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The Competitive Situation of the Management Education Industry

The management education industry is an industry under deconstruction. Traditional
players like university departments and business schools are being challenged, and new
players like corporate and virtual universities, executive development firms, management
consultants, and even media and computer companies are entering the scene (Aubrey 1999;
Daniel 1998; Engwall / Zamagni 1998; Ernst / Kieser 2000; Grayden 2001; Keating /
Agarwala 2000; Locke 1998; Reid 2000; Rothwell / Kazanas 1999; Rowley / Lujan / Dolence
1998; Spender 2000; Thomson et al. 2001; Van de Ven 2001, 2002). This deconstruction of
the traditional management education landscape goes hand in hand with a rapid
commercialization of the field driven by demographic changes, technological innovations and
the overall globalization of the economy.
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Figure 1: The Disruption of Traditional Campus-based Management Education Programs
(adapted from Christensen 2000)
According to Christensen, the competitive situation of the management education industry
can be framed from a disruptive technologies’ perspective (Christensen 1997, 2000). Building
on his well known failure framework - that has been derived from the analysis of repetitive
patterns of failure of the industry’s more recent leaders in the disk drive industry, the
mechanical excavators industry, the steel industry and other industries with very different

characteristics – he points out that leading business schools may run into risk in the actual
competitive situation of the management education industry. Figure 1 shows the possible
disruption of traditional campus-based management education programs offered by academic
actors depicting the performance trajectories of three distinctive supplier segments within the
management education industry: traditional MBA programs (1), corporate universities with
live instruction (2) and corporate universities with online instruction (3). It also depicts the
performance trajectories of three distinctive customer segments of management education:
strategy consulting firms (A), large corporations (B) and small businesses (C). It thus points
to the fact that leading business schools with traditional MBA programs may ‘overshoot’ the
market and that program performance can even progress faster than market demand.
The objective of this working paper is to present a long term research project focusing on
the analysis, design and evaluation of competitive strategies for business schools and
university departments. Thus, we are presenting work in progress rather than final results. The
project’s objective is to address the challenges of disruptive change in the management
education industry and to provide strategies to assist the industry’s players in managing
disruptive change (see also Reichwald 1998; TUM 1999; Reichwald 2000; Möslein/Piller
2001; Möslein 2002; Piller/Möslein 2002). In this paper, we want to discuss the focus of this
research project, its design and methodology and to present some early findings for a current
exploratory study. We will concentrate our analysis in this paper on business schools as the
traditional providers of management education. By doing so, we want to assess strategic
options to enable business schools to cope with disruptive learning technologies and to
overcome the innovator’s dilemma within this industry.
The organization of the remaining paper is as follow: Firstly, in section 2 we will briefly
discuss some predominant “learning innovations” and their possible disruptive impact on the
management education industry in order to sketch an overall framework. We will also
identify the need for research in this area within this section. Secondly, section 3 will describe
the focus and design of our exploratory study in some detail to answer the research needs
identified. The objective is to provide a basis for further discussion. Finally, in section 4 we
will outline expected results as well as perspectives for further research.
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Identifying Disruptive Learning Technologies

Identifying disruptive technologies is a prerequisite for coping with them. Therefore we
firstly have to set the frame for our research and to identify disruptive technologies and the
associated disruptive changes in the field of management learning. The term “learning
technologies” encompasses in a broader sense all processes along the education industries’
value chain. Thus, the term “technology” is not restricted to ‘e-technologies’, mediasupported learning systems, or distance learning technologies, but describes rather
organizational capabilities and processes for delivering management education. Traditional
learning processes from this perspective are mainly classroom-based, textbook oriented, offsite and at best only loosely coupled with day-to-day work environments.
A learning technology is disruptive, if it provides a very different value proposition to the
one previously available in the same field. From that perspective the following “learning
innovations” can be seen as disruptive learning technologies (Giber / Carter / Goldsmith
2000; Keating / Agarwala 2000; Krattenmaker2001; Möslein 2002; Willoughby 2002):
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•

the virtualization of learning institutions (which allows for the design of interorganizational curricula and programs),

•

the strategic bundling of learning activities in corporate learning centers and corporate
universities,

•

e-learning and distance learning environments (which allow for 7x24h access and do not
require on-campus presence),

•

on-the-job learning and action learning approaches (which allow for a close fit with the
actual learning demands and promise a better outcome by integrating leading and learning
in real-world working environments),

•

customized learning offerings (which address a customer’s specific learning needs and
allow for a closer evaluation of the learning).

As is the nature of “disruptive technologies”, their exploitation creates the demand for finding
and implementing an adequate business model capable of dealing with these innovations. This
is also true for innovations of learning technologies: “Deans and heads of schools are looking
to move teaching from a cottage industry to the industrial mode” (Cohen / Boyd 1999). The
necessity of envisioning new business models for the production and delivery of learning and
of reviewing the learning industry’s value chain has been noted earlier. Without going into
depth at this point (see for a more detailed discussion e.g. Ip 1997; Cohen / Boyd 1999;
Hämäläinen 1999; Seufert 2001; Piller / Möslein 2002), we are building our further analysis
on the assumption that “disruptive learning innovations” as presented above also have to be
implemented into (new) business models for the production and delivery of management
education from all participants of the management education industry’s value chain:
•

The suppliers of education have to find new markets, combined with new methods and
channels for distribution. With better information on market needs and appropriate
alliances with suppliers of complementary products and services, they would be better
equipped to serve the market.

