
Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner: The Voice of the Customer                                             1                                        
 

 Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner: 

The Voice of the Customer 
                 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 

 

                 
 
 
                  UNICON Research Report 

 
 

 

 

 

Pat Cataldo and Kelly Bean  
 February 1, 2022 

 

 

 

 



Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner: The Voice of the Customer                                             2                                        
 

UNICON POSITIONING STATEMENT 

UNICON – The International University Consortium for Executive Education  

UNICON is a global consortium of business-school-based executive education organizations. 

Its primary activities include conferences, research, benchmarking, sharing of best practices, 

staff development, recruitment/job postings, information-sharing, and extensive 

networking among members, all centered on the business and practice of business-school-

based executive education. UNICON is a diverse organization with representation from over 

100 schools. In addition to size and geography, schools are diversified by the expertise, 

reputation, and strength of their faculty, the types and size of their customers, and 

increasingly the breadth and depth of their executive education portfolios. The ability to 

represent many perspectives in executive education is a great strength of UNICON and a 

source of continued learning and vitality in the field. This diversity of views and interests 

also means that there is no single “UNICON perspective” on its commissioned research 

topics, including no single perspective on the future of business education – an area which 

this report ably addresses. The interpretations and perspectives expressed in this report are 

those of the researchers, professionals who are deeply familiar with the business education 

field and the needs and objectives of its stakeholders.  

 

The UNICON Research Committee  

The UNICON Research Committee advises the UNICON Board of Directors on research 

priorities, cultivates a network of research resources, and manages the overall research 

pipeline and projects. The Research Committee is made up of volunteers from UNICON’s 

member organizations.  

 

UNICON Research Report: Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner: The Voice of the 

Customer. UNICON sponsored this research initiative conducted by co-authors Pat Cataldo 

and Kelly Bean. The result is an updated organizational look at the topic of university and 

non-university executive education identification, evaluation, and selection. It will provide 

new UNICON members with a good background on an important subject. For more 

experienced sponsors, clients, and university providers, it provides an increased 

understanding of recent Pre and Post - COVID developments and the changes which are 

occurring as a result. 
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Research Participation for Readers 
 
Before you go further in the paper, the authors have provided an opportunity to become 
directly involved with the research for Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner.  
 
If you are a UNICON member or from a university executive education organization, you can 
answer Question 4. This will allow you to compare your responses to those of other UNICON 
schools that replied on how they believed the Interviewees distributed the 100-points  
among the 10 choices.  
 

   Please Use the Form Below for Your Answers 
        

4.   What do you believe clients will value most in a university executive education  
       relationship? Please consider your answers before the pandemic in 2019. 
        
The objective of your input will be to determine how similar or dissimilar UNICON member 
thinking is to that of what clients believe is most important in a university executive education 
relationship? 

  
Please rank the items using 100 points –“larger the number = the more important.” 

A.      ________  Reputation of the faculty 

B.      ________  Quality of the facilities provided for training –classrooms, food for   
                       breaks and meals, break-out rooms, workout room, amenities, etc. 
C.      ________  Content of the program 

D.     ________  Location of the program 

E.      ________  Name and reputation of the business school 
F.      ________  Price of the program 

G.      ________  Peer involvement in the program 

H.     ________  References from others internally or externally 

 I.       ________  Live Online offerings, self-paced programs, or Flex programs 

                       including a combination of both online and campus-based learning 

 J.      ________   Program customization (creative or unique program approaches) 

       ________  __100__  Total of the above rankings will equal 100 – (some could be 0) 

  
  2.a.   From the list above, are there one or two particular items that you believe clients will  
            value more now since the pandemic? 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
You can refer to your answers when the Client - School Question 4 Comparison is presented. 
If you’d like to contribute to the paper, please send a copy of your answers to one of the co-
authors, patcataldojr@gmail.com or kbean@heronstrategypartners.com.  

 
 
 

mailto:patcataldojr@gmail.com
mailto:kbean@heronstrategypartners.com
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Research Request for Readers 
 
Before you go further in the paper, the authors have provided an opportunity to become 
directly involved with the research for Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner.  
 
If you are an executive education client, potential client, or just interested in executive 
education, you can answer Question 4. This will allow you to compare your responses to how 
the other 24 Client Interviewees distributed their 100-points among the 10 choices. 

 
 Please Use the Form Below for Your Answers 

        
4.   What do you or your organization value most in a university executive education 
       relationship? Please consider your answers before the pandemic in 2019.  
        
The objective of your input will be to see how similar your answers are to what the 24 global 
Interviewees said was most important in a university executive education relationship? 

  
Please rank the items using 100 points –“larger the number = the more important.” 

A.      ________  Reputation of the faculty 

B.      ________  Quality of the facilities provided for training –classrooms, food for   

                       breaks and meals, break-out rooms, workout room, amenities, etc. 

C.      ________  Content of the program 

D.     ________  Location of the program 

E.      ________  Name and reputation of the business school 

F.      ________  Price of the program 

G.      ________  Peer involvement in the program 

H.     ________  References from others internally or externally 

 I.       ________  Live Online offerings, self-paced programs, or Flex programs 

                       including a combination of both online and campus-based learning 

 J.      ________  Program customization (creative or unique program approaches) 

       ________  __100__  Total of the above rankings will equal 100 – (some could be 0) 

  

  2.a.   From the list above, are there one or two particular items that you believe clients will  

            value more now since the pandemic? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
You can refer to your answers when the Client Interviewee Results are presented. If you’d 
like to contribute to the paper, please send a copy of your answers to one of the co-authors, 
patcataldojr@gmail.com or kbean@heronstrategypartners.com.  
 
 
 

mailto:patcataldojr@gmail.com
mailto:kbean@heronstrategypartners.com
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Abstract/Executive Summary 
 

Synopsis  
 
While corporate learning has undergone dramatic changes in recent years, one constant has 
been the challenge of identifying the best executive education partner. Understanding the 
key decision criteria and final selection process has been of interest to various audiences. 
This study takes a ‘Voice of the Customer’ approach – surveying and interviewing global 
practitioners skilled at partner selection and what clients value most in those relationships.  
 
Research Questions 
 
A list of 7-questions was created to assess the selection preferences for an executive 
education partner before the pandemic, after it, and finally into the future. These questions 
were distributed in advance and ranged from identification, evaluation, and selection of a 
partner to engagement with new entrants or non-traditional providers. 
 
Research Aims 
  
This paper provides new members to the industry with a good background on an important 
topic. For more experienced clients and providers of executive education, it seeks to enrich 
their understanding of recent developments. In doing so, conversations between clients and 
business schools can be more productive and result in better outcomes both from an 
individual and an organizational perspective.   
   
Research Methodology 
 
Following discussions with UNICON Research Committee members, the methodology 
involved a Literature Review, Interviewee Survey, One-on-One Follow-up Interviews, One-
Question UNICON Member Survey, and Information on current practices in the field.  
 
Results 
   
Through a variety of research channels, the objective was to determine how executive 
education partners were finally selected. This involved the identification process, evaluation 
criteria, and how the final selection decision was made and approved. 
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Looking at the results from all sources, the authors can report that some results “might have 
been expected,” some “might have been considered reasonable given COVID,” and some 
“might have been a surprise.” 
 
The data tells us quite clearly that clients will use content of the program and name and 
reputation of the supplier as part of their key selection criteria. Beyond that, selection 
criteria will vary. Two Top 5 criteria surfaced that were different from surveys in the past.  
When asking Interviewees what criteria changed since 2019, the short reply was “really 
nothing or not much at all.” When the authors probed these answers further, details emerged 
about the changes that actually had taken place.  
 
The decision-making process was mostly by committee. There were several comments about 
CEOs, Presidents, or Board members influencing the final decision. And with the list in 
Question 4, the top criteria were content, program customization, price,  reputation of the 
school, and faculty.  
 
Discussion 

 
Readers of this report will understand the effects the pandemic had on executive education. 
Organizations will appreciate what has changed, what’s needed now, and what further can 
be done to succeed in uncertain times. This updated information will be very helpful in 
creating a path forward. Considering the research findings, the suggestions and 
recommendations from the authors will be valuable inputs to determine how executive 
education has added value in the past, present, and future.   
 

      
 
UNICON Research Paper  
Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner: The Voice of the Customer 

 
Introduction  
 
While corporate learning has changed dramatically in recent years, one constant has been 
the ongoing demand to identify university partners for open and custom programs. The 
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subject of Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner from either a university provider 
or non-university vendor has been of interest to client organizations, business schools, 
universities, and others for many years. This study will take a ‘Voice of the Customer’ 
approach to understanding how organizational leaders identify and select university 
executive education providers and what they value most in these relationships. 
 
