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HE Strategies in an e-world

In the rapidly changing world of e-business and e-learning the primary problem for HE planners is understanding what is going on. A starting point for understanding is the business world itself and especially in the US. There is now a growing literature on HE developments especially in the US too. We need however to consider the distinct nature of European HEIs. Furthermore, we need to examine our own particular types of educational products. On this basis we can begin to form realistic strategies for our HEIs.

The Problem of Planning for Higher Education

The big problem for HE is understanding what is going on well enough in order to make plans. What conceptual basis can for the basis for our visions? Things are moving so fast that it is difficult to theorize about changes in the sector. And what we do know is based on analyses of commercial organisations, and these mainly from the US and by US based analysts. This paper is a contribution to this debate and tries to present an analysis of the e-business models and question how and to what extent these can be applied to the HE sector in Europe. The tension in HE can be summarised as a conundrum between two ideas or principles.

only the paranoid survive.

avoid making big mistakes.

Learning From e-Business

The source of tension lies largely in our understanding of change and then trying to work out what this means for the HE sector. There are many analyses of the business sector. Only a few need to be mentioned since the main elements are common.

A useful report, though not widely available, is Gartner 2000 on E-Business, E-Commerce, E-Tailing and the Web. This paper uses materials from their reports and conference publications in 2000. The Harvard Business Review also contains regular contributions to the debate on the e-economy. One by Werback 2000 is used here.

The net-economy, or e-economy (there are various phrases used to describe the business environment and processes that have been enabled by IT and especially by the Internet) can be compared with traditional economies in a number of ways.

The net economy is not stable or structured. Relations constantly change. Businesses are free of geography. Markets cannot be protected. E-businesses cannibalise any existing business. Most characteristically the net economy has businesses which expect failure. They are not averse to failure. E-business do not look for scale and market position. Instantaneous transactions in a network world focus on one-to -one business in which the value chain is the basis for decisions and selling. Another key trait is the shift of focus from planning to real time operations.

The net economy is characterized by syndication. The establishment of networks of organisations each forming part of a value net. Such business relations are transitory and based on value rather than any concept of the structure of a sector. These syndicates replace the structures of organisations that previously combined an array of business processes and functions in one organisation. Organisations break up, look to external providers for non-core processes and services and form alliances with necessary external agents to attack identified markets.

In this syndicated world there are major differences in the structure of relations between organisations that are loose, in roles that are transitory, in the concept of value that becomes dominated by information. The strategic focus of firms ceases to be protective and is open, focussing not protecting competitive discriminators but on selling them.

Syndication is the new geography of business, not corporate models.

A key issue in this changing world is the agility of an organisation. Its ability to change its internal processes in order to respond accurately and quickly to external business opportunities and demands.

Agility comes from a number of structural, process and cultural changes within organisations. It relies on a specific kind or corporate vision, a radical restructuring of business process that focuses on key skills and individuals. Its work is results oriented not process oriented and it organises its people to think and perform appropriately.

In the net economy a new breed of worker has arisen. In the past large corporations typically cultivated, and people tuned their expectations, to the idea of long term employment with a ‘visible’ career path, low risk and perhaps for most low expectations of a high payoff. Today this has already changed in much of the business sector. Moving between companies and even across careers is more normal. Risk is expected and so are higher rewards.

Analyses of Higher Education in the networked world.

There is now a substantial literature on HE changes in the networked world, on HE strategies and planning. Some of the earliest analyses came from EDUCAUSE. An outstanding paper that scopes the problem for the HE sector and clarifies the options is Twigg and Oblinger 1995. Its vision remains valid for a considerable period.

Gartner is a major analyst of HE also, supporting an EDUCAUSE working group and having a HE division. It has produced a series of reports and presentations that lay out the issues and options for HE, especially in the US.

An early and seminal paper is the EDUCAUSE Report of 1996 by Twigg and Oblinger. In summary, it identifies key trends for the US sector, which were identifiable by 1996. Remembering that the Internet took off in 1994. By the end of 1994 there were still less than 5000 servers world-wide! These trends were manifest in the workplace and in technology. They were initially independent but the reinforcing effects made them dramatic.

In the workplace were shifts to life-long learning, new competencies and tele commuting. The workforce was experiencing a new mobility. In technology the world was becoming digital and networked. Information systems took on more and more tasks, reduced reliance on experts and came more and more in to everyday life and work as reliable and effective tools. IS became mature.

The shifts in markets are leading to a shift in our understanding of what quality means and who drives quality. It has shifted from the producers to the users. In general the shits which were already apparent in 1996 can be summarised in terms of their impact on HE business as as shift from a campus model to a consumer centric model. This shift in emphasis had cultural, geographical and business dimensions.

By 2007 academic programmes will be oriented much more to the needs of the market. There will be differences in the types of programmes offered and the focus on learning outcomes. Students will seek traditional degrees less and will look for lifelong learning in a variety of formats. To support this situation institutions will work more as teams and share resources more. Staff roles will change from the traditional academic to more specialist ones with people working in teams.

