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Improving Strategic Planning and
Implementation in Universities through
Competitive Intelligence Tools:

A Means to Gaining Relevance

Stephanie Hughes, Rebecca J. White

Abstract

Institutions of higher education can use competitive intelli-
gence (CI) techniques to become more relevant to their commu-
nities. In Stepping Forward as Stewards of Place the American
Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) pro-
vides a model for public engagement that emphasizes internal
strategic planning, implementation, and assessment processes
that involve regional communities and are aligned with state and
policy environments. Universities can more fully utilize compet-
itive intelligence to improve information collection and strategic
planning, which can ultimately yield better decision making by
university administrators. This article provides an overview of
the steps involved in the competitive intelligence model and
demonstrates how state universities can integrate this model
with the existing Stewards of Place model to enhance their
efforts and gain strategic advantage in public engagement.

Introduction

nvinced that state universities were facing some of the
Czreatest changes in their history, the National Association
of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges sought the help of
the W. K. Kellogg Foundation to provide recommendations for
the future of U.S. state educational institutions. The collaboration
led to the development of the Kellogg Commission on the Future
of State and Land-Grant Universities and six reports designed to
help state educational institutions develop strategies for the future.
In its executive summary report, Returning to our Roots: The
Engaged Institution, the Kellogg Commission (2001) articulated the
importance of public universities to their communities and called
for them to establish a focus on “public engagement.” Engagement,
as defined by the report, is more than “extension, conventional out-
reach, and even most conceptions of public service” (73) and will
require strategic effort and leadership. In the report, the commission
suggests that most criticisms universities receive are based on a per-
ception that they are “out of touch and out of date” (73).
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In response to this report, the American Association of State
Colleges and Universities (AASCU) developed a guide for lead-
ing public engagement in state-sponsored educational institutions
(AASCU 2002). This guide coined the term stewards of place and
presented a model for aligning institutions for effective public
engagement. The model identifies three key activities for univer-
sity leadership: planning and goal setting, implementation, and
assessment/monitoring progress (figure 1). These three elements
require extensive communication and interaction with all institu-
tional stakeholders. This model clearly argues for a strategic
approach to public engagement and is highly dependent upon
strategic planning tools and techniques.

Figure 1: A guide for leading public engagement at state colleges
and universities (AASCU 2002, 14)
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Strategic planning has been widely discussed in the litera-
ture, yet little is known about the factors that lead to successful
strategic planning in universities (Cope 1987; Kotler and Murphy
1981, Shirley 1988; Mintzberg 1994). Recently Dooris, Kelley, and
Trainer (2002) concluded that although there are many stories of
success and failure on the topic, “a convincing, generalizable
empirical study on the efficacy of strategic planning in higher
education has yet to be published” (9). Strategic planning nonethe-
less continues to be one of the most important management activ-
ities in higher education today (Welsch and Nunez 2005).

The process of strategic planning “requires at least three funda-
mental activities: discovering institutional strengths and weaknesses,
looking to the environment in an attempt to discern potential
threats and opportunities, and seeing how the institution can best
respond to both” (Karr and Kelley 1996, 34). In other words, strategic
planning is a process of realistic evaluation of the organization
and its environment and aligning or matching the organization to
that environment.

Stewards of Place (44ASCU 2002) offers lessons from business
writers Collins and Porras (71994) regarding the need to align all
aspects of the organization internally to achieve high levels of
performance. This is a classic method that businesses have used
to implement their strategic objectives. Using strategic goals and
rewards and reinforcements for choices and decisions based in
strategy can certainly lead to more effective implementation of
strategy in any organization, and higher education can benefit
greatly from applying this method.