In researching this topic, it soon became apparent that practitioners in the field have many 
different approaches and decision-making criteria. However, while some used a more 
traditional approach for university vendor selection, many attempted to tailor their process 
to determine which fit, level of expertise, relationship, and value might serve them best. 
Some were very structured, check-list procedures involving detailed RFP and RFQ (Request 
for Proposal and Request for Quote) responses. Others were more informal, less detailed, 
and more interactive with university account representatives, faculty, program staff, and 
consultants. Still, other leaders focused on the educational impact on the organization 
expressed by performance indicators such as retention rates or tracked by employee 
attitude surveys. This Human Resource driven-methodology also included individual impact 
looking at how an executive or manager changed as a result of the development program. 
 
In order to get a better understanding of the current practices for client identification, 
evaluation, and selection of various university and non-university executive education 
suppliers, a series of questions were developed. This was to obtain pre and post COVID data 
to determine what changes have occurred. This information will be of value to both suppliers 
and clients.  
 
Specific Research Questions  

 
1.    What factors does your organization consider to identify, evaluate, and select    

    a University-Based Executive Education partner?  
 

  Can you please step back to 2019 and early 2020 before the advent of COVID-19 and    
  tell us what your organizational decision criteria were at that time?    

     ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

1.a.   Are the decision criteria the same or different since COVID-19? What are the 
considerations now when identifying, evaluating, and selecting a university-
based executive education partner? 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

       1.b.  What other factors for a non-university vendor any different than what is 
being used to evaluate a university-based partner?
 ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What is the specific process or the steps taken before a selection decision is 
made?  Please describe.   

          _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
3. Please identify the primary differentiator in your organization’s decision to 

go with a specific university or external provider?  
     ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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4.    What does your organization value most in a university executive education 
         relationship? Please consider your answers before the pandemic in 2019. 

       
            Please rank the items using 100 points –“larger the number = the more important” 

A. ________ Reputation of the faculty  
B.  ________ Quality of the facilities provided for training –classrooms, food for    

                             breaks and meals, break-out rooms, workout room, amenities, etc. 
C.  ________  Content of the program 
D. ________ Location of the program 
E.  ________  Name and reputation of the business school 
F.  ________  Price of the program  
G. ________  Peer involvement in the program  
H. ________ References from others internally or externally 
I.   ________ Live Online offerings, self-paced programs, or Flex programs  
                    including a combination of both online and campus-based learning 
J.   ________ Program customization (creative or unique program approaches) 
K. ________ Other: ________________________________________________________________________ 

                    ________  __100__  Total of above rankings will equal 100 – (some could be 0) 

 
   4. a.  From the list above, is there one particular item that is being valued more 

now since the pandemic?  
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
5. Did your view of what was important during the selection process evolve or 

change once the program was offered? Please describe. 
       _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

6.     What advice would you give other companies looking to find the best    
    university executive education partner or outside partner for their needs? 
    _______________________________________________________________________________________________  
      

7.    Finally, have you increased your engagement with new entrants or non-
traditional providers in the learning market over the past 12 -18 months? If 
so, why? If not, why not? 

          _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner 

Literature Review 
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Literature Review 
Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner: The Voice of the Customer 

  
We carried out a web search for articles and references to obtain additional background 
research information on Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner: The Voice of the 
Customer.  Over 30 articles were reviewed. These were then evaluated for the most relevant 
to the paper’s goals.  The following titles and topics were researched: 
  

➢ UNICON previous papers and articles 

➢ Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner 

➢ Decision criteria for executive education programs? 

➢ Picking the best executive education partner? 

➢ Why do companies pick non-universities partners? 

➢ Which is best for executive education – university or non-university partners? 

➢ Reasons to use a university for executive education? 
 

The Executive Education marketplace has been undergoing significant change since the 
financial crisis of 2008. As a result, many new entrants were making their way into an 
already fragmented marketplace of providers, including universities, business schools, large 
strategy consultancies, HR consultancies, executive search, boutique training organizations, 
and independent consultants. In addition, organizations continued to increase their 
investments in learning and development globally. This has enabled them to engage with a 
variety of partners to deliver executive education as part of their talent management 
strategy. During this time, several articles, whitepapers, and research studies were 
published outlining the changing nature of executive education and what needed to be done 
to meet the needs of the buyer. 
  
The impact of Covid-19 has been significant for buyers, providers, and users of learning and 
development. Overnight, services to these stakeholder groups have changed. Providers 
shifted to live online delivery using technology. Learners readjusted their expectations for a 
learning experience and, in some cases, benefited more from a virtual delivery format. 
Buyers realized savings from eliminated travel expenditures. Everyone flexed and 
collaborated on providing a learning solution that addressed the needs of customers. 
 

During this time, many of the recommendations noted in the previous decade of writings 
were accelerated and put into action. In the last 18 months, a new set of surveys, 
whitepapers, and research reports have explored the effects of Covid-19 on learning and 
development. Reimagining executive education, the future of executive education, and what 
employers want from executive education have been hot topics during this continued time 
of uncertainty. Organizations have re-engaged in their learning and development efforts, just 
differently. The uncertainty of how executive education will be delivered is on the minds of 
multiple stakeholders as the pandemic continues to impact travel and gatherings in early 
2022. 
  



Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner: The Voice of the Customer                                             11                                        
 

As part of our literature review, we examined multiple practitioners and academic sources 
with a particular focus on 2016 to 2021. As a result, we found three categories of information 
pertinent to selecting the best executive education partner.  
• The first category were articles, blog posts, whitepapers written by the providers of 
executive education or aggregators. While these offerings are likely marketing materials for 
vendors, most are written to provide a point of view on what should be considered when 
selecting a partner or the common mistakes made when choosing a program.  
  
• The second category of resources comes from industry associations, accreditors, or 
periodicals. These resources were more neutral in tone and consisted of conference 
summaries, independent research, or journalistic articles. They represented the opinions of 
buyers, providers, and learners. 
  
• The third category of resources consists of research articles, academic papers, and 
consultant reports on executive education and leadership development trends.  
  
Providers/Aggregators 

  
Providers and Aggregators of executive education services release whitepapers, blogs, and 
marketing materials that provide commentary on how to select a vendor partner.  Much of 
the output is geared toward an individual choosing an open enrollment program.  Advice 
that is offered to buyers is categorized into the following areas to consider: 
  

• Schedule and location 

• School reputation 

• Program content and mentors 

• Global relevance 

  
Other providers offer the questions you should ask when considering a partner. These 
include a list of questions regarding customization and off-the-shelf content, flexibility for 
implementation, links to academic institutions, and the results achieved. These reports 
provide good information for buyers considering executive education as a possibility.  At the 
end of the reports, the sponsoring provider details their approach, which sets up the 
possibility for engagement. 
  
Industry Associations/Accreditors/Periodicals 

  
UNICON has sponsored independent research projects over the years to track trends in 
executive development.  Over the last several years, UNICON has partnered with accreditors 
such as AACSB and other executive development associations such as EFMD to examine the 
changing landscape of executive education.  These reports are helpful to buyers of executive 
education for a number of reasons. First, options to consider before purchase are outlined, 
along with trends that are happening.  Buyers receive a view from their peers, often in a 
significant sample size. For example, in a summary of a UNICON conference, IEDP put forth 
the notion that lifelong learning would become more critical than ever before. This report 
discussed the trend in the practice of distributed leadership and flatter management 
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structures. It then is commentary for UNICON members and leadership about what they are 
seeing in their operations. The literature raises issues that are likely faced by both providers 
and buyers and offers the opportunity for discussions. 
 
Trends in Executive Education 

  
The executive education and leadership development marketplace has seen significant 
growth in the past decade. Over the last five years, many researchers, faculty, and consulting 
organizations embarked on academic papers, articles, and extensive research studies on 
executive education. For example, two faculty members, Mihnea Moldoveanu and Das 
Narayandas have written a three-article series on the future of leadership development. This 
included the disruption of digital transformation and the impact of the supply landscape in 
academic settings. Both of these faculty had an active relationship with their university 
executive education operations. Their papers outline a baseline of the changing needs of 
learning and development, the challenges that the current supply of learning and 
development have in keeping up with the emerging trends, and the impact of digital 
education.  These papers were written before the pandemic, yet the predictions offered as 
emerging trends have largely occurred.  
  