A more recent analysis by Gartner’s HE divisions reinforces the conclusions in broad terms and with a more strategic focus. In their strategies they should look to external service providers and reaching their markets through third party portals. A key factor in success will be retaining skilled people. There will be a skills shortage and academic institutions will not be able to pay the commercial rates for key staff. Increased mobility and the attraction the commercial and commercial-academic sectors will make this a critical issue. New ways will be needed to retain motivated staff.

Additionally institutions will have to come to terms with the fact that they are not sole providers within any single academic programme. They will use other content more and more and allow their own content to be used by third parties in a variety of arms-length or syndicated agreements. There will be the emergence of a strong sector that is producing or brokering content and servicing an educational sector at a distance. Virtual campuses are already springing up and becoming established and carving out good reputations. However, bricks-and-mortar establishments are not merely vulnerable. They retain more options for supporting the market and this versatility gives strength. Additionally, such establishments retain deep reserves for content production and the potential for syndication which are important for building business structures and branding.

A corollary of these trends is the need to structure business in a harmonised fashion. That is the need to build IT/IS and business strategies as one. Too often in the past IT has been bolted on as part of a solution to business objectives. However IT is now an essential part of al business operations. It shapes the nature of business interactions. It limits or extends in prescribed ways business activities and often it determines the capacity of a business for responding to situations.

The most up to date analysis of HE in the US has been provide by Oblinger 2001. What has emerged in the last few years in a large part of the US HE sector is a business environment in which the prognostications o segmentation and syndication have been fulfilled. The traditional HE business is now partitioning in to sectors. Oblinger identifies four: e-commerce, e-learning, e-care and e-procurement. Once a single institution would do all in a more or less coordinated fashion. Now increasingly it has, for instance, stripped away its non-core activities and uses external providers for care, procurement and commerce.

The lessons from the HE sector in the US parallel those form the e-business world, largely also from US experience or from those international sectors which are similar to US operations. The nature of education emphasises other issues that in other areas of e-commerce are perhaps subsidiary. These include issues of liability, privacy and equitability of access. The role of education as a service and a public resource comes in to play and still influences strategic decisions in the e-economy especially through such issues.

As the conditions of the electronic age evolve and become clearer it is possible to realise the main challenges to HE. Oblinger’s list of challenges has at the top values and culture. In other words we must ask ourselves, in our own particular situations, what it is we are trying to do and why. We need to revisit basic questions and ask how we are to achieve and measure success. Agility or nimbleness is a sine qua non of the electronic age and is next on the list perhaps because it cuts across so much of what is traditional in HE.

European HE Organisations

What is clear is that the current models need to be re-examined in the European and HE contexts. What is not clear is how in this new situation our market behaves, how our organisations can and will respond to pressure for radical change and what options are open to the many different types of HE institutions in different countries if they are to be not perhaps successful but merely survive.

One point of departure for this analysis is to compare European and US organisations in order to try to get a high level understanding of the origin and nature of differences. Hofstede focussed on the culture of an organisation as a basis for understanding the underlying factors that determined how they operated.

Hofstede reduced the culture of organisations to four dimensions:

· power distance

· unceratinty avoidance

· individualism

· and masculinity.

Comparative observation of organisations in four geographical areas shows the fundamental differences between them. In broad terms European organisations compare with US by:

higher power distance

being more collective

having greater uncertainty avoidance (except in Scandinavia).

The question is how will these differences affect their response to the changing electronic environment.

Additionally we can speculate that HE institutions will differ considerably from commercial organisations such as those studied by Ofstede that are part of a large international consortium. As a starting point as a basis for discussion we can speculate that they exhibit greater power distance, are less collective and much more risk averse than commercial counterparts.

What we could infer from this is that, compared to typical or ideal and successful e-organisations, European HE institutions;

-will not embrace change to the same degree

-will move relatively slowly

-will seek success through less radical strategies

- will seek stable alliances

- will accept bounds to success as the price of stability

- will in some respects act as a community with a shared public role.

HE Products and Markets

Another set of issues in attempting to build an understanding of the European HE situation in the emerging e-economy is those related to products and markets in the new economies. We can readily speculate that HE organisations will differ from other e-organisations in ways which can be understood in terms of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. Further we can accept as likely the importance of some trends which form the cornerstone of the main analyses. These include the trend for businesses, including HE to de-layer operations, focussing on core capabilities and using ESPs for others; the trend for syndication, though in a modified manner. The real questions however are not about the tendencies these trends will produce but about the nature of the response of HE institutions as they come to terms with the choices facing them in the new economy.

An interesting analysis of e-learning by Matthew deLange of Price Waterhouse Cooper points to a key characteristic of learning products and situations. What he calls convergent vs. divergent learning. Convergent learning is of definable, prescribed knowledge or skills. It is not specific to individuals and is easily measured as a learning outcome. Learning t use software might be an example. Divergent learning is learning whose outcomes depend on the learner. They are open and difficult to measure. An example might be course design or people management.

This distinction is important, In fact it is fundamental and its implications are profound. The differences between these two types of learning have implications for product design, markets, delivery and all the ramifications of e-learning. However, this two part model is too simple as a basis for understanding the dilemma for HE in entering the e-market place for education. Already most practitioners in HE would recognise a more complex model or set of models of learning which are usefully considered here.