However, educational institutions who wish to become more
relevant to their communities by pursuing a strategic approach to
public engagement can do so only if they have access to the high-
quality, future-oriented information that is necessary for good
long-term decision making. Obtaining such information involves
identifying bits and pieces of the future that already exist: that is,
looking for specific ways that driving forces and trends are
already taking hold in the environment. Without such insight,
strategic planning and decision making is marginalized, and
organizations risk “garbage in, garbage out” errors. This article
provides a brief overview of strategic approaches to management
in higher education, discusses concepts of competitive intelli-
gence, and offers methods for enhancing strategic efforts to
become a more engaged institution through their use.
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Strategic Planning in Universities
Strategic planning has been used in higher education for
almost fifty years. The first significant formal meeting of higher
education planners was held in 1959 on the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology campus with an agenda focused on facilities
and space planning (Dooris, Kelley, and Trainer 2002). This group
continued to have a primary interest in campus physical planning;
by 1966 its membership numbered three hundred, and it formed
the Society for College and University Planners (SCUP) (Holmes
1985). By the 1970s the environment for higher education had
begun to experience significant demographic, economic, and tech-
nological changes that had the potential for great impact on colleges
and universities. Higher education costs began to consistently out-
pace inflation, and by the 1980s
strategic planning was considered a
solution for many of the manage-
« . . ment challenges facing higher edu-
[C]hanging envi- cation leaders (Dooris, Kelley, and
I orfmen%‘s. have f 0.’” ced Trainer 2002). Since that time chang-
universities to rein- ing environments have forced uni-
vent themselves to versities to reinvent themselves to

survive, and strategic survive, and strategic planning tools
planning tools and and techniques have been widely

techniaues have been applied. The literature has frequently
wide lyqapp lied.” included criticisms of strategic plan-
l .

ning and debates on its merits as a
management tool in higher education
(Dooris, Kelley, and Trainer 2002;
Rowley, Lujan, and Dolence 1997).

As universities have become more proficient at using strategic
planning tools and techniques, and the environments more chal-
lenging, the perceived value of the process has improved. For
example, in 1987 a national study of planning efforts in higher
education indicated a strong skepticism among study participants
regarding the perceived value of strategic planning in their univer-
sities (Schmidtlein and Milton 1990). However, by 1996, attitudes
toward the value of strategic planning had become significantly
more positive. Participants in a similar study had gained experi-
ence in using these tools and techniques, and they realized that
the environment was creating dramatic changes in higher educa-
tion (Taylor and Schmidtlein 1996).
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Strategic planning in higher education can be a mammoth
undertaking. Higher education organizations are typically large and
complex. In addition, there is often a great deal of internal compe-
tition among self-contained departments who may be more loyal to
their discipline than to the university (Taylor and Knarr 1999).
Moreover, groups attempting to adapt the traditional strategic plan-
ning model to nonprofit and higher education environments find it
very difficult to identify the customer base, competitive motivation,
relevant timeline, appropriate value and reward system, and a quan-
tifiable set of outcomes (Lerner 1999; Wagner 2003).

The literature reflects a consensus that the use of strategic
planning in higher education has produced some successes but
alone does not ensure organizational effectiveness (Dooris, Kelley,
and Trainer 2002). Business leaders have long recognized the value
and foundational importance of high-quality future-oriented infor-
mation to successful strategic decision making; however, few
universities have followed suit. We suggest that institutions with
strategic goals related to public engagement will benefit from
finding ways to capture and assimilate high-quality information for
decision making. This goal may be achieved by modifying plan-
ning activities to incorporate a powerful set of tools and techniques
often collectively referred to as competitive intelligence.

Competitive Intelligence

Competitive intelligence (CI) activities include a set of legal
and ethical processes for gathering, organizing, analyzing, and dis-
seminating information from both internal and external sources to
assist organizations in managing risks in their operational environ-
ment (Gilad 2003). Due largely to increasing competitive rivalry, CI
utilization among for-profit corporations continues to grow at a
substantial pace. In a 2004 Society of Competitive Intelligence
Professionals (SCIP) survey respondents indicated the level of their
companies’ annual expenditures on competitive intelligence
activities. For 15.3 percent of respondents the amount was over
$500,000; for 11 percent, over $1 million. Overall, it is currently
estimated that corporations spend in excess of $2 billion annually
on competitive intelligence activities (SCIP 2005).