Other papers discuss the future of talent development and organizational culture, 
particularly as it relates to the employee experience. Reskilling and upskilling are topics 
surfacing in the literature, mainly in workforce development.  Yet, as most reskilling and 
upskilling efforts are happening in technology jobs, a set of academic papers are beginning 
to explore this trend through the lens of business schools, particularly those partnering with 
educational technology firms. 
  
A new book of essays has been published looking at the trends in executive 
education following the pandemic. Contributors to the book include known 
disrupters of university-based executive education as well as faculty and 
leaders from non-traditional players. This book, Executive Education after 
the Pandemic, is a roadmap of the changes that have occurred or are in the 
process of driving the next generation of leadership development efforts.  

The Research Methodology: (sources of data, data collection, etc.). 

 
Following discussions with UNICON Research Committee members, the methodology 
involved a series of data collection steps – a literature review, a 7-question Interviewee 
survey, a follow-up one-on-one interview, a one-question UNICON member survey, and 
research data on current practice in the field of executive education.  
 
The original proposal stated that interviews would be conducted with 15 corporate 
executives (CEOs, CLOs, Executive HR leaders, Leadership Development heads, or 
Line/Functional Heads). These were individuals who were currently purchasing executive 
education open or customer programs or who had purchased university programs in the 
past. We were aware of the UNICON members’ concerns regarding requests to provide client 
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names for use by authors for research projects. Therefore, the contacts were designated to 
come from the co-authors’ own network and connections. When this was discussed with 
representatives from the Research Committee, there was an overall concern about getting 
enough international representation. Therefore, the Research Committee members were 
asked to support the project by offering potential interviewees' names for broader 
worldwide input. Universities that provided Interviewees were the University of Michigan, 
University of Chicago, MIT, and Wharton.  
 

 
 
 
             
 
Each Interviewee was sent an introductory email stating the objectives and scope of the 
project, a copy of the 7-questions that will be asked by the researchers, and a suggestion of 
dates and times for a Zoom, Skype, WebEx, other platforms, or a telephone call. Once a date 
and time were agreed upon, the interview was conducted. A summary was then sent to 
Interviewees highlighting the discussion points mentioned in the conversation.  
 
N.B. Many Interviewees requested that mentioning their company was not necessary nor their name nor 
title without prior approval. However, some asked for complete anonymity, and therefore, any personal 
data was not published. However, the highlights of location, general titles, gender, and industry segment 
were noted in the Addendum - Client Contributor Statistics area on page 49. 

 

Results  
 
The 7-Question Survey to Interviewees 
 
This client research was done as a two-stage process. The questions were sent to those 
interview participants in advance. This provided the opportunity for them to reflect on what 
would be asked in the video or phone follow-up call. Almost all Interviewees used this chance 
to write out answers and return them before the call. Follow-up interviews were designed to 
get additional information on the questions and answer clarification. In order to get the most 
information from organizations regarding the questions proposed in the research study,  a 
four-phased approach was designed and implemented. 
 
An Initial Question Draft of the questions was prepared and field-tested with a number of 
qualified educational peers. The feedback was that some questions were not specific enough, 
some perceived as possibly being leading, and still others should be asked in a different 
manner. As a result, before sending the questions to Interviewees, the questions were revised 
to derive the highest benefit to enable more relevant value.  These were then retested and 
approved. 
 
A personal email was sent from the authors after identifying or receiving recommendations 
for interview contacts.  The steps in the process were as follows: 
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Thanking them in advance and introducing the research sponsor, UNICON. 
 
“Thank you for agreeing to participate in the UNICON research project: Selecting the Best Executive Education 
Partner: The Voice of the Customer. UNICON, the UNIversity CONsortium, is a worldwide membership association 
of over 100 business school-based organizations whose colleges and universities are the global reference for 
executive education.  

  
The objective of this study was to enhance the understanding of how organizations identify, evaluate, and 
select a university-based executive education partner or a non-university-based partner (i.e., consultant or 
consulting firm) for their executive-education needs (i.e., CEO level and below). 
 

    
                                                                                    

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2)  Sending an outline of the research steps and an advanced copy of the questions 

for discussion. Many Interviewees chose to fill them out and send them back, making the 
interview much easier to facilitate. 
  
“The research details are as follows: 
1)  The seven questions to be asked will be sent to you in advance.     
2)  The contact will be by phone, Zoom, or Skype, or in-person – or whatever platform 

             you recommend that is most convenient. 
 3)  The interview usually lasts about 30 minutes. 
      4)  A highlight summary of the call will be sent after the interview is completed  

      Attached is the list of questions we will be discussing. Either please fill them out and send    
     them back to me to guide the discussion, make notes on them, and/or just use them as a    
     guide to what I will be asking you to comment on.  The only question that does have to be      
     filled out is #4.” 

 
3) The interviewer suggesting a date and time for a follow-up interview call.  
4)  

“Here is a list of potential dates and times to set up a call to discuss the research topic further.” 

 
4) Creating and sending a summary of the conversation to the Interviewee. This 

enabled them to review and amend anything that needed refinement after the interview. 
 

“Attached is a summary of our conversation yesterday after going through my notes. Please feel free to edit, 
amend, correct, or, if you'd like, add to the document for clarification.” 

 

 

 

+ + 

INTERVIEWEE QUESTIONS   INTERVIEWEE SUMMARY 

 

 

     INTERVIEWEE EMAIL 

 

 

 

 

.. 
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Results  
 
The following information is a summary of the written and oral feedback obtained from 
Interviewees on the 7-questions. There were 24 interviews conducted - 9 more than initially 
proposed. The locations were from 12 states (CA, CO, GA, IL IN, MA, MO, NC,  NJ, NY, TX,  and 
WI) and 6 countries (India, Netherlands, Saudi Arabia, Spain, Japan, and the UK). This 
provided balanced research inputs with 58% domestic and 42% international responses. In 
addition, the co-authors were able to get responses from a wide variety of 21 industries 
comprised of small (6), medium (4), and large (14) organizations. The follow-up interviews 
were mostly done via Zoom or a platform that the client recommended. 
 

 
International Interviewee with the author (in the lower right corner) 

 
 

1. What factors does your organization consider to identify, evaluate, and select a  

University-Based Executive Education partner?  

Can you please step back to 2019 and early 2020 before the advent of COVID-19 and tell us 
what your organizational decision criteria was at that time?  
   

The information provided from a global audience could be grouped into 5 major preference 
areas. The most mentions in answering Question 1 were Reputation, Faculty, Content, Price, 
and Location. The authors expected to see three of the Top 5 criteria (reputation, content, 
and faculty) present as value drivers. However, not anticipated as Top 5 criteria were the 
inclusion of price and location. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Reputation of the School  

Faculty 

Content of the Program 

Price  

Location 
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In citing faculty as a selection criterion, there were a variety of clarifying comments 
 

                Faculty - Expertise in their Area of Knowledge  

                Faculty - Leadership Professors 

                Faculty - Professors who relate research to a business setting – not just theory 

                Faculty - Quality of their Interaction and Delivery to Senior Audiences 

                Faculty - Quality of the Lecturers 

                Faculty - Credibility  

                Faculty - Reputation  

                Faculty - Responsiveness to Suggestions or Requests 

                Faculty - Fields of Expertise 

                Faculty - Reputation, Research, Publications, etc. 

 

 
 
Two respondents discussed the role of the faculty director as one that rose to the top during  
the last two years. It was noted that having direct access to a faculty director, one who was  
involved in all aspects of the programming, was a welcome change from the past years of 
access being driven by executive education staff.  We found this interesting because it was 
clearly a differentiator for one school, as both respondents presented their experiences with 
a faculty director from the same institution. 
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There were also other items mentioned as selection criteria that may be worth noting. 
 
