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Abstract

The postsecondary knowledge industry relies on a heterogeneous set of organizational change strategies.  Given constant turbulence amidst a rapidly shifting market place, a more cohesive model for strategy is needed to increase institutional effectiveness.  This paper proposes a new Expeditionary Strategy Development paradigm.   Tenets presented include knowing your condition and staying fit; embracing goals while preparing for change; building a capacity for organizational learning; empowering expeditionary leadership; and fostering organizational research and development.
Introduction

“We cannot solve today’s problems with the same thinking we used to create them” 

– Albert Einstein

With an ever-widening array of market pressures and increased competition from proprietary organizations (e.g. University of Phoenix, UNext.com), higher education institutions are being forced to create innovative methods for organizational learning and improve their academic and non-academic functions (Dill, 1999).  Exacerbated by a community comprised of faculty members, students, and staff encompassing many different disciplines, academic and non-academic units, transformation of the academy appears to be driven by a heterogeneous set of organizational change strategies.  Simply because the fundamental purpose of a university or college centers on learning and the production of knowledge does not mean that schools, departments, centers, and administrative or auxiliary units communicate or function well together.  On some campuses there is animosity between academic and non-academic units. Collaboration across sectors on such campuses is difficult (Birnbaum, 1988). Clark (1997) suggests that the decentralized, diverse and competitive system of higher education, apace with great differentiation of institutions and disciplines, has become seriously fractured to the detriment of the American academic profession.  Continuing to produce graduates in the current mode, while is indeed working, does not necessarily provide the best product. These observations lead to two questions.  Is the postsecondary knowledge industry (Peterson & Dill, 1997) at the precipice of opportunity or disaster?  Given constant change and turbulence amidst a rapidly shifting market place, what strategy, if employed by colleges and universities everywhere, would ensure success rather than failure?  

Indeed, as Drucker (1994) predicts, failure to remain competitive, learn and innovate may result in the demise of traditional higher education institutions.  Minimally, failure to change with shifting internal and external forces places the higher education industry, as we know it, at considerable risk (Clark, 2000). Spurred by intensifying market forces necessitating change and transformation, the above questions coalesce to form the central purpose of this paper.  This paper proposes a new model for strategy development designed to advance the industry, avert disaster, and increase institutional effectiveness.  The intent is to generate a flexible and viable organizational strategy that is directly applicable to the wide array of institutions that comprise the postsecondary knowledge industry.  Such a strategy should prove a useful tool for college and university leadership and enable their institutions the opportunity to change, transform, and prosper.

Definitions

Terminology used to describe strategy is rarely assigned a single definition and is often confused with strategic planning, and planning in general (Mintzberg & Quinn, 1996).  Ask any person to differentiate between them and more than likely she or he will be able to articulate one definition or the other but find it challenging to clearly separate the three definitions.  Mintzberg (1994) offers a solid definition for planning: “a formalized procedure to produce an articulated result, in the form of an integrated system of decisions” (p. 12).  A clear definition of strategy is much more elusive.  Definitions often depend on the types of organizations and fluctuate with the vagaries of the author.  Quinn (1996) offers an encompassing synthesis for strategy that is broad enough to apply to higher education institutions.  

Strategy is “the pattern or plan that integrates an organization’s major goals, policies, and actions sequences into a cohesive whole.  A well formulated strategy helps to marshal and allocate an organization’s resources into a unique and viable posture based on its relative internal competencies and shortcomings, anticipated changes in the environment, and contingent moves by intelligent opponents” (p. 3).  

A college’s “strategy is the approach the organization uses to deliver its mission – the organization’s reason for being.  Vision, in turn, is the long-range picture of what members of an institution want it to look like in the future.  Goals, then, are the shorter-term milestones that mark progress toward the vision and measure the organizational results of the mission (Beverly Scott, personal communication, 18 June 2000).” Strategy, akin to actualizing an organizational vision, serves as the guiding force or principles that shape the decisions, policies, and movement toward the future made by an institutions’ membership (Quinn, 1996).  In the words of one higher education scholar, “strategy is a piece of the institutional soul: it is passionate, critical to moving the organization, and a lot like pornography – you know it when you see it” (Richard Alfred, personal communication, 14 January 2000).

The Difficulty with Strategy

Over time, wide arrays of strategies have been tried and applied in the over 3500 various institutions of higher education.  The trouble is two-fold.  First, sweeping implementation of one specific strategy across segments on a specific campus can work for some units, but usually misfires in others.  Second, application of one strategy may function on one campus but fail on another.  Moreover, numerous attempts at applying business or other industry strategy on college campuses have met considerable failure (witness Hammer & Champy’s reengineering). Perhaps this is the case because the nature, culture, and mission of organizational life on a college campus is quite complex and significantly different than those in the business world (Kuh & Whit, 1988).  