CI utilization in for-profit environments has led to some
high-profile wins in recent years. For example, the Texas
Instruments CI team uncovered information that suggested a rival
was pursuing an acquisition that had enormous profit potential.
Armed with this forward-leaning information, Texas Instruments
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was able to make the acquisition before their rivals, gaining what
has now become a $100 million business with significant growth
potential (Lavelle 2001). The former CEO of Merck, Clifford Kalb,
presented a 2001 case study that indicated that Merck’s CI group
developed a counterstrategy to a competitor’s forthcoming product
rollout. Through this strategy Merck saved approximately $200
million; Merck’s ultimate savings may go as high as $400 million
(Weber 2002). Finally, NutraSweet’s CEO indicated that he
believed that the CI function was
worth at least $50 million to the
company in terms of both increased
opportunities and defensive savings [ I/he external envi-
(Bresnahan 1998). ronment that higher

Like their for-profit counterparts, education leaders face

nonprofits clearly have embraced today presses them to

strategic planning techniques. How- .,/ ko their institutions
ever, only a few studies have exam- .
more relevant as it

ined CI use in nonprofits. Bennett

(2003) investigated organizational threatens practically
members of 134 British charities to every element of a
ascertain their attitudes and behavior university s opera-
toward the use of competitive intel- tional environment.”’

ligence practices. The results of the
study suggest that increasing com-
petition was indeed encouraging
nonprofits to employ CI practices in an effort to compete more
effectively for charitable donations. However, most cases yielded
suboptimal results because the projects did not receive the
resources necessary to achieve the best possible results, and the
CI techniques used were informal and unsophisticated.

Horne and Parks (2004) investigated the application of a CI
process in a university environment threatened by increased com-
petition from online degree programs and correspondence courses.
Their findings suggest that the incorporation of a CI unit resulted
in improved intelligence regarding criteria upon which prospec-
tive students base their enrollment decisions and the degree to
which the school was currently meeting their needs.

The application of competitive intelligence in higher education
environments remains limited to a great extent by a confluence of
factors: lack of resources, loosely coupled organizational struc-
tures, lack of a for-profit orientation, fears of academic turf wars,
general disagreement about what competitive intelligence really
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means, and the lack of integration of competitive intelligence
principles and practices into the university’s environment (Fine
1987, Giguere 1999, Wagner 2003; Horne and Parks 2004). Yet the
external environment that higher education leaders face today
presses them to make their institutions more relevant as it threatens
practically every element of a university’s operational environ-
ment. For example, today’s university faces a variety of emerging
threats, including shrinking enrollment, rising costs, demographic
changes, online competition, increasingly competitive fund-raising
environments, accreditation pressures, recruiting needs, onerous
regulatory requirements, and shrinking state and federal funding
opportunities. And today as universities not only respond to threats
in the environment but also seek to become more engaged with
their stakeholders and relevant to their communities and con-
stituencies, competitive intelligence activities become even more
important to higher education leaders.

Effective Use of Competitive Intelligence
in Higher Education

According to the Stewards of Place model (44SCU 2002), univer-
sities who wish to build a core competency in public engagement
must practice regular strategic planning, implementation, and assess-
ment and monitoring. Furthermore, to enhance the effectiveness of
these processes, universities must involve regional constituents and
align engagement efforts with state and policy environments. This
involvement and alignment process can be greatly enhanced by
applying CI processes to improve both the volume and quality of
information flowing into the planning process. The traditional com-
petitive intelligence model (figure 2) involves a four-step process

Figure 2: Competitive intelligence model (adapted from
Norling et al. 2000, 24)
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which includes planning and goal setting, collecting and organizing
incoming information, analysis, and dissemination of intelligence
back to organizational members (Norling et al. 2000).