• Professors who relate research to a business setting – not just deliver theory 
• Demonstrate success with companies of similar industry and size 
• How well the university understands the client 
• Interest in us and in meeting our needs 
• Ability to facilitate remotely 
• Ability to deliver in a format & time-frame required by the company 
• Service a global organization based in many locations and languages 
• Deep research and external perspective for a partnership 
• Very willing and open to working in collaboration with us 
• A proactive stance vis-à-vis our questions (and any additional ideas they can offer) 
• Coaching and mentoring to reinforce the learning 
• Content needs have shifted to be on-demand and personalized 
• Instructional design variations 
 
Each of the statements suggests what a client might be most concerned about from a 
prospective partner. For example, there were numerous comments about professors who 
had significant research but an inability to relate that to a business setting. This was also 
expressed when discussing customization pertaining to the faculty member’s ability to be 
open to flexibility and change in their materials. And mentioned at different times and in 
different ways was the genuine interest in understanding the client’s business, issues and a 
learning solution that would allow clients to derive the maximum benefit for their people. 
Finally, the ability to facilitate remotely is needed and necessary when face-to-face programs 
are not an option. While many said they were willing and ready to return to face-to-face 
programs when they were available again, the learning process for individuals and teams 
never stopped. The pandemic has forced people to escalate their virtual options and consider 
what else can be done in place of on-campus or on-site learning. The majority of practitioners 
interviewed saw these changes continuing into the future but were not explicit about the 
when or how.  Considering other modes of delivery is or should be the focus for both clients 
and suppliers. Those that do it and do it better than others will no doubt see the rewards. 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

   
 

 

 Readers Note – Reference text explanation on Page 13 and Page 48. 
 
As soon as the client Interviewee responses were received, they were assigned a number between 1 – 24 
so there was no further reference to either the Interviewee’s name, title, or organization. This same process 
was used for feedback from UNICON schools with numbers between 1 -15.  However, the names of the 
schools were recognized as contributors in the Acknowledgements section. 
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Schools that were Mentioned during the Interview Process 

 

                                                         
 
                                                                                
 
 
 
 
                 
                         Gifted and Talented Professors                                      Cost and Content 

   
 

 
Non-University Providers that were Mentioned during the Interview Process 
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1. a. Are the decision criteria the same or different since COVID-19? What are the  
          considerations now when identifying, evaluating, and selecting a university-   
          based executive education partner? 
 
This proved to be a very interesting follow-up question. While over 70% of the Interviewees 
provided answers such as “No major difference, Criteria is the same, Did not change post-
COVID, Still the same,” surprisingly, as they talked more about it on the call, they expounded 
upon what had changed for them. This also included discussing their relationship with their 
university or non-university partners and what they had done or not done during the 
pandemic.  This then turned into a very interactive exchange of comments as they thought 
more and talked more about how things were and how they are now.   
 
As the conversations continued, the authors got comments like, “The emphasis post-COVID is 
now on delivery options – online, blended, or face-to-face when it returns. These were not the 
same conversations we were having pre-COVID.” 
 
Then reality really set in, and authors got comments like these: “Thinking about it more, we 
have a much stronger focus on digital delivery and the overall employee experience. COVID has 
moved our face-to-face delivery online, and we cannot simply move content to a webinar. The 
experience and engagement need a different approach, with strong, interactive teaching 
techniques and a seamless digital experience (integrated.) We decided to move from 3 face-to-
face executive programs to one online and two face-to-face. This change made the experience 
in the online session and learner engagement now key.”  

“Maybe I was too hasty with my answer at first. Now we have determined that as a result of the 
pandemic, our people need to be virtual. Some of our learning people had problems with non-
university vendors saying, “No, the training that we offer you has to be face-to-face. Our answer 
was quick and direct as we said, “this is not possible anymore.” Our partners were now 
challenged to give good training in a virtual environment.  Some of the big ones, which 
happened to be one of our non-university partners, wasn’t fond of this change initially. They 
strongly believed that this COVID situation would all pass over, and in 6 months, classroom 
training would be back again. They were proven wrong.” 

“The pandemic period opened our eyes that there is a lot more that can be done through digital 
learning methods than we realized. With behavioral topics, there is a strong preference for face-
to-face learning. However, if it's to “study the knowledge,” we could easily do that through 
digital means. Using these platforms makes it more efficient to do it from home or at the office.” 

“Our learning, as a result of the pandemic, was that we have been able to add the capability to 
engage a geographically dispersed audience with digital technologies for digital learning and 
engagement.” 

“The criterion now is the ability to go virtual. We have found that US professors are still 
struggling with the new lift that is needed to deliver virtually, effectively. They have to be able 
to keep learners engaged and actually understand what happens to a learner when they are 
logged into a Zoom session, and it’s all lecture - BORING.” 
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There was a strong feeling among global Interviewees that face-to-face executive education 
programs had not gone away and were starting to return when OMICRON hit. This latest 
strain has some companies and employees hitting the pause button on travel and large 
numbers of people for annual meetings, award programs, or face-to-face programs. These 
individual decisions are also controlled by various government, country, and state mandates.   

However, the good news is summed up by the following comments from a senior learning 
and development executive who put it this way: “While our decision criteria are still the same 
for both university and non-university partner selection, we are even more focused today on 
live meet & greet session and dialogues with their peers in face-to-face programs. When they 
approach me with their opinions, they say they still prefer to go to a live program with live 
dialogue. Executives miss the interaction that is created in on-campus programs. They more 
explicitly will delay taking an online session and wait for a university experience. In my view, 
within our company, we are surprised at what is actually possible online dealing with the 
pandemic. But, if we want to have a leadership dialogue and work on cases together, their 
preference still is to do it offsite in an open or face-to-face executive education program.” 
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1.b.  Are the factors for a non-university vendor any different than what is being used    
          to evaluate a university-based partner?  
 
As opposed to Question 1. a., 16 Interviewees said their processes would be the same or very 
similar for evaluating universities vs. non-universities as partners. The major difference in 
identifying, evaluating, and selecting a non-university partner was: 
 

1) Non-university partners are chosen for their expertise in specific fields such as 
productivity enhancement, project management, or some specific HR-related areas. 
 

2) In identifying these sources, they expect that those hired are not only experts in their 
subject matter but also have deep business knowledge in the client’s specific industry 
or in a closely aligned industry. 

  
3) Along with the teaching, they also look for these professionals to relate recent, 

relevant information on how other companies are working with and applying this 
knowledge.  
 

Conversely, it was noted by one Interviewee that university executive education partners 
were chosen for the development of broader management knowledge and skills. In contrast, 
non-university partners were chosen for niche areas where the client does not have the 
expertise. 
 
This belief was echoed by another Interviewee who noted that the most significant difference 
is the ability of a university-based partner to apply real-world knowledge and expertise in a 
non-academic way. A university’s challenge is approaching work in a less academic way and 
more in a corporate way. It all has to do with a sense of urgency and practicality. Non-
university experts are better at this being in the field with clients on a daily basis. Consultants 
are much more agile at customizing their way of working with clients and have a much better 
understanding of current industry issues and problems. There were numerous comments 
about universities being slow to respond in general and specific statements about not getting 
back with information and answers in a timely manner. 

 
More information was provided that said, “where niche needs exist, non-university vendors 
have more specialized areas of capabilities, and their consultants can provide a more in-depth 
level of focus.”  Another commented that they would use the same criteria but would take 
diversity into consideration more with a non-university vendor.  
 
From a large company, they remarked that “in our organization, university partners are 
generally used for smaller programs. On the other hand, non-university suppliers are more 
scalable. Therefore, we consider value, content delivery, flexibility, and language capability are 
some of the other considerations to identify a good fit. We are now also looking at their teaching 
techniques for blended learning possibilities or digital solutions for learning.” 

 
 The most significant difference centered around what exposures the faculty or consultant 

had in being an industry leader along with their academic background. University faculty 
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considered were those with previous industry/business experience and exposure they 
otherwise may have acquired through outside client consulting work.  

 
 Another consideration was the amount of teaching they had done regarding the topic the 

company was seeking. Bottom line: “For our needs, university professors absolutely must have 
industry experience before we hire them.” 
 
Non-University Consultants and Professionals                         University Business Professors      

             

            
 
2.  Is there a specific process or steps taken before a selection decision is made?           

(i.e., learning officer or line manager for the unit does the searching and makes a 
recommendation, sent to HR Committee for approval, and Chief HR Exec takes it to the 
Executive Committee for final approval)? 

Consensus Decision Making 

 Most of the respondents used a formal RFP or RFQ process to obtain structured information 
to help them evaluate potential executive education university or non-university partners. 
In addition, many elected to use some form of committee approach. They either had a team 
in place or formed a cross-functional committee to look at potential vendors. Most of these 
were HR-based and assisted by line member participation from the groups being served. One 
Interviewee mentioned that once the committee was assembled in his company, an outside 
consultant was hired to lead the process for finding an executive education partner.  
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Internal Data and Surveys drive the Learning Requirements and Expectations 

Along with the collaborative team approach, many responded that they looked at data.            