On the other hand, some parts or functions of colleges and universities are similar to the business world, such as the human resources department, the physical plant, the custodians, and the procedure for recruiting faculty.  Many university business functions may actually operate quite well under the rubric of some strategy developed in the business world.  However, there are several key differences between higher education and the for-profit world.  First, the very business of a higher education is difficult to measure.  No widget is sold upon completion of four years and stock prices are no measure for higher education valuation.  Second, in most cases, even though a campus hosts a firmly planted administration, the primary business of the college (teaching, research, and service) is run and maintained under the benevolent care of a highly autonomous, professional faculty.  Third, most institutions don’t operated to deliver a profit to its owners (even private institutions).  On the whole, higher education in the United States is considered a fundamental part of the “social” structure supporting the positive development of its citizenry.  Because of these (and many other) differences, institutional leaders must be wary of applying strategy that is a derivative of military or business strategy. Wholesale borrowing of business strategy from the for-profit world and application to a college or university is perhaps wrongheaded, but mainly naïve. 

Peterson (1997) comes close to developing a viable higher education strategy called “contextual planning.”  However, the higher education industry has yet to adopt his tenets in full as of this writing.   Still, Peterson’s work is mainly a planning technique or process rather than an active strategy for moving an institution forward.  The larger question then becomes, can a strategy be developed explicitly for colleges and universities that will power an institution into the unknown future of the industry?  Can an institution apply such a strategy to build a differentiated position such that a sustainable advantage can be maintained? Even though the numerous institutions operate under five-year plans, shall higher education leadership continue to operate under the old planning paradigm?  We all should be disquieted by any push to rest in the present without exploring new paths.  Simply put, the postsecondary knowledge industry must develop and embrace a new, industry specific strategy.  Anything less means settling for mediocrity. In the spirit of the opening quotation, the following paragraphs go beyond the traditional notions of strategy development and offer a new conceptualization that just may work.   

The Current Climate for Higher Education

Externally, the postsecondary knowledge industry has matured over the last fifty years, and its scope and landscape has changed dramatically.   Today’s picture is one in which competition for resources and quality students will only increase. According to several scholars, student applicant pools have changed significantly, and it is expected that by 2010 one in three Americans will be Latino, African American, Asian American, or Native American (Hurtado & Dey, 1997) and of all college students in 1997: 38% were over twenty-five, 61% were working, 56% were female, and 42% attended full time (Levine, 1997).  Higher education in the United States is becoming a buyers market with options ranging from traditional higher education institutions (e.g. University of Michigan & Eastern Michigan University) to non-traditional professional schools (e.g. Sienna Heights and Cleary College). A propensity for needing “just-in-time” education where a student signs up for only the courses he or she needs to complete a particular project puts the student in command of their own education.  This puts wholly “on-line” institutions or distance education providers in direct competition with local community colleges and other traditional college and universities.  Any institution that applies an old strategy to this new and changing climate risks remaining in the status quo.

Some colleges are better than others at responding to market forces.  Yet, flexibility and meeting student demand alone does not a strategy make because doing so addresses only one component of the institution.  A working strategy for any college should be all about marshaling the right resources at the right time to be continually moving toward the future.  In developing a strategy that incorporates both an institution’s strengths and position in the market, academic leadership must take the time to ask the hard questions through visioning or futuring.  What sets the particular college or university apart from their competitors?  How can the institution move from being simply a convenient place to finish up a degree to becoming an institution of choice?  Where is the future of higher education headed?  How will a college or university position itself as an industry leader rather than an industry “also ran?”  What kind of strategy will position an institution into the future first rather than to follow, or worse, become “road-kill?”

Expeditionary Strategy Development

As the quote at the top of this paper asserts, solving the problems of the future requires a different paradigm for strategy than was used to create the present.   Hamel and Prahalad (1994) agree stipulating that traditional forms or frames for strategy development are useless in guiding any organization that wants to remain viable in the future.  Because internal and external forces will undoubtedly change over time, any college needs a working strategy that is malleable enough to flex with times, but strong enough to be a guiding force that does not break.  I recommend a new paradigm for strategy based on what I call “Expeditionary Strategy Development” or ESD.   

