same time, “we are 
confused by the degrading side effects of technology on the systems of human living, in the 
cities as well as within the natural environment” (p. 7). Third, he says that we are “ridden with 
doubts” (p. 7) about the lack of systems and futures thinking. Universities, he says, are especially 
affected by these pressures for change through its three functions: education, research and 
service. Jantsch argued that these three functions were “patched together” (p. 16), which also 
caused a lot of the internal disruptive forces present in 1969 and still today. These disruptive 
forces include student unrest, disagreement on university structure and government, 
disagreement about the type of research universities should perform, and the dilemma between 
specialization and generalization. This patching, he says, caused a “blurring” of the “purpose of 
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the university” (p. 17). Jantsch offered his own suggestion, “we have to look at changes, and 
pressures for change, in all three of the primary functions of the university” (p. 19). He proposed, 
or rather hoped for, five crucial innovations for higher education, including a new purpose for 
the university, socio-technological system engineering, altering the structure of the university, re-
orienting the operational principles of the university, and a more active relationship between the 
new university and society. Therefore, this study seeks to uncover traces of Jantsch’s five crucial 
innovations present in the innovations of small institutions today.   

 
PROBLEM, PURPOSE & RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
Higher education institutions have faced many challenges over the last few decades. Though 
many large institutions have the resources needed to respond to these challenges, small 
institutions have had to be innovative in the ways in which they have adapted. There are 
similarities between the external challenges that institutions face today and the challenges they 
faced in 1960s and 70s, and it is worth examining whether or not the predictions and suggestions 
made by scholars in this time period offer insight in regards to the innovation found in small 
institutions today.  This dissertation will explore the work of Erich Jantsch in 1969, in the 
context of higher education innovation today. The mixed methods, multicase study will explore 
whether or not Erich Jantsch’s five crucial innovations can be found to some extent in the 
innovations of three small institutions of higher education.  
 
The purpose of this multicase study is to explore whether or not Erich Jantsch’s five crucial 
innovations can be found to some extent in the innovations of three small institutions of higher 
education. A better understanding of the innovations of small institutions may shed light on 
whether Jantsch’s predictions were well founded.  
 
To explore the problem, the following research questions will be addressed: 

• To what extent are Erich Jantsch’s five crucial innovations found in the innovations 
of three small institutions today? 

• What role has leadership played in these innovations? 
• In what ways do the innovations today respond to present-day disruptive forces? 
• In what ways are these innovations helping institutions to evolve? 
• In what ways are institutions integrating innovation in their institutional planning 

processes? 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

With the approval of the university’s institutional review board, I will study the perceptions of 3-
5 individuals at three small IHE. Because Jantsch’s five crucial innovations all share a similar 
base of college-community work, these individuals will be selected based on their contribution 
and involvement in college-community endeavors. This inquiry will represent a multicase study 
using a mixed methods approach.  
 
Following a survey for eligibility, colleges will be asked to participate in the study. Methods of 
data collection will include document and Web resource review, surveys, one-on-one interviews, 
and follow-up statements to determine if traces of Jantsch’s crucial innovations are present to 
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some extent in institutional innovations. Jantsch’s five crucial innovations were used to create a 
qualifying survey, institutional survey, interview questions, and a prompt for follow-up 
statements. 
 
This research focuses on one question; “To what extent are Erich Jantsch’s five crucial 
innovations found in the innovations of three small institution today?” Institutions chosen for this 
study will be selected based on their size of less than 10,000 FTE (full time equivalent). The 
researcher has a connection at each institution and will ask this participant to suggest other 
individuals in the institution who could partake in the study to offer perspectives from their area 
of work in the college. In this way, multiple perspectives can contribute to the body of 
information collected on each institution. Participants will be provided with a summary of Erich 
Jantsch’s background and his five crucial innovations before participating in the study. Methods 
of data collection will include surveys, documents and Web resources, one-on-one interviews, 
and follow-up statements.  
 
The information obtained for each institution will form the basis for the overall findings of the 
study. Each participant will be identified by office or formal title; no names will be mentioned. 
All interviews will be recorded and transcribed verbatim. Transcription will then be coded for 
key themes. The section on findings will present case studies for each of the three institutions 
that compile the information gathered. The discussion will present, on a case-by-case basis, to 
what extent the five institutional innovations are found in three small institutional endeavors. It 
will also add depth by connecting the findings to current higher education systemic innovation 
research.  
 