• “A needs-based” assessment conducted by company management.” 
• “We do a needs assessment for feedback from the businesses, a gap analysis, and look at      
      what problems or issues the executive leadership committee is looking to solve.”  
• “We respond to the leadership learning requirements of the CEO and the Board.” 
• “Our needs are based on a set of learning criteria, and we determine the relevance  of each.”  
• “Our organization has some internal processes which determine a set of leadership  
      criteria and sub-criteria and then assign weights to each criterion.”  
• “Our Leadership Development executive establishes the process to identify the competency   
      gaps for a specific segment of our associate population. Then, they translate this into the  
      broad learning objectives before seeking a partner.”   

Searching for the Right Executive Education Partner 

After the learning needs and outcomes have been established, the external search begins to 
identify possible qualified vendors. Some Interviewees mentioned that before anyone else 
from the outside is considered, they look first to their existing university and non-university 
partners. Since they have already been vetted and known, if they have the capabilities to do 
additional work, it is easier to re-engage them than to search for others.  

The majority noted that they look to come up with a shortlist of 3 candidates, and once those 
are determined, they schedule meetings with each one personally. Whether they use a 
criterion weighting process or another method, they are looking to determine the right 
content and approach, how the vendor differentiates itself from others, the cultural fit 
between the client and the vendor, and price considerations.  

One Interviewee made a particular point of mentioning what they look at now that changed 
from previous engagements. For example, she noted the questions they ask now strongly 
reflect the pandemic - “Who has the latest learning techniques? What is the interactive content 
they can provide if the proposal is virtual? How much blended learning experience do they have? 
What are the backgrounds of the facilitators they feel will match the company’s organizational 
culture?”  

 

     Selecting a University or Non-University Executive Education Partner 
An evidence-based approach for response evaluation and vendor final selection 
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Who Makes the Buying Decision? 
 
The answers were wide and varied. While two interviews spoke of having no set decision 
path that was followed, others responded in detail about how final selections were made and 
who was involved. There were 69% who said the ultimate approval rests with the CEO, 
President, Chief Human Resources Officer, or the Senior Management Team.  

They chose to explain their organization’s final decision process as follows: 

- President and HR make the final decision with line managers selecting candidates. 

- HR executive selects the final partner for an executive education program based on 

educational content, track record, evaluation/reputation, cost, etc.) and takes it to the 

President for final approval. 

- Once a final decision is made, it is then approved by the Chief Human Resources Officer 

and the Senior Leadership Team.  

- Final decisions are based on program focus – leadership development by the HR 

executive, technology program by the Chief Technology Officer, financial program by the 

CFO, etc. 

- The final result is decided by the Management Committee of the company. 

- We submit our work to the Executive Leadership Team for approval. 

- Executive Education Programs are approved by the Chief Learning Officer or their boss, 

the head of HR, depending on the cost involved. 

- With inputs from the CEO, COO, and the head of Strategy and Innovation, the two 

executives on the Committee (Learning Executive and Line Manager Executive) made the 

selection decision. 

- The approval lies with me in Corporate Learning or my boss depending on the spend level 

based on brand and how the partner differentiates itself in terms of educational outcomes.

  
 In summary, there are specific processes or steps taken before decisions are made. The 

approval depends primarily on the expenditures involved as well as the level of executives 
or senior-level management attending the executive education program. 
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3. Was there a primary differentiator in your organization’s decision to go with a 
         specific university or external provider? If so, what was it? (i.e., CEO was an  alumnus    
       of the executive education school we selected, previous past experience with the school, etc.) 
 

 This question prompted many stories about how and why partners were chosen. Most 
Interviewees were of the opinion that their process was fair and unbiased in how it was 
carried out. They felt all finalists were given an equal chance to win the business. With so 
many people involved in most high-value executive education situations – Senior Most 
Executives, Finance team, Purchasing, Board Members and in some cases, Consultants, etc., 
the final decision was felt to be well-vetted. Many reached out to obtain additional outside 
information when the various providers were in the consideration process. Peers in other 
companies in their respective industry were called for feedback. This was cross-functional 
and involved reaching out to numerous senior executives, which could be other heads of 
companies and other leaders in Finance and HR and contacts in Purchasing. 

 
 Further, non-aligned industry contacts were also called where there had been a previous 

relationship. Overall, this was part of the due diligence on the finalists and not considered as 
creating any undue pressure toward a selection. In total, the best-qualified vendor was given 
the business.  

 
There were positive endorsements on the decision differentiators like the following: “No, 
there were no internal influencers who attempted to sway the selection. The provider selected 
offered the most responsive, attentive, and detailed response to the RFP of any other. While we 
recognize that an internal influence can happen, that is not the way we operate as a company.” 

 
 

 

 

 



Selecting the Best Executive Education Partner: The Voice of the Customer                                             26                                        
 

 
 The clear differentiator for another 

Interviewee was “the faculty director 
was an expert in this field. This 
director was the one the school picked 
to head the university team for our 
program as well as teach in it. His 
credentials were excellent, and his 
presentation demonstrated that he 
had previously done many very similar 
engagements. Therefore, it became  a 
major decision criterion for us to have 
an appointed faculty director who had 
to understand us and be a knowledge 
expert as well in order to help us.” 

 
 However, has pressure and influence been applied from the various circles throughout the 

organization to change the decision? The answer is a categoric YES - it can happen, it does 
happen, and no doubt, it will happen again. Many Interviewees were willing to offer specific 
examples that they were part of or knew about dealing with the final selection process.   
 

 Here are some examples: 
 

“The CEO was an alumnus of one of the finalist schools. He had attended one of their executive 
education programs in the past. He expressed his satisfaction with the experience and the 
numerous benefits he derived from his participation. As a result, the CEO’s endorsement became 
THE strong differentiator on who was selected. Otherwise, the Interviewee stated that school 
and faculty reputation would have been the stronger differentiators.” 
 

 
 

“The prime differentiator was the President of the university for one of the finalist’s 
organizations being considered was a member of the client’s Board of Directors and very 
actively involved. This strongly influenced the selection process. Coincidently, the school 
presented the most compelling proposal with the best price, so the decision was an easy one.” 
 
 

Another example that was offered was: 

“For the specific program we have been 

discussing, the primary differentiator for 

the school selected was the way they 

viewed strategy and how they coupled it 

with technology and innovation. Most of 

the other strategy programs that we 

evaluated were more traditional. We 

wanted to be at the cutting edge of what’s 

next vs. what’s now or has already passed.” 
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“Yes, references from the CEO, executives, or Board members who have been to a program or 
had an association with a finalist school could be an influencer. We listened very carefully to 
their feedback. It may be a bit of old school, but people are comfortable going where others 
have had a good experience previously. However, sometimes selecting the same provider had 
an effect that everyone had gone there, so some executives actually preferred to go somewhere 
else instead. In giving it another thought, the Interviewee said that two female executives 
recently came in privately to say that they were not interested in the institutes that had been 
used in the past” but would really like to be considered for some new offering that other 
attendees had not been to before .” 
 
While selection influences are rare, they do occur. If the committee recommendation for a 
partner is not accepted and changed in favor of input from a strong influencer, it causes 
concern for those involved in the entire identification, evaluation, and selection process. It 
causes many who worked hard on coming up with the best solution to question the time, 
effort, and energy put forth to make the right decision for the company. However, there may 
be some small redemption factor with the client organization looking to find 3 finalists to be 
considered. It is normally not a question of whether they can do the program but more of a 
consensus on which finalists might be able to do it better.   

 
 One Interviewee ended the discussion on this question by saying, “My response to this 

question is that we look at the whole system, not just the pricing. It is hard to pull out just one 
factor. Some of the most important are global, brand, and the most important to us, as I 
mentioned before, is understanding what we are trying to do.” 

 
4.  What does your organization value most in a university executive education    
       relationship?  Please consider your answers before the pandemic in 2019. 

 
Please rank the items using 100 points –“larger the number = the more important.” 
 
A.   ________ Reputation of the faculty 
B.   ________ Quality of the facilities provided for training –classrooms, food   for breaks and meals, break 
                      out rooms, workout room, amenities, etc. 
C.   ________  Content of the program 
D.   ________  Location of the program 
E.   ________  Name and reputation of the business school 
F.   ________  Price of the program 
G.   ________  Peer involvement in the program 
H.  ________  References from others internally or externally 
 I.   ________  Live Online offerings, self-paced programs, or Flex programs 
                      including a combination of both online and campus-based learning 
 J.   ________  Program customization (creative or unique program approaches)   
      ________  __100__  Total of the above rankings will equal 100 – (some could be 0) 

 
One of the authors used this executive education partner exercise in Question 4 for 15 years 
with Boards, senior executives, potential clients, and corporate teams. When the original 
survey was conducted with 8 questions, the preferences were always the same for the first 
three and the last two preferences. Sometimes with various audiences, results varied in the 
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order of  1, 2, or 3.  Still, however, content, reputation, and faculty were always among the 
top choices, and price and location were consistently ranked as the lowest choices.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Previous survey results were consistent from the years 2006 to 2021. 
 