In the following paragraphs, I will outline the fundamental principles or dimensions of ESD.  To grasp the basic concepts of ESD, it may be helpful for the reader to use the metaphor of conducting an expedition through the foothills of the Himalayas or to the top of Everest or a trek through the backcountry of the Sierras along John Muir Trail.  Many concepts of ESD have direct corollaries in the planning for and conduction of such expeditions.  After all, competing for and positioning any university for the future should be just that – an adventure.  The development of a vibrant and viable strategy should be embraced as a challenge rather than a scramble for survival.  

Know your Condition and Stay Fit

Expeditionary Strategy Development begins with a clear sense of the organization’s history (which includes the present as the present is simply history in close proximity to now) and a strong conception of the long-and short-range goals or targets for the future.  Understanding institutional history should involve identification of strengths and limitations as well as the talents that each individual within the institution brings to the table during the planning and execution process.  Traditional strategy development might result in a long laundry list of identified strengths and limitations.  Taking it a step further, ESD dictates that value be placed on both strengths and limitations with the intent to shuffle talent, eliminate unnecessary baggage, or acquire necessary talent for the trek to the future.  Just as a college may need to shed underutilized or inefficient programs, an expedition to the Australian Outback would not need six vehicles for two people.  While the resource may be nice to own, maintaining and using them can be quite costly and highly unnecessary.  

The ability to acquire and develop the appropriate set of organizational systems stems directly from knowing and continually assessing the condition of the institution.  Evaluating institutional fitness includes having a firm grasp of and understanding the following key ingredients (to name a few): 1) an institutionalized and working mission and vision statement, 2) viable policies and procedures that act as enablers rather than roadblocks, 3) knowing who works where and does what, 4) your changing student population, 5) a sustainable budget, and 6) an effective mechanism to provide ongoing evaluation or assessment of all parts of the institution.  An assessment of organizational fitness must be honest and recurring with an aim to get fit if not, and staying fit.  

Embracing the Goals While Preparing for Change

Assessing and fostering institutional fitness without a strong handle on the overall goal of the expedition makes it difficult to understand which strengths and talents may be needed in both the near- and long-term.  Tools and equipment to take a team down the Amazon are quite different than trekking through Sahara Desert.  Likewise, the aims of a small liberal arts college are going to differ from the local community college.  In today’s market, institutional leaders should focus on generating organizational innovation that is in synchronicity with the goals of the institution.  During ESD, considerable time must be spent playing the “what if” game with the specific aim of generating viable goals.  That is, in an effort to pinpoint the best possible set of institutional goals and appropriate routes to achieve these goals, an institution must spend a chunk of time dreaming and answering the question: “what if we were to…” and fill in the blank. 

Even so, no matter how clearly one can articulate or paint a picture of the goal, the future is not entirely predictable.  ESD accounts for this unpredictability by building flexibility and change into the natural course of action.  After spending time visioning and exploring the most probable and feasible scenarios for generating a future, contingencies must be developed.  Coupled with a mechanism for continued environmental scanning and feedback, any viable strategy must move and evolve with the needs of the expedition.  However, it is not possible or plausible (not to mention too costly) to conceive of all the pitfalls of an expedition.  This is particularly the case given that the future has not been invented yet and no one can make the trek ahead.  An expedition team or College moving forward simply cannot know what it does not know.  An entire expeditionary team may get to a point in the trek where they find themselves in a blind ally or on a rock face with no holds visible.  Moreover, in the effort to carry out the plan, an entire segment of the team, or the whole organization for that matter, may become lost or in a situation sans the requisite skills to forge ahead.  Still, attention to only the larger liabilities in the strategy can become myopic.  

Maintaining sharply crystallized goals that are then in turn flexible enough to bend, but not break, should the expedition require is an organizational paradox.  As does the end goal for an expedition, the broad vision for an institution does not change.  It makes perfect expeditionary sense to stop using scuba divers and replace them with un-staffed submersibles in the search for the Titanic because the water is too deep.  Similarly, if a particular strategy for recruiting talented students is only yielding limited results, something should shift in the strategy, but the goal of admitting 100 new freshmen would not.

Another dimension of expeditionary strategy involves the courage to forge ahead with a clear grasp of the past all the while anticipating the future.  Without actually proceeding down the path, no one can ever know if the correct plan or that the right path was chosen.  An organization won’t know until they are in the thick of the pitch that the tools available don’t work.  A college or university must be nimble enough to fashion a new solution based on the old model, or create a new tool to help it over the hurdle.  Again, an organizational paradox must be fostered: institutions must also be willing to shed unnecessary tools that are no longer needed, but all the while retaining the history, knowledge, and learning that went along with it.  No mountain climbing team would toss the rope away because it is antiquated technology.  Some “old-school” solutions can work quite well in future problems, and in the end, be the most simply applied, cost effective, and elegant solutions.