We can, using one approach for illustration, consider learning to be differentiated not just on the basis of convergent/divergent differences but on the basis of two dimensions; types of content and the schedule of delivery. Retaining the convergent/divergent dichotomy for the purposes of discussion, a fundamental issue is the whether the learning is old technology/skills/knowledge or new. This determines in part the relation of learner to teacher and the need for there to be a close relation between them. New knowledge is not easily transferred in a education production line whether or not the subject matter is intrinsically convergent or not.

Another type of learning focuses on the development of the learner and can be equated with de Lange’s divergent type but here again it is important o distinguish education based on leading edge research and development from that which is not.

Leading edge education whether for convergent or divergent learning demands a different environment from that which is established or conventional in its approach or content. There are many reasons for this including resources, the status of ideas and methods, the need for adaptation between teacher and learner and the likely transitory nature of the materials.

Another important distinction in the types of learning situation is between just in time delivery and developmental, progressive, goal directed education that characterises higher levels of education. Just in time, mass customised learning has its place especially in a fast moving business environment but it is as constrained as traditional approaches to learning in limiting the outcomes for the learner.

The learning process at its highest and most useful levels involves skills of learning and doing and knowing, of critical analysis and value formation which simply are not yet amenable to being encapsulated in education tools and dehumanised environments. It still is prohibitively difficult to teach and learn at a high level using technology. This distinction in provision provides another useful dimension for analysis. The dimension is not one merely of time of delivery but of time of effect of the learning. It relates to the traditional educational functions in which the learner goes along a personal path of development.

These three dimensions of learning we can label divergence-convergence, topicality and immediacy. Their significance in this discussion relates to the fact that these dimensions represent differences in demand for access to the key and limiting resources of HE providers. That is access to people and to knowledge.

This situation is significant because of how it affects some of the main trends in e-education business development. At the more difficult ends of the dimensions syndication becomes more difficult f not impossible and the existence of complex or transitory syndicates becomes a risk. Mass customisation is less and less convincing as content becomes more intellectually challenging. Also as customers pay more and or become more senior they are less likely to be satisfied by talking to a machine. An its not just a question of age.

Market intelligence is a key issue for provision in a dis-aggregated world. If creators and deliverers of education are separated from their students/customers there is risk to the responsiveness of both. In traditional settings creators, who also delivered education, were locked in to evaluative cycles. They knew immediately if they were boring. That intelligence is at risk in more separated environments and the risk is severe for the more difficult ends of the dimensions we have identified. And intellectual boredom cannot be alleviated by games.

Another risk related to market intelligence is possible loss of confidence. The more that creators and users are separated the more likely that confidence is at risk. And in more demanding intellectual and longer term relations this is more fragile and less likely to be replaced by substituting providers.

HE Strategies in an e-world

The real issue is then what this means for provision of education in a digital, syndicated world. The implication is clear and it parallels the idea of de-layering of business process in e-business. In the tightly competitive and fluid world of e-business, organisations separate out core functions and use third parties for support functions. They work not in departmental structures but in teams with perhaps finite lives that have specific market objectives.

The differentiation between education products and the appropriate situations for delivery mean the HE in its own tightly competitive world (soon!!) has to separate out its different products and deliver them in an appropriate way. For some, at one extreme, it will mean following the traditional model. For others, at the other extreme, it will mean moving to a models close to e-business with complex value nets between creators and users, mass customisation and remote delivery with machine based interaction and ASPs providing support in various ways.

The questions for individual HE institutions are just new versions of the questions which they permanently face. Should they have a single strategy or multiple ones, depending on the mix of activities and products they support. Should they reduce the mix?

Following the extent to which they have a mix should they have separate operations within the organisation delivering products or retain departmental structures? This should be looked at in terms of the main dimensions of learning provision. Diversity within a single organisation has benefits and risks. These need to be brought in to focus constantly in order to fine-tune the operation. And basic business and promotional principles should not be ignored. In education brand and status are crucial for position in the market place. These have to be protected and used appropriately in the new market place.

The approach to strategy should be based on recognising the value in different products in terms of people and knowledge. From this being able to identify where a product sits in the dimensions of learning will then indicate the appropriate level of syndication, the possible markets and the ways in which a product can be promoted and delivered.

The point is to separate out products. Each has a position in a production, marketing and selling strategy. Having a corporate approach carries profound risks unless an organisation can identify and has a business case for operating one product. The real problem however, is the level to which an organisation should reduce its commitment to products. Business sense says reduce the number of targets.

Syndication of course occurs in a number of ways, Oblinger describes four categories, e-business, e-learning, e-care and e-procurement. Of course the relation between the type of learning product and the type and degree of syndication is not simple. Learning delivered through traditional means by a single organisation can be supported by e-procurement. E-care can form support not only for e-learning but for other types of learning and so on. Going down the e-route for an HEI doesn’t mean one thing. Which mix of e- it chooses depends on its product mix, stage of development and market response. There are no rules.
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