 
LIMITATIONS, FINDINGS & ASSUMPTIONS 

 
Limitations 
 
This section will describe the limitations (the conditions that weaken the study) and delimitations 
(scope of the study) of the study. One limitation in this study is the concern with sample size. 
Though there are similarities between small IHE, they all have their own circumstances and 
makeup. Though it is assumed that the 3 institutions selected represent small institutions in the 
United States in general, there are different characteristics found in every IHE. Similarly, the 
selection of institutions was made due to accessibility. There may be other institutions in the 
United States that possess more applicable innovations worth examining. Third, there is always 
the question about the reliability of the data gathered. Although all necessary precautions will be 
taken to gather in different formats as much data as possible so that the information can be 
triangulated, this does not mean that all of the necessary data was reported or that it was reported 
fully. Lastly, because the 1969 report did not feature many examples, there is the limitation of 
interpretation of Erich Jantsch’s five crucial innovations. Jantsch’s definitions are being 
interpreted for today’s circumstances and language. Some meaning may be lost.  
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Findings 
 
The findings will be reported in the form of multiple case studies (multicase) that report on the 
institutional profile, innovations researched, and the findings in relation to the research 
questions. Yin (2013) points out that case study research is a preferred method when the study is 
a contemporary phenomenon and the questions are “how” questions (p. 2). This study would 
include multiple cases (multicase) (p. 2) to report on the phenomenon present at each institution. 
A common example for multicase studies, according to Yin (2013) is studying innovations in 
schools (p. 56). That is precisely the focus of this study. The replication and reporting of the 
studies in each institution will follow the same procedures described by Yin (p. 63).  
 
Assumptions 
 
Based on the researcher’s experience as a higher education administrator and systems scholar, 
certain assumptions are made. First, it is assumed that Erich Jantsch’s five crucial innovations 
can be found to some extent in some institutions today. Similarities can be found in, not only the 
disruptive forces of 1969 and today, but also between Jantsch’s predicted five crucial innovations 
and the endeavors found in some institutions today. Current disruptive forces are influencing the 
kind of innovation needed to take place in institutions today, so it also assumed that innovations 
will vary per institution. Second, it is assumed that the discovery of the five crucial innovations 
is important to Jantsch’s legacy, the fields of systems and futures thinking, as well as to higher 
education innovation research. While Jantsch is oftentimes cited, he is rarely the focus of 
dissertations and scholarly work. His work forms the roots to several scholarly fields and this 
study puts his work in the forefront. The information gathered will also be of interest to other 
small institutions considering innovation and may suggest alternative innovative approaches or 
ignite an interest in looking at other fields for innovation inspiration. Third, it is assumed that the 
three sample institutions are representative of the different types of small institutions found in the 
United States. While it is acknowledged that every institution is different, three small institutions 
were specifically selected because they are similar in size and resources. Their limitations, as 
compared to large research institutions, make them an interesting study because of how they 
have approached their evolution. Fourth, it is assumed that participants will present all of the 
relevant information needed for the study. Also, the information provided will be subjective and 
multiple. Hopefully, relying on a variety of sources will help to triangulate the information 
provided. Finally, using a mixed methods approach to the study will provide complementary 
methods of data collection and analysis. This approach was selected to produce a wide variety 
and amount of information for each case study.  

 

SUMMARY 

This	multicase	study	will	explore	to	what	extent,	if	any,	Erich	Jantsch’s	five	crucial	
innovations	can	be	found	in	the	innovations	of	small	institutions	of	higher	education	(IHE).	
This	will	be	accomplished	through	four	phases:	a	qualifying	survey,	a	survey	packet,	
interview,	and	a	follow-up	reflection	statement.	Three	small	IHE	will	be	selected	to	
participate	and	at	each	institution,	three	to	five	individuals	will	be	recommended	at	each	
institution	to	submit	survey	responses.	In	addition	to	the	surveys	that	campus	
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representatives	will	complete,	contextual	information	will	be	gathered	using	a	document	
and	Web	site	review.	All	of	the	data	will	be	submitted	and	collected	electronically	and	will	
be	presented	in	the	form	of	case	studies.	
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