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HOW TO SELECT A BUSINESS SCHOOL PARTNER

Prof. David Clutterbuck

Last year, I was approached by the UK-based chemical manufacturer Laporte to help the company choose the most appropriate business school for its 200 directors and assistant directors. This is the story of the “beauty contest” of schools that the firm conducted and of how we went about choosing which school would be the eventual winner.

One of the first considerations was how to design a rigorous process that would be endorsed by all participants, both within the company and in the chosen business school. A decision was taken early on that the process should be as transparent as possible and that too much communication would be preferable to too little, in order to obtain the understanding and approval of both groups. Why go to such lengths? Because a revolution is happening in the relationship between large companies and business schools. Traditionally, firms have taken a pick-and-mix approach, sending executives to a variety of schools or developing a relationship with a few academics.

But companies are proving less willing than they were to accept the traditional fodder offered by schools, much of which is more aimed at achieving dry, academic qualifications than appropriate learning. Many companies are now starting to demand more influence over the learning process. Firms are generally taking one of two approaches: they are either setting up their own universities or developing relationships with colleges in which the two organisations design courses together.

Under the latter approach, which was Laporte’s choice, managers and academics draw up a customised development plan for senior management, with the business school developing a strong and continued insight into the company. Relationships between tutors and top executives continue outside the classroom.

The new trend is adding to the pressure put on schools by a shift in funding methods from grants to earned income. The more switched-on universities are developing a whole new service culture, and some are establishing customer service teams and investing heavily in new facilities in order to cater for the needs of executive education. 

Senior managers in partner companies also need to be properly involved. Too often they are unconvinced of the importance of executive education, not bothering to go on courses because they are too busy or because they see the content as irrelevant. One of my first tasks when working with companies is to get them to recognise that the need to learn actually increases with seniority, because mistakes cost more the higher up the tree you go. For the partnership approach to work, both the executives and the academics must have a stake in the outcome and a commitment to the process.

Laporte understood this. Hence the rigorous process that the company’s HR team took in choosing a partner from an initial approach to the 50 top international schools. The response from academia was interesting: some top schools refused to be assessed while others fell over themselves to participate. 

We began by drawing up a few measures of success. These included that the top management team should endorse the choice of business school; that executives should be keen to sign up for the programme; that the business school feels that the process is relevant, fair and useful; and that the curriculum is considered by executives as being closely linked to their needs and to the company’s competency framework. Fortunately, the project had already been given the blessing of Laporte’s chief executive officer, Jim Leng.

We set an agenda for the selection process in the form of a checklist (see panel, left). A design team, comprising HR managers, two or three directors and me, drew up a basic competency framework. We then interviewed directors to find out what aspirations they had for the company and how capable they felt they were of delivering them.

While a detailed, formal education-needs analysis would have been ideal, this more simple approach fitted in better with our tight schedule and the fact that the directors could not spare much time. There was a strong consensus about what competencies directors needed.

We also created a broad definition of the role of the business school, which would be to establish the big picture and raise people’s expectations. What the school could not do so well was to deliver the bread-and-butter skills, such as presentation, for which there were numerous other sources supplied locally and more cost-effectively.

All of this helped us in developing a wish list by which to draw up the school selection criteria. 

The directors agreed that the college should provide shortened, customised versions of its existing course modules, and should offer the chance for some directors to develop coaching relationships with key academics.

Given the spread of development topics, it was clear that a modular approach to the course design would be essential. The partnership needed to be flexible and long term. 

Some executives needed more extended participation than others. And the demands of the business made it difficult to take them away for long periods in one go: a week or 10 days at a time, perhaps two or three times a year, was the maximum. The programme should also permit stripped-down versions for the top team.

To select the pool of 50 schools, we first looked at how good they would be at working in a partnership. We also considered the status of the institution. We asked ourselves how much commitment executives would show and how much excitement they would register at the thought of being taught at these institutions. We obtained lists of the top business schools from the Financial Times and the Wall Street Journal among others. We then sifted them on geographical grounds for the sake of convenience, narrowing the choice down to Western Europe and the US.

We examined schools’ web sites, favouring those that showed a clear interest in executive development, as opposed to those whose main concern seemed to be pushing through large numbers of full-time students. 

Lastly, we looked at the underlying attitude to management education – at whether or not schools offered a healthy balance between hard and soft management skills. Was the school too heavily biased towards the strategic and financial or to the interpersonal and behavioural? (We didn’t find any of the latter.) The selection team dropped one or two of the big-name schools, including London Business School, at this point, because they felt these schools were unable to offer a sufficiently balanced curriculum. We were then left with 13 schools divided between America and Europe.

Meanwhile, a further internal consultation process consisting of focus groups of directors and their assistants had produced a long list of desirable criteria for business school partners (see sub-section, below).