•

As the premier customer segment of management education large corporations need high
quality tailored services from a combination of sources with a global solution for delivery
via the most appropriate set of distribution methods and channels.

•

The distributors (intermediaries) need large volumes of high quality, pre-packaged
content to be distributed on complementary channels, with guaranteed continuity and
consistency.

However, there is still little knowledge about adequate organization strategies and value chain
designs for the provision of executive education. Compared to management routines and
procedures of innovation management in other industries, the management education industry
seems to have just discovered that they do not only teach “management”, but also have to
manage management teaching more thoughtfully in order to react on the disruptive innovation
in their market (Huff/Huff 2001, Huff 2002; Van de Ven 2002). The emerging players in this
industry are mainly experimenting with new institutional and contractual arrangements, new
forms of cooperation and networking, new learning architectures, new models of learningdoing integration, and new pricing, budgeting and investment strategies. In this context
business schools - the traditional providers of management education – are at risk of running
into the innovator’s dilemma.
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Research Focus and Research Design

The guiding question of our exploratory study is: How can business schools as traditional
providers of management education overcome the innovator’s dilemma in the face of the
current challenges by corporate universities and online instruction? Exploratory research is
qualitative by nature. It does not permit the derivation of generally applicable assertions.
Nonetheless, it justifies the development of hypotheses that can serve as a starting point for
further research. As there may be several areas to consider when seeking an explanation to
our research question, the case study approach may be a particularly suitable research design
as it can 'balance adaptiveness with rigor' (Yin 1994, p. 87). Data collection and analysis can
proceed in tandem (Eisenhardt 1989, Yin 1994). Thus, our research focuses on “How?“ and
“Why?” questions which Yin (1994) argues are suitable for case study work. In this context,
we want to provide the necessary starting point for empirical follow-up studies.
Using case studies, the selection of cases is based on theoretical rather than statistical
sampling (Eisenhardt, 1989). Based on extensive document analysis, we are currently refining
our early blueprints conducting a broad international interview study. Our top-class interview
partners stem from demand-side actors as well as supply-side actors within the market for
management education. In this way, we will use qualitative interview based research in order
to discover not only interesting and promising “best practices”, but also “worst practices” of
players in the management education industry dealing with disruptive learning technologies.
As for the demand-side actors our current interview partners comprise:
•

senior partners and chairmen of leading corporate consultancies,

•

heads of corporate human resource departments within large global corporations (main
focus: 20.000 – 500.000 employees) and

•

heads of human resource departments of selected medium-sized corporations with a
global reach (main focus: 500 – 5.000 employees).

As for the supply-side actors our interview partners stem from:
•

‘traditional suppliers’ (heads of business schools and leading professors in business
schools in the US, Europe and Asia) and

•

‘disruptive suppliers’ (heads of corporate universities with a strong focus on management
education mainly selected from the Europe-based “Corporate University Learning
Network” (CULN) and the US-based “Executive Development Network” (EDN)).

We are aiming at a total of between 80 to 100 in-depth interviews with a duration of between
60 to 180 minutes. Up to now we have conducted a total of 39 face-to-face interviews
covering 35 different players within the market of management education. To ensure internal
validity of the study all interviews are conducted by a team of 2 to 3 interviewers; interview
protocols are subject to a feedback process with the interview partner; reflective notes of the
interviewers complement the data recording (Merriam 1988; Marshall/Rossman 1989;
Bogdan/Biklen 1992). As for the external validity, an expert circle has been established to
discuss the research approach throughout the research process and to comment on preliminary
findings during our research project.
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The main focus of our semi-structured, open-ended interviews on the demand-side as well as
on the supply-side is on the following three topics:
•

the status-quo of providing and organizing the provision of executive education,

•

the experienced changes within the provision of executive education during the last 3 to 5
years,

•

the expected changes for the provision of executive education during the next 3 to 5 years.
4

Expected Results and Outlook

As stated above, this paper’s objective is to present a promising field for more research
rather than conclusions. It is work in progress. Based on our current interviews, we will be
able to present first results at the conference on
•

how corporate actors change their learning and leadership architectures and consequently
transform their executive development programs, how they reframe traditional make-orbuy decisions and supplier selection strategies in the field of management education and

•

how academic actors cope with a changing demand and supply landscape, how they build
on selected disruptive learning technologies and integrate these disruptive innovations
within their established learning portfolios.

Thus, we will be able to derive first hypotheses on how business schools as traditional
providers of management education can possibly overcome the innovator’s dilemma with
regard to the current challenges posed by corporate universities and online instruction.
Taking on board findings from other industries (e.g. Boynton/Victor/Pine 1993; Victor/
Boynton 1998), it is, however, possible at this stage to conclude with the preliminary
assumption that
•
•

the modularization of education programs and learning architectures as well as
the modularization of stable development and delivery processes

seem to be a core element of coping with disruptive change. Further research will be needed
on the future interplay of the different players within the management education industry, as
well as on potential differences in relevant sub-sectors of the market. We would like to
discuss the results from our study with the audience and to identify jointly future research
topics.
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