According to the Stewards of
Place model, universities must
engage in two-way communica-
tion throughout the planning,

“[U]niversities need to

develop a CI function implementation, and evaluation
that helps populate each  process, but there is little atten-
stage with relevant, tion to issues such as message

high-quality information facilitation and topics. In order to
from diverse sources create the greatest potential value

th cational from these processes, universities
across the orgamzationar  p.qq o develop a CI function that

landscape and its helps populate each stage with
boundary-spanning relevant, high-quality informa-
external relationships.”  tion from diverse sources across
the organizational landscape and
its boundary-spanning external
relationships. Ultimately, for max-
imum effectiveness, this involves formalizing the CI function into
a CI unit within the university.

Planning and goal setting: The first step in the intelligence model
involves identifying the key intelligence topics (KITs) or goals of
the intended research effort. To facilitate the identification of dis-
tinctive internal resources that set the university apart from its
competitors in the marketplace, the CI unit collects information
from as many members of the organization’s internal and external
constituency as possible. The university’s own staff, faculty, and
administrators are often the best place to begin this process since
they carry a wealth of information about the university’s internal
and external environments. In most for-profit environments, key
intelligence topic development begins and ends with the internal
client. However, given the public mission of the university, solic-
itation of similar information from key stakeholders in the external
environment is critical to a comprehensive quality-driven plan-
ning effort.

Decision makers may find it useful to hire experienced CI spe-
cialists to facilitate this outward solicitation. It is important to tap
into all available potential sources of information to ensure that the
university remains cognizant of the needs of all its constituents



Improving Strategic Planning & Implementation Through CI 47

rather than relying solely on organizational members, who often can
be biased in one direction or another (Wagner 2003). CI specialists
can objectively identify and solicit feedback from external con-
stituents, including such diverse entities as legislators, community
groups, local corporate executives, education industry lobbyists, uni-
versity suppliers, and current and potential students.

Collection and organization: Step 2 involves targeting additional
key information sources, then collecting and organizing all incom-
ing information. This stage involves reviewing secondary sources
such as newspapers, magazines, trade journals, industry presenta-
tions, competitors’ marketing materials, press releases, and rele-
vant government filings to obtain valuable contextual knowledge
as well as names of potential primary source contacts. Primary
source contacts can then be used to follow up in an effort to fill in
the information gaps and confirm the validity of the information
uncovered through secondary source collection. Each of these
sources represents potentially valuable, yet often underutilized,
avenues for obtaining knowledge about a university’s operational
environment.

The process of capturing all of this information and turning it
into a codified asset has given rise to the term knowledge manage-
ment. Knowledge management is defined “as a concept, a way of
doing business, under which information is turned into actionable
knowledge and made available effortlessly in a usable form to deci-
sion makers and other users” (Nakra 2000). In many organizations,
the competitive intelligence unit is tasked with figuring out the best
way to capture and codify information that may ultimately be used
to improve the performance of the company. Today, technology
helps facilitate this process so that organizations can respond effec-
tively and quickly to changing environmental circumstances.

Analysis: Merely providing the technological tools to collect this
information is not enough to create a functional and effective CI
process. Analysis involves the utilization of various scientific and
nonscientific techniques to generate insights or inferences from
the information collected (Fleisher and Bensoussan 2003). The
analysis step reduces the number of input variables, allowing
more time for decision making as opposed to fact absorption;
provides connections among seemingly unrelated data and infor-
mation; provides a context by relating information to the organi-
zational mission, objectives, and strategy; and creates a working
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hypothesis by making a story out of disparate environmental
information (Langley 1995). It is nearly impossible for administra-
tors to perform this function in addition to their other responsibil-
ities. Optimal performance of step 3 requires the establishment of
a dedicated CI unit tasked with analyzing this information and
turning it into actionable intelligence.