These were weighed up by the design team, which then asked the executives for feedback. Where there was a difference of opinion between focus groups or between them and the design team, we worked out the average weight given to the criteria between everyone.

We tried to incorporate most of the executives’ concerns, including the more quirky ones. For instance, US directors were worried about the security of the campus and that the beds would be big enough to ensure their comfort.

The next stage was to write to the schools (see panel, top right). Responses varied considerably. One or two US schools didn’t bother to respond at all. When chased, they simply sent some standard literature. Some of the big names – most notably Harvard and Insead – declined to take part, implying that it was highly impertinent for a mere second-rank multinational to set the criteria for partnership. 

In some organisations, all approaches from the commercial world had to go through Byzantine bureaucratic procedures, which precluded a rapid response. 

A few schools laid down criteria of their own, which were unacceptable. For example, one school requested a minimum group size of 40, suggesting a focus on “bums on seats” rather than a willingness to customise approaches. One sent a proposal full of diagrams and charts that looked as if it had been patched together from a textbook.

But others responded rapidly and enthusiastically, requesting additional information and demonstrating an interest and a willingness to adapt.

In the end, five schools stood out on the quality of their response. We decided to visit four and hold the fifth in reserve.

The visits enabled us to find more obstacles. At one school, the faculty and the staff of the executive centre operated independently and could not provide a coherent service. At another, the work areas were almost all lecture theatres with immovable seats. 

We spoke to programme designers, professors and, indeed, anyone else who happened to be around. We also toured the facilities. The tours were extremely detailed, looking at the extent of the sports and health facilities and, of course, the size of the beds.

The institution that we eventually chose, Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania, was asked to run a large section of Laporte’s annual executive conference, which fell less than two months after our visits, giving the company a final opportunity to assess whether a genuine partnership could evolve. The runners-up each received details of our evaluation of them.

So what was the result of all this? Very positive. Having been consulted about the design and selection process, executives felt a real enthusiasm for taking part in the programme. It also accelerated the selection, with the entire process taking less than three months.

The only things we would avoid next time would be the red herring of suggesting a partnership between a US and a European school, giving Americans and Europeans a chance to learn about each other’s environments. We soon realised that this was practicable only where the number of participants was much higher. And prodding non-responders was unproductive in every case, because their eventual responses were poor.

Laporte’s directors have been on two programmes at Wharton since the partnership began. Caroline Luscombe, Laporte’s HR director, reports that managers believe that the education they’ve received there is the best they’ve had.

“The college developed a relationship with the business, so they got to understand us,” she says. “A lot of HR programmes fail because they’re not owned by the business, and if you can’t take people with you, you’re on to a losing wicket.

“General managers have a lot of ownership of the programme and are keen advocates of it to their assistants.”

Luscombe believes that the secret of good executive education is choosing the right school with a high-quality faculty and selecting an academic director who will work well with the company.

“The person who worked with us was extremely good at pulling out the key learning points,” she says. 
Overall, the process has established a strong foundation of mutual confidence that bodes well for the future.

Selection checklist
These points formed the agenda for the selection process:
• Define skills gaps/learning goals (including business vision, general assessment and individual self-assessment based on competency framework).
• Draw up a list of the top 50 schools.
• Establish broad criteria for the first selection round.
• Define the partnership criteria (rational and intuitive approach, involvement of top team, involvement of participant) in detail and agree how much weight will be given to each of the various elements.
• Decide what basic information the school will need, and write to qualifying schools setting out the criteria and selection process.
• Evaluate schools against the stated criteria and the quality of their response.
• Selection team reviews candidates and appoints finalists (involving a visit to the school to look at facilities, evaluate the faculty and get a general impression).
• Two finalists give a presentation to the panel.
• Ensure executive involvement (relationship is managed, there is a process for understanding the business needs and the company knows what the business school expects from it).

The selection criteria
The directors came up with criteria that can be grouped under four headings:
• General impression, covering issues such as speed of response and the opportunity to meet the professors.
• Facilities, covering accommodation and working areas. 
• The courses, including teaching style and the durability of content.
• Management issues, such as the ability to produce multi-disciplinary case studies.

What was in the letter
• The reasons why the company was looking for a partnership.
• The background to the development programme, of which the partnership would be the driving force, and its core objectives.
• How we came up with the shortlist.
• The kind of partnership we wanted.
• How the company wanted the business school to respond – preferably immediately as to whether it was interested and then a further response within a few weeks.
• We also sent various background materials, such as annual reports 
and analyses.

Notes
We tried to incorporate the executives’ concerns, including the more quirky ones. For instance, US directors were worried about the security of the campus and that the beds would be big enough.
Some of the big names – most notably Harvard and Insead – declined to take part, implying that it was highly impertinent for a mere second-rank multinational to set the criteria for partnership.
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