 
 
The above survey was modified for this research to reflect possible changes due to COVID-
19 and the worldwide pandemic. Therefore, two additional questions were added to the 
original study which were #I and #J, for a total of 10 choices.  
 

 

 

Preferences in Selecting an Executive Education Partner 
 

1) Content of the program 
2) Reputation of the business school 
3) Faculty reputation 
4) Positive past experience 
5) Quality of the facilities 
6) Peer involvement 
7) Price of the program 
8) Location of the program 
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This revised survey sparked very different rankings from the Interviewees. However, when 
the answers were taken as a group, there was an aggregate consensus on the highest overall 
preferences from the list as Content of the Program, Program Customization, Price, Name, 
and Reputation of the School, and Faculty. While the two pandemic questions received 
reasonable ratings, price dramatically jumped. Location, however, was still in the lower 
quadrant of preferences. This recent study suggests more attention be paid to program 
customization and price now than in the past for executive education programs.   
 
With the addition of questions relating to the pandemic, nearly 50% of the Interviewees 
assigned points to Live Online Offerings and 94% assigned points to the Program 
Customization question. 

 
LIVE ONLINE OFFERINGS                                 PROGRAM CUSTOMIZATION 
 

                                 
 
4.a.   From the list above, is there one particular item that is being valued more now    

     since the pandemic?  
 
Four Interviewees said nothing specifically was valued more since the pandemic. This 
response was dramatically different than the other 13 respondents who noted that there has 
been a dramatic change with concern for Live Online, Blended, and Hybrid offerings and 
Program Customization. Many felt that while the lack of any online capability would be an 
immediate disqualifier in bidding for executive education business, it was strongly felt to be 
needed as another delivery option. The ability to travel is key to attending any face-to-face 
offering. If there is a company travel restriction, this limits the educational opportunities 
available which could delay the program, cancel the program, or look for some other 
alternative delivery method to offer. This could be through some form of blended or hybrid 
offering which would require a virtual component. Most Interviewees noted this was a better 
option than waiting and just doing nothing in leadership or management development and 
putting everything on hold. 

There were several ways that virtual training was referenced. Terms like self-paced 
programs, FLEX programs, online, hybrid, mixed, or blended were all used to describe 
alternative learning delivery methods.  
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Some comments related to both positive and negative experiences with virtual methods. This 
was primarily due to the faculty's ability to deliver effective online learning courses. One 
Interviewee observed that “In talking with some universities when they say that their faculty 
are becoming more comfortable with online offerings, that translates that they are really 
struggling. Any comment like that is a red flag rather than being positive and supportive of the 
school’s online learning platform and what they have achieved with it so far.” 

The research noted that companies have become much more virtual in their operations. As 
a result, this has furthered the growth of online offerings and a combination of offerings 
involving some virtual segments and some face-to-face segments. There was not a question 
of whether on-campus executive education programs would return. It was more a question 
of a participant’s ability to travel freely again and university restrictions due to the pandemic.   

Finally, some Interviewees had a direct recent experience with online learning and 
expressed their feelings about it in this way, “My experience in doing virtual was live via Zoom 
which offered good group discussions but not in the larger group. The next online one I did was 
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a 6-week asynchronous course.  And the last one I just did last week was the one that worked 
really well.  Two factors contributed to this: small class size and a marketing innovation class. 
Whenever you get marketing minds together, everyone has an opinion and likes to talk.  The 
difference is when you get lots of engineers or operations people together, they often don’t like 
to talk.” 

 

Along with the comments regarding online came the endorsement of traditional executive 
education on-campus learning by stating, “We are going offsite for our speaker training in 
December. We tried it virtually last year, but it achieved much better results by doing it in 
person. We came to the conclusion that being masked in the classroom was much better than 
being unmasked in a virtual program.” 
 
5. Did your view of what was important during the selection process evolve or change 

once the program was offered? 
 
Looking at all the replies, the answer to this question would be neither a Yes nor a No. A more 
appropriate response to the question was Somewhat. This had less to do with the selection 
process of the partner and more to do with the additional exposure to the content and the 
participant’s evaluation of the program. 
 
Another theme was the practicality of the course and being able to implement some 
procedures and methods as a result. This was noted as having faculty “with real-life business 
experiences who can interject relevant stories and practical examples into their delivery so our 
participants can learn from them. This also includes choosing faculty who can enable 
engagement, facilitate discussion, and not lecture all the time. They have to balance practical 
and experiential with traditional classroom learning, which allows our participants to learn. 
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Only during the delivery of the program, with various faculty members, and after the 
participant’s evaluations are reviewed can the client get a real sense of receptivity and 
impact. This is when companies find that they need more flexibility to make changes in 
content, faculty resources, and respond to different organizational needs. In addition, 
partnerships always become much more relevant when clients and vendors start working 
together. This is where the relationship between a university program and an account 
manager comes together with client representatives to resolve whatever issues exist –
modifications in content or providing different faculty members to meet changing needs. 
 
6. What advice would you give other companies looking to find the best  university 
       executive education partner or outside partner for their needs? 
 
This question offered an opportunity for the Interviewees to share their knowledge with 
their peers or others who ask for advice on what and how to pursue selecting the best 
executive educational partner. It was a chance to reflect on what had gone right for them as 
well as areas they felt may have needed more attention. When looking for executive 

This Senior Lecturer in Finance at Emory University’s Goizueta Business School began his 
academic career as an economics professor at Princeton. He returned to teaching in 2003 at 
Goizueta Business School after spending time as an investment banker with Lehman Brothers 
between 1982 and 1993, after which he worked for the Mirant Corporation for ten years as 
CFO except for 18 months during which he was CEO of one of the largest independent power 
companies in Asia. His undergrad degree was earned from Princeton, and his Ph.D. from 
MIT. Bloomberg BusinessWeek named him one of the most popular professors at the top 
business schools in the country; a status earned because of his unique ability to use his 
interactive teaching style to make finance, often considered the most boring part of business 
education, engaging and interesting to his students. 

Business Professor with a Business Background and Practical Experience     
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education, most organizations consider open for individuals and a custom program for 
groups of 15 or more participants. While there is no strict guideline of what constitutes the 
right number for a custom course, it is usually the economics involved or price per 
participant. Either way, companies are always looking for the very best educational results 
at the best value.   
 
In their answers, there were some common themes that many times resulted in sending out 
an RFP or RFQ to obtain inputs from different suppliers. If it was a niche request, the focus 
typically was directed at non-university providers who could produce consultants with both 
a deep knowledge on the topic as well as current interactions with other industry companies. 
However, if it were for more general leadership or additional functional knowledge, as in the 
supply chain area, universities would be looked at in greater detail.  
 
The most common themes for consideration were: 
 

1. Thoroughly understand your issues and what outcomes you are looking to achieve. 
2. Conduct a thorough search of candidates to be considered.  
3. Look to identify a final list of three possible organizations as a partner. 
4. Meet personally, if possible, with staff and faculty to determine interaction and fit and 

well as alignment of values. 
5. Get feedback from others on what their experiences have been with various suppliers.  

 

 
 
In addition, many suggestions involved asking the right probing questions: “does your 
program address x, y, z?”; “how do you address x, y, z?”,  “what direct experience do you have 
with ….?”,  do faculty have practical vs. academic experience?” 
 
Many of the comments centered around faculty which is the key component to any successful 
executive program. There were various good suggestions to be considered, like looking for 
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teaching staff who are well known in expertise that is important to the company. There were 
also comments about teaching theory rather than the practical application of the theory. 

 
And another Interviewee suggested, “Fully understand your needs and the level of employees 
you are targeting. Reputation becomes very important when looking at Executive level 
partnerships, for example, alignment with our needs and an ability to translate these into 
relevant and engaging content. These programs are a huge investment in time and cost, so 
value and impact are always considered.” 
 

 Finally, one comment was especially pointed and a good one for all clients to consider, “Have 
              an in-depth understanding of the follow-up process after the program. Some schools do it very  
            well, others not so well, and some schools don’t do it at all. Our selection, after considering the 
             three finalist presentations was to go with the one who suggested using a virtual follow-up after 

the program for further engagement and reinforcement. The other two finalists, both well  
                  qualified, never mentioned anything about follow-up in their discussions with us.” 