Build in a Capacity for Organizational Learning

As Claude Bernard would state, we must consider that “it’s what we think we know already that often prevents us from learning.”  This statement leads us to the next dimension of ESD:  building in a capacity for organizational and individual learning.  Professional development for its own sake is not as poignant as professional development linked directly to solving institutional problems or building skills to advance the organization.  As employees grow, so does the organization. In effect, one piece of an ESD plan will include active engagement in on-going team and individual development designed to empower a close knit team as well as hone individual talents tuned to the task at hand.  Employees should feel empowered to tear down operational/institutional barriers to progress.  This amounts to building in another organizational paradox: one institutional foot must be firmly planted in its history and tradition all the while talented employees must feel able and empowered to challenge the same tradition.  This is the notion of holding onto core ideology and values. Without the ability to build new structures organically from the ground up, the barriers currently in place become firmly entrenched stifling entrepreneurial spirit.  Institutions must also keep an ear turned toward their environment.  Organizational actors should practice and become expert at picking up clues from other expeditions and the changing climate in an ongoing effort to guide their efforts and learn from others both internal and external to the institution.  For example, identifying key characteristics of the successes and failures of other institutions is one method for fostering organizational learning. 

Empower Expeditionary Leadership

Another dimension that unleashes the potential of ESD involves building expeditionary leadership.   Expedition leadership must incorporate a style that promotes and fosters leadership at all levels of the organization.  Much as a Marine Corps Special Forces unit follows the team member with the most knowledge applicable to the given situation – regardless of rank – a college must build in a leadership structure that acknowledges given titles, but yields authority to the appropriate leader to lead at the appropriate time.  In turn, the person with the greatest skill in any given situation should feel a responsibility to lead for the good of the organization.  In an interactive, exciting and supportive organization, shirking leadership responsibility would simply not be an option.  When not leading, good people become excellent followers.  Thus, cultivating quality followership is equally as important as developing leadership. A model expeditionary leader integrates the team via the business of gathering information, assessing a situation, and calls on the talents of each individual to lead according to task at hand.  

Foster Organizational Research and Development

Today, colleges and universities are considered hotbeds for academic and intellectual advancement.  Ironically, rarely do principles identified in the classrooms or laboratories get tested within the organization itself.  This results in one of the ultimate academic ironies articulated by Ashby (1963, p. 93) that echoes to this day:

All over the country these groups of scholars, who would not make a decision about the shape of a leaf or the derivation of a word or the author of a manuscript without painstakingly assembling the evidence, make decisions about admission policy, size of universities, staff-student ratios, content of courses, and similar issues, based on dubious assumptions, scrappy data, and mere hunch (in Dill, 1999, 149).

Unlike the business world, most colleges and universities do not run a profit.  Even though expeditionary strategy evolves as pitfalls are discovered, most institutions are without a proper pool of funds for research and development and are unable to test and apply new organizational structures or experiment with various operational solutions.  Moreover, experimentation with new and innovative organizational structures within an institution suffers from heavy resistance.  Because colleges and universities funds are limited, any application of ESD must be tempered with a realistic look at the budget. This leads to one essential piece to place at the head of any strategic plan.  Institutions must put generation of quality and multiple sources of revenues at the top of the plan.  Not only will doing so secure substantially different revenue streams for a campus, but will also aid in the adoption of an expeditionary strategy.

Conclusion

In sum, Expeditionary Strategy Development involves the following steps or dimensions.  First, a planning team must assess strengths, weaknesses, identify key pieces of a college’s history and traditions, and perform an analysis of the status quo.  Second, energy must be spent on defining and envisioning the future and setting goals that stretch the conceptualization of the institution that provides a unique or special niche for the institution. The ultimate target is to become an institution that leads others to the future.  These goals are then reconciled with the initial assessment and a plan of action is developed.  Meshed into the plan should be mechanisms for learning and skill development, opportunities for varied leadership, and incorporate ongoing assessment, feedback, and regular adjustment of the plan itself.  

Most campus structures are very similar with few exceptions to the traditional hierarchical rule.  Continuing to employ a heterogeneous set of change strategies across a homogeneous organizational structures or mimicking other institutions in the delivery of services simply puts a college at the status quo, not ahead of it.  With its organizational eyes on the fundamental purpose of higher education – production of high quality, productive members of society – there must be a better way to conduct the expedition or higher education enterprise.  Application and further expansion of the Expeditionary Strategy Development tenets set forth in this paper may be one antidote to the isomorphic state of the postsecondary knowledge industry.  In the end, ESD could fundamentally reshape the machinery by which a college or university runs its operation to better equip and serve its students.  
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