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Know your processes, know your markets; 
How to avoid building bridges on quicksand

The Value Proposition

Prevailing Pressures

The pressures on institutions are constantly increasing as they strive to satisfy paying students, thinly-spread staff and the expectations of stakeholders in a changeable and fast-moving economic, political, technological and social environment. In each of these areas - the student experience; staff satisfaction and reward; the external expectations of Government, funding bodies and other stakeholders, the institution is required to continuously improve, adapt and demonstrate value just to stay competitive. This applies not only in an economic recession but also in relatively benign times.

The British HE and FE sector is tremendously rich and diverse, but it is fair to say that many institutions, especially the more venerable universities, were not originally designed to be this responsive or adaptive in nature, and internal organisation and information infrastructures have generally not evolved according to this modus operandi. Funding models, charitable status, widened access and the unique position and esteem with which many institutions are held in society combine to demand a demonstrably responsive approach. 

Building on the core functions of teaching and research, the potential for institutions to benefit the economy and society is almost limitless, and indeed the vast range and means of benefits already delivered through third mission type activities is evident from many sources
. The multiplicity and multi-faceted nature of institutions’ external interactions, partnership and relationships already represents in itself a significant operational challenge; coupled with a blurring of the internal-external boundary, due to web technologies, new business models and demographic pressures, it must sometimes feel like trying to build bridges on quicksand.

As many commercial companies have found, it is likely that many institutions will need to collaborate to survive in the coming years. This may be strategic or simply to maintain a level of provision or service which key stakeholders require, but increasingly collaborative activities will become critical for business sustainability. It is just as well, then, that the explosion of new web technologies is available to empower such collaboration. The problem is that most of these technologies do nothing in themselves to advance ‘collaborative capital’; they need to be harnessed to this end and used judiciously to serve clear business objectives.


Self-knowledge

In such a demanding and complex context, it becomes more critical than ever for institutions to know themselves and their own processes. It may sound glib but it could be argued such self-knowledge is the sine qua non of institutional success. Many institutions are in effect vast, diverse and prestigious membership bodies so the question is: who are the members and where do the boundaries lie? Staff, and students are clearly members, but these words now encompass business practitioners who are visiting lecturers, entrepreneurs seeking to develop ideas, remote students who are primarily virtually full-time mothers, managers of businesses etc., and alumni who are, for example, primarily members of established professions. How can the institution serve all these divergent constituencies and yet maintain control and quality?

Only by establishing how engagement with these many and various parties actually takes place across the institution, its subject disciplines and functions, can an institution be in a position to manage and derive coherent benefit from these interactions. In many institutions that engagement is relatively ad hoc and so there are many duplicated and contradictory efforts and contacts. The accuracy and availability of the information associated with these interactions is vital to institutional well-being – its life-blood, one could say. 

There is no easy answer to these challenges but a determinant approach to developing and communicating a clear and sustainable institutional strategy is likely to be a key factor. A clear and sustainable institutional strategy can only follow from detailed knowledge of internal operations, culture, processes and resources, coupled with knowledge of, and receptiveness to, external influences and forces. An information management strategy is a key component of this. So a useful mantra might be: know your processes, know your market, so that you and others may benefit from your knowledge and your services.


Service quality and stimulating demand

Whether the diverse range of parties benefiting from institutional activities are customers, members or partners - and indeed especially if they are the latter -one thing they should not be is merely passive recipients, since they are critical to the institutions sustainability. So the concept of service quality must be intrinsic to these activities. Service quality need not mean, and indeed should not mean, simply responding to demand or expectation. Institutions are expected to be thought leaders so service quality means a delivering mutually recognised value in a language and format which takes account of beneficiaries’ perspectives, or successfully ignites, enlightens and empowers them. As many commercial examples show
, supply can shape and stimulate demand, and often does (the television market in ‘reality’ shows comes to mind). And one could argue that institutions actually have a moral imperative for doing so; it’s just that without a clear understanding of demand, and the means by which to address it, for some, supply may become superfluous…..

It may be timely, therefore, for institutions to undertake rigorous self-analysis, to put themselves in a position not only where they can be more adaptable and flexible, but they can have more control over their own destiny, on their own terms, according to their own strategy. Of course this entails making hard choices about strategic priorities, but the painful process will reap longer-term benefits. A number of institutions have already undergone this process or are currently doing so.

Then institutions will have the knowledge to consider re-packaging of activities which have simply evolved into valuable 'offers' for the new audiences and partners highlighted above, in a more service-orientated approach. The service need only deliver what the institution decides - in agreement with beneficiary or beneficiaries - is the transferable value, so is easier to monitor, measure and control. 

A business philosophy which can support a more service-orientated approach is Customer Relationship Management; so many institutions are exploring the potential of CRM, especially to help them manage the myriad relationships referred to above. However the caveat that applies to web 2.0 technologies applies equally to CRM; that is to say that the software itself is of absolutely no value unless the processes, practices and policies can effectively harness it for agreed business objectives. 
How the JISC BCE Programme Can Help

http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/bce.aspx
The JISC Business and Community Engagement (BCE) programme supports UK institutions in their strategic management both of relationships with partners and clients external to the institution and of the associated services.  

Equipping institutions with the tools and good practices to be in a position make effective and sustainable investment decisions in managing knowledge, especially in CRM, is a strategic priority for the programme. The programme also facilitates fruitful collaboration, knowledge enrichment and co-development across the institutional-external partner boundary through web technologies and access and identity management standards.
BCE comprises four overlapping strategic areas: 

· knowledge exchange; 
· employer engagement; 
· public engagement; 
· lifelong learning.

BCE therefore encompasses a diverse range of services such as consultancy, collaborative research, workforce development and community-based learning.

JISC provides leadership in the HE/FE sector’s effective use of ICT and information management. This programme facilitates synergies between strategies, processes and systems in institutions to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of institutional BCE and improve external access to institutional knowledge and expertise.

Contact:

Simon Whittemore, Programme Manager, Business and Community Engagement, JISC Innovation: s.whittemore@jisc.ac.uk 

� See for example � HYPERLINK "http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_23/" ��http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_23/�


  and � HYPERLINK "http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/" ��http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/�





� And closer to home, Foundation Degrees demonstrate