 
7. Have you increased your engagement with new entrants or non-traditional 

             providers in the learning market over the past 12 -18 months? 
 

               With 52% saying “No” and 48% answering “Yes,” the response to this question was a split in 
the engagement of new or non-traditional entrants in the learning market over the past year 
and a half. This was not surprising and understandable, especially during the pandemic, 
when very little was happening in the executive education space. However, a number of 
Interviewees provided very good examples of what they had and were doing to stay active 
with the changes occurring in the learning market. Most of these activities were based on 
many forms of virtual learning, as might be expected. 
 

 “Yes, sources that had better online learning offerings were who we worked more closely with 
to develop a better relationship. Surprisingly for us, some providers (universities) had very good 
e-learning solutions that could be used directly.” 

 
 “We had already started earlier than COVID to engage with providers of hybrid approaches 

(due to our international set-up). Without this initiative and the constraints of the pandemic, 
we would not have been able to make the giant step we did in our expanded portfolio. It has 
helped us enormously until some normalcy returns to face-to-face campus offerings again.” 
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Research Request for UNICON Member Feedback 
 
The authors collaborated on seeking inputs from selected UNICON member schools 
regarding answers to Question #4.  An email was prepared and sent out very selectively to  
UNICON schools. This generated a total of 15 responses. The objective was to determine the 
alignment or non-alignment of how UNICON members believed client Interviewees would 
distribute their 100 points over the 10 choices provided. The ranking of the Top 5 responses 
from schools were content, program customization, name and reputation of the business 
school, price, and reputation of the faculty. The lowest ranked choice was quality of facilities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questions 4 Comparison Data – Clients and UNICON Members 
  
Another measure of the collected data was determining the alignment on answers to 
Question 4. Selected UNICON member schools were asked to determine how client 
Interviewees would distribute the 100 points across the 10 choices provided.  It was a small 
perception sample with results that were quite revealing. 
 

 
 
 
 
    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    

 

Executive                            Executive  Education                                                                             
     Client Valued Relationships                      UNICON Member Schools 
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 Client’s Top 5 most valued in a                           UNICON schools Top 5 of what they think   
 executive education relationship                      the clients will select as their most    
 valued 
 

C.  Content of the program                                       C.   Content of the program 
J.   Program customization                                       J.   Program customization         
F.   Price of the program                                            E.  Name and reputation of the school                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
E.  Name and reputation of the school                 F.   Price of the program                                             
A.  Faculty                                                                      A.  Faculty  

The following are the answers from the 24 client Interviewees. 
 

 
 
The following are the answers supplied by 15 UNICON member schools. 
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The results were dramatic and somewhat amazing. It shows a tremendous amount of 
intuition, perception, and understanding on the part of UNICON schools, knowing what’s on 
the minds of their clients for a good partner relationship. While the sample size is not large, 
it was a very good indication between what the client is thinking and what the university is 
perceiving. The alignment of this data was a pleasant surprise to the co-authors who had 
hoped that the answers would be closely aligned.  Whatever university process is being used, 
it is precisely on target for interacting and responding to a client’s relationship needs. 

 
Discussion  
 
Our research found a level of consistency for identifying, evaluating, and selecting the best 
executive education partner. There was continued importance with the program's content, 
the name and reputation of the school, and the faculty. However, there was a change in 
selection priorities after the pandemic. The two most notable differences were in the 
consideration given to program customization and pricing.  

 
                       
     
 
 
 
 

  
  
 
 
Program customization was highlighted as the best way for clients to ensure that the 
material was most relevant to their participants.  There were many references to information 
not being related to the client’s industry issues or the participants’ issues like working 
virtually and having to manage remotely. With customization, clients noted that while an 
additional investment in faculty tailoring of the content to fit the audience was required, it 
was worth the investment in value-added when back on the job. Companies have always had 
a value for money mindset but not to the degree noted in this report.   
 
The concern about pricing has also come to the forefront with the individuals and 
organizations interviewed. There were several reasons noted. With the pressure on the steep 
fall in executive education revenues due to COVID, budgets have come under more scrutiny. 
This has not been missed on learning and development for executives, managers, and 
employees. As a result, many mentioned considering and using alternative learning 
opportunities with face-to-face programs either being put on hold by the customer or the 
university. Clients have now been exposed to more opportunities to remain at their location 
while taking advantage of online or live online offerings. While feedback received was very 
mixed on receptiveness and effectiveness of these offerings, it saved companies on travel 

Previous Survey 

Results - 8 selections 

    

Content 

Reputation of School 

Faculty 

Past experience  

Facilities 
 

Question #1 - 
Client Results using 8  
selections (Less I and J) 

 

Content 

Price 

Reputation of School 

Faculty 

Location    

  Question #4 - 
  Client Results using  
  10 selections–100 pts.             
  Content 

  Customization 

  Price  

  Reputation  

  Faculty  
 

              2005 – 2020                                             2021                                             2021 
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costs and time away from the job. And for the most part, it came at an overall lower cost. 
Pricing is interesting since it becomes an individual, organizational decision. But there was 
enough indication that it is more a selection criterion for some than in the past.  At the same 
time, some prices have gone up in executive education after the pandemic. Development, 
delivery, and material costs have gone up like any other business. This was the result of 
extreme margin pressure which dictated a line-by-line budget review. The outcome of that 
exercise, given the financial consequences of 2021, has been a price rise at many institutions. 
 
The consensus of the most significant change for clients after the pandemic was in the area 
of virtual working, having most all face-to-face programs canceled, and having to consider 
online, hybrid, or blended programs. The intense feelings of the majority of clients were, “Our 
learning from the pandemic was that we have now been able to add the capability to engage a 
geographically dispersed audience with digital technologies for digital learning and 
engagement.” 

As far as the research findings on process selection and who makes the ultimate buying 
decision, not much has changed. Whether a corporate or line management program, most all 
involve some committee inputs. These can be cross-functional or include executives in the 
line management leadership structure. Final corporate decision-making follows the rule of 
“the higher the price, the higher the scrutiny and approval level.” Approval can also become 
elevated depending on the level of executives or senior-level management attending the 
program. Still, nearly 70 % said that the ultimate decision was at the CEO, President, Chief 
Human Resources Officer, or the Senior Management Team level. 
 
An organization’s decision can be strongly influenced by the CEO, President, Board member, 
or Senior Level Executive sponsoring the program. Limited cases were noted where a 
committee’s recommendation was not accepted in favor of the compelling input from a key 
influencer. However, it was acknowledged that most decisions were on a level playing field 
basis, with a final committee recommendation being accepted.  
 
There were no strong opinions shared about a change in partner selection after the program 
was over. What was shared were three pieces of data. 1) the client developed a better 
understanding of the content once it was delivered, 2) seeing and hearing the faculty present 
and their method of delivery, 3) the program evaluation feedback from the participants. As 
a result, this statement was made, “We do a review of the program every time it is run. We 
have never dropped a university partner. However, we have had issues and had to work through 
them with university personnel. The most difficult was replacing a professor with great content 
who lacked real business experience and couldn’t interject relevant stories and examples so our 
participants could learn from them.  Fortunately, none of these was ever enough to just drop a 
partner.  Well, I guess I should qualify that by saying… Not as Yet.”  
 
Aside from what you might typically expect in the exchange of information between 
companies on looking for the best executive education partners, a key recommendation 
shared from an Interviewee was to know exactly what issues you want to be addressed 
before the program and the client’s expectations after the program.  Without this level of 
detail up front, the executive education goals will be difficult, if not impossible, to meet.  
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While just over 50% indicated they had not engaged new entrants or non-traditional 
providers over the past 12 – 18 months, others were actively engaged looking at alternative 
educational solutions.  
 
“We are always keeping our eye out on the modifications, recommendations, and changes in 
the overall executive education industry and with those of our preferred partner.  It is just as 
important to understand what is going on in the area that serves us as they should be just as 
worried about what is going on in our company and industry. Our focus on online, blended, and 
hybrid has intensified as it represents another delivery option to be considered as needed.” 
 

Conclusion 
 

Given the research on Selecting the Best Executive Education Provider: The Voice of the 
Customer, client Interviewees had significant interest in contributing to this topic. Their 
answers were interesting and insightful in providing an up-to-date view of how global 
organizations identify, evaluate, and select a partner.   
  