Given that Herring (1998) identified the analysis function as
the brain of the CI process, it is critical that universities staff this
function with individuals who have the requisite skill sets and
contextual experience to turn information into intelligence that
enables the organization to manage its operational environment.
While innate reasoning skills are critical in an effective analyst,
there is an equal need to develop better analysts through education
and training (Fleisher and Bensoussan 2003). Gilad (1998) argued
that good analysis goes beyond the obvious fact-based assessment
techniques and crosses to the category of insight: the ability to
synthesize disparate data to yield novel understanding and
additional dimensions. The ideal analyst transcends fact-based
knowledge about an industry to achieve a true understanding of
competitors’ motives, thinking, blind spots, and psychological and
economic constraints (Gilad 1998).

Insight can typically be developed through frontline experi-
ence in dealing with industry issues and competitors over time.
Additionally, standard and well-tested techniques for transforming
fact-based information into intelligence include environmental
trend analysis to evaluate the impact of changes in the environ-
ment, Porter’s five forces model to evaluate industry attractive-
ness, the BCG matrix to evaluate service offering mixes, SWOT
analysis to align internal strengths and weaknesses with market
opportunities and threats, and the McKinsey/GE matrix to align
organizational capabilities with market attractiveness. Each of
these techniques requires a significant amount of high-quality
internal and external information (Wagner 2003), as well as unique
insight gleaned from experience. Without adequate information
and insight, the analysis function will produce “garbage out,” no
matter how experienced and capable the analyst.

Dissemination: Step 4 involves dissemination of the information
back to key decision makers within the university to facilitate
better operational activity. Given that the only constant in organ-
izations is change, the competitive intelligence function must be
an ongoing activity providing continuous intelligence on how
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change is impacting both the organization and its environment.
Thus step 4 is really a two-stage continuous process of intelli-
gence delivery and feedback. Information becomes intelligence
when the right person receives the right information and ulti-
mately incorporates it into decision-making processes (Mockus
2001). Since effective analysis resides largely in the analyst’s
insight, face-to-face communication with the end user is the most
effective form of dissemination of intelligence. Active dialogue
and debate can reveal the insights that influenced the analysis and
can facilitate incorporation of intelligence into the decision-making
process (Lewis 2003).

Although the ability to foster
these face-to-face collaborations
ultimately depends on the credi-
“Information becomes  bility of the CI analyst, it can often
intelligence when the be influenced by the actual physi-
right person receives cal location of the CI unit. A CI

the right information unit colocated with the end user
of the intelligence can gain an

and ultimately incorpo- increased understanding of the

rates it into decision- decision maker’s priorities as well
making processes.” as insights surrounding the organi-
zational unit (Lewis 2003). Disad-
vantages of colocation include the
increased expense of staffing the
various units, the isolated nature of the CI unit activities, and the
possible operational redundancy of multiple CI units performing
similar tasks.

Despite the conglomerate-like nature of many university envi-
ronments, resource constraints suggest that a single CI unit, closely
positioned among senior university administrators, may be the
most economically feasible and operationally effective. This posi-
tioning can also ensure that the CI unit has the visibility and the
credibility to maintain face-to-face interaction with key adminis-
tration officials, facilitating dialogue and debate and ensuring a key
role in the organization’s decision-making process.

Conclusion

State-sponsored universities have been called to become
engaged in meaningful ways with their communities and envi-
ronments. Higher education institutions who wish to build core
competencies in public engagement and who seek to become
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more relevant to their communities have significant challenges
associated with the need to communicate, capture, organize, and
apply vast amounts of information. These institutions may find
essential assistance from tools and techniques commonly known
in for-profit organizational circles as competitive intelligence.
This category of tools, techniques, and processes represents a vir-
tually untapped opportunity for state-sponsored organizations to
become more effective in their strategic planning, implementation,
and assessment processes. CI offers a cost-effective model for
capturing, assimilating, and analyzing information from relevant
environments and can be applied directly to public engagement
models such as the Stewards of Place model developed by AASCU
(2002). In fact, learning about and applying these tools may yield
significant advantages for institutions of higher education.
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