Executive education has changed since 2019, through the pandemic, and will continue into 
the future. The Literature Review offered articles with thoughts and recommendations on 
this transition. Last year, a Harvard Business Publication Education focused on What Lies 
Beyond – The Future of Executive Education. This provided a roadmap detailing Reacting to 
the Pandemic, Redesigning the Future, and Reimaging what Executive Education can be. 
This, along with other publications, provided a backdrop to the challenges and opportunities 
ahead for university and non-university providers.  
 

The pandemic has also caused a shift in partner selection criteria.  While content, reputation 
of the school, and faculty are still among the Top 5, program customization and price were 
new entrants into the Top choices. There were numerous reasons for this noted in the 
results. The authors’ recommendation for providers is to promote customizing and tailoring 
material with clients offering relevant examples of what has been done for other 
engagements. This can be both in live online and face-to-face delivery programs.  

 
The Movement of Selection Preferences for Finding an Executive Education Partner 

  
Providers should be mindful that after the pandemic, clients were looking at the capability 
of the partner to offer more delivery options in the areas of online, live online, hybrid, etc. 
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While it was noted that online, blended, or hybrid offerings might be a disqualifier for some 
executive education clients, be prepared for the discussion knowing precisely what is and is 
not possible from the providers’ portfolio. If your organization is investing in developing 
more virtual offerings, you are better positioned than those not converting content to other 
delivery methods.  
 
The differences and selection criteria between university and non-university suppliers 
should provide good insights into how to consider positioning and presenting to an 
interested potential client or current client.   
 
Since many selection choices come from committee involvement, it’s always good to probe 
to see if this is indeed the case.  If so, determine who is on the committee and what concerns 
each individual may have that can be covered in the proposal.  Also, consider asking who 
makes the final recommendation and how does this get approved. 
 
Doing as much pre-research as possible regarding the background on the senior leadership 
team and the Board can give an indication of the influence that may be present. This 
information can get you prepared about possible competitors and positioning a proposal. 
 
As usual, stay current with what competitors are offering, new entrants in the marketplace, 
and especially keep up-to-date on alternative delivery method developments as there are 
continual changes in that space that require remaining current.    
 
In the list of choices provided in Question 4, the particular items that were valued more since 
the pandemic by clients were #i and #j.  Looking at those from a provider’s perspective will 
better prepare you for any client conversation regarding these topics.  

Summary 

 
Since 2019,  the literature review looked at future proclamations from practitioners, schools, 
professors, freelance writers, independent instructors, professors, and consulting firms.  As 
our research has also shown, the reimaging of executive education will happen at a much 
faster pace than thought but a slower implementation than needed.  Why? 
 
1) Universities, but less with non-university providers with some exceptions, have a fixed, 
nearly billion dollars or more invested in brick and mortar and specially configured living 
accommodations.  These will not easily be reconfigured or disappear overnight. Unlike the 
rented and leased space in cities and towns where leases can be broken and occupants move 
out, most of these buildings are owned, fixed assets.   
 
2) The pandemic has given rise to more virtual offerings.  These have been primarily aimed 
at managers, staff, and employees. In the Board room and executive suite, this has not been 
the case. While executives have become more accustomed to meetings using technology and 
not face-to-face interaction, this is not their preferred style.  The primary differentiators for 
these senior leaders are reading, talking, listening, and decision making. As a result, their 
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predominant learning style is talking and networking with peers from other functions, 
industries, and countries in a setting conducive to executive learning. Until people cease to 
attend higher education for degrees in place of distance learning offerings, the “return to 
campus feeling” will not be lost on executives looking to develop and further their careers.  
 
3) The primary learning vehicle is the outstanding professor who combines theory with 
practical applications for implementation back in the workplace.  These resources are now 
being asked to hone their skills in front of cameras or computers to deliver their material. 
Just as the best professors transitioned from the traditional classroom with students to 
executive education facilities with senior executive leaders, they will learn to transition to 
distance learning modalities. As required, teaching business professionals is very different 
than teaching younger attendees. Some can do it and are masterful at it.  Others can’t.  This 
will be the same in the ability to covert or develop materials that are interactive, interesting, 
challenging, and fun for the learner. Again, some will perfect what is needed and be 
outstanding at it, and others won’t. 

 
Bottom line. Executive education will travel to a new place by working more closely with 
domestic and international clients to know and understand their education requirements, 
formats, constraints, and future availability. This will be different from today but still 
possess the ability to return to a familiar campus environment for a lifelong learning 
experience. This research paper provides the framework for this to happen by staying close 
to clients, understanding their needs, and offering creative and innovative solutions to 
become selected as their executive education partner of choice.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Executive Education 2021: FT survey shows what employers want 
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The researchers were asked to leverage, if possible, the findings in the 2021 FT CLO survey 
per discussion with the Research Committee Co-Chairs. 
 
In reviewing the FT survey in more detail, the findings for Selecting the Best Executive 
Education Partner: The Voice of the Customer corroborated many significant findings. The 
citings were as follows: 
 

The FT survey notes, “Business schools can take some comfort from the fact that just over 
half of the CLOs surveyed said they would turn to universities during 2021 for their executive 
learning programmes. However, a larger proportion pointed to alternatives: more than two-
thirds said they would use internal resources, and nearly three-quarters planned to use non-
university training partners.”  
 
The co-authors found a high level of interest in finding executive education solutions for 
what they wanted and when they wanted it. This is best summarized by the Interviewee 
comments, which stated, “ “We have focused more on self-directed, off-the-shelf learning and 
gamification. We also looked at other non-university providers and small, individual, well-
known experts in their field. Some of these other resources are the ones that have come out of 
corporate, are cutting edge, are more relevant, and are more agile in their ability to customize. 
Some universities have operating constraints, and when that happens, the alternative for us is 
to go to someone who can make it happen sooner.” 
 

In the FT survey, when CLOs were asked to consider the most important qualities of training 
organisations with which they would work, they judged “research-based and empirical 
knowledge — one strength of business schools — to be of little importance. They instead placed 
the greatest emphasis on the value of customisation and an ability to demonstrate return on 
investment.” 
 
This was the same result from Question 4 with Program Customization and Price (Value for 
Money) as the two new selection criteria in the Top 5 for clients' expectations in an executive 
education partner relationship.  
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The FT survey information showed movement to alternative delivery formats. “Chief 
learning officers were clear that the hasty switch to online learning caused by Covid-19 
lockdowns in 2020 had not been desirable, with the vast majority saying in-person learning was 
better. However, they were also realistic about the future: most predicted a blend of physical 
and virtual learning would be the “new normal.” Hence, last year an enforced move to online 
learning. While CLOs prefer in-person teaching, the shift brought benefits such as increased 
flexibility.” This was the same research finding and conclusion the co-authors found through 
their interviews. 
 

 
 
The Interviewees gave the exact same message to the co-authors, with online providing 
additional benefits. However, the executives’ preference was still for face-to-face learning 
where they could network with other leaders from different global industries and countries. 
But many did concede that the future may hold more blended or hybrid offerings than seen 
in the past. As a result, this will give rise to shorter face-to-face programs with reduced usage 
of on-campus learning, dining, and housing facilities. 
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Case Western Reserve 
CEIBS - China 

 
             ITAM - Mexico 
             MIT 

Emory              Tuck - Dartmouth 
FDC – Brazil               U Chicago 
HKUST - Hong Kong               U Maryland 
INCAE - Costa Rica               U Washington 
Insead  - France               UCD - Ireland 

               Wharton – UPenn  
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Addendum - Client Contributor Statistics 
 

 

The Co-authors would like to thank the Interviewees for their input to this research. 
Interviews -      24 
Locations -        12 States        (CA, CO, GA, IL IN, MA, MO, NC,  NJ, NY, TX,  and WI)  
                               7 Countries (India, Netherlands, Saudi Arabia, Spain, Japan, UK, and the USA.  
Mix % -                58% domestic and 42% international 
Titles -                 Senior HR and Line Executives to Director of Learning and Development   
Interviewees -   Males – 15 (62%) and Females – 9 (38%) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

             The 21 Industries Represented in the Research 
                         Industry size – Small (6), Medium (4), and Large (14)  

Aerospace            
Alcohol                               
Audit, Tax, and Consulting  
Commercial Banking 
Computer Manufacturing and Services    
Computers and Information Technology 
Consulting                          
Education Technology  
Education/Non-Profit 
Energy  
Family Business 
Food and Beverage                      
Gas and Electric  
Industrial Manufacturing  
IT Consulting and Systems Integration 
Manufacturing and Distribution 
Medical Devices  
Multinational Conglomerate  
Oil and Gas  
Pharmaceuticals                              
Telecommunications                                                                                             

 


