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1. Why plan?

2. How do we identify truly
strategic opportunities?

3. What could possibly go 
wrong?

In the next hour, let’s consider
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Why plan?1
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Peter F. Drucker

“Culture eats strategy 
for breakfast.”
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Who needs a plan?

To grow

in a changing 

environment, 

we need to identify points 

of tension

to create balance and 

synergy.

Student demand

Employment
demand

Financial needs of
the institution

Financial capacity
of the institution

to invest

Faculty skills and
capacity

Student success
and outcomes

Accreditation/
Regulatory

requirements

Faculty passion

Current physical
infrastructure

Current
technology

infrastructure
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How do we maximize our academic mission?
Program development processes should align relevance, differentiation and  

authenticity

• Relevance
• Is there demand from interested students?
• Is there demand from employers for students with 

skills this program will provide?
• Differentiation

• Differentiation by degree
• Qualitatively better in some dimension
• Geography

• Differentiation by type
• Elements of the student experience
• Forms of delivery
• Etc.

• Authenticity
• Passion of faculty and staff
• Track record of success
• Commitment of resources for ongoing success
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The WHY drives everything

Different types of academic plans focus on different opportunities:

• Do we need to make budget cuts to solve a short-term deficit?
– Let’s call it what it is…a budget cut to meet a target

• Do we want to reallocate limited resources towards programs that have 
greatest opportunity to grow, even if it means some programs may be 
cut?
– Let’s invest in an ongoing program prioritizationprocess 

• Are we trying to realign our academic strategy to a new normal/new 
market dynamics?

– Let’s build an academic plan

– This approach is the focus of SEP
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What is program prioritization?

10 Overarching prioritization criteria

1. History, development, and expectations 
2. External demand
3. Internal demand
4. Quality of program inputs and processes
5. Quality of program outcomes
6. Size, scope and productivity
7. Revenue and other resources generated
8. Costs and other expenses generated
9. Impact, justification, and essentiality
10. Opportunity analysis
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Factors for planning

Let’s discuss:

• What are the cultural factors your institution faces that make planning 
difficult?   

• What opportunities/challenges does your next academic plan need to 
address? 

• Who are the right people to help build the academic plans? 

– How do you find them? 

– Empower them?

– Give them influence?

• Do you have a plan if you do not have funding?
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How do we 

identify 

truly strategic 

opportunities?
2
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Magnifying glass, hurdle rates and levers
What are the fewest initiatives which accomplish reward disproportionate to effort

making a substantial difference?
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Demand/share matrix
Matrix position helps us know which questions to ask to build a portfolio strategy

High Demand

Low Demand

High ShareLow Share

• Why are we doing well?
• What are the reasons why we have 

been successful?
• How do we lev erage these advantages 

and protect our leadership position?
• Are there related programs where we can extend 

and succeed?
• Who are the competitors growing in this area?   

• How will they attack our position?
• How can we sustain our edge?

• Why is share low?
• Is the program known?  
• Have we promoted that we offer it?

• Do competitors have better offerings?
• What features do we lack?

• What are our options to form a competitive advantage?

• How does our distinction have value/benefit 
to a prospective student?

• Why is demand low?
• Is this a new growth field?  
• Is this a field with declining interest?
• Realistically, are we in a position to reshape 

or create new demand streams?
• Why have we been successful attracting students?
• Is the program being managed sustainably?

• Why is share low?
• Is the program known?  
• Have we promoted that we offer it?
• Do competitors hav e better offerings? 

What features do we lack?
• Why is demand low?

• Is this a new growth field?  
• Is this a field with declining interest?
• Realistically, are we in a position to reshape 

or create new demand streams?
• Is the program being managed sustainably?

Strongest position for growth

Niche programsLeast opportunity for growth

Growth opportunities
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Demand/share matrix of bachelor’s programs

Biology
Accounting Public Accounting

ManagementBusiness

Communications Studies

Music

Vocal Performance
Music Performance
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Market Share by Weighted Demand
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High share / 
Low demand
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Funnel Analysis

Which programs yield students at better/lower rates?

Application Rate: Are we 
putting our best foot forward 
to attract interest?

Acceptance Rate: Are we 
generating interest from 
acceptable students?

Yield: In final analysis, are we 
competitive in providing 
value?

Inquiry

Applicant

Admit

Enrolled
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Test access to program markets within the context 
of real-world competition

• Prospects, not inquiries. 
Some of your market may rule out your institution 
because you’re not offering their program of interest.

• Test current and new program concepts.
Understand interest in new programs relative to 

existing programs.

• Understand the preferred modality by program.
Are students looking for programs in the formats you have or 
are willing to offer (e.g. online, face-to-face, hybrid, hi-flex).

• Understand preference for your institution by program.
Are you the preferred provider for new/existing programs, or 
do students in your market prefer your competitors?  Why?

Survey research

PROSPECTS

PROGRAMS

MODALITIES

BRAND 

PREFERENCE

(Face-to-face, online)

(New and existing)
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The ‘jobs’ question

Build the value-chain for all majors

What
Employable

skills will  
I get?

Am I 
getting employable 

skills as 
a student?

Did I get 
employable skills?

• Offering majors with clear 
employment outcomes

• Demonstrate alumni outcomes for 
majors for prospective students

• Cultivation of alumni networks in 
fields of interest

• Opportunities to earn sought-after 
skills certificates related to field of 
study

• List employable skills in syllabi.

• Teach students to include skills in 
their resumes with career services

• Identify major employers for 
employer advisory

• Identify occupations with gaps 
related to majors

• Identify skills employers seeks and 
insert into curriculum (as 
pedagogically appropriate)

• Design programs to build 
employment pipelines
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Attrition analysis

By the end of term X, what % of students who started…

T3T1 T2 T5 T6 T7 T8 T9 Tx

Completions

Attrition - within

True attrition

T4

Starts

Completions

Attrition - Within

True Attrition
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How do offerings impact fiscal thriving?

Contribution margin of programs can inform program strategy

Enrollment as a 
percent of capacity

Manage
Sustain or 

expand

Reduce or 
eliminate

Grow

Net Operating Income per Student
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How do you qualify strategic opportunities?

Let’s discuss

1. What sources of data do you use in planning?  What has been helpful (or not) 
and why?
• Sources of research (Primary or secondary)
• Data from campus systems

2. Who is looking at the data and identifying where real opportunities exist?
• What might your criteria be for a hurdle rate?
• How would you figure that out?

3.    Because my benchmark peers offer X, does that mean my institution should?
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What could 

possibly go 

wrong?3
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How is demand 
for programs 

changing?



22

A clear thoughtful process which engages stakeholders 

at the appropriate time can design out many issues

Issue Suggested approach

Building programs with 
little demand

Work with enrollment professionals and conduct 
market research to ensure relevance (student and/or 
employer demand) of proposed programs.

Building programs in high-
demand fields, but can’t 
compete

Research competitor offerings to ensure differentiation 
and authenticity. Market research to consider brand 
strength in area of proposed major. 

Investment in starting 
programs, but not in 
promotion

Involve marketing, enrollment management and finance 
in the program vision to ensure there is a plan to fund 
and promote new offerings.

Building programs based on 
demand alone

Involve faculty in the process of discerning which 
programs to test to align authenticity with demand, 
ensure institutional resource commitments through a 
planning process.
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How do you create and execute impactful plans?

Let’s discuss

1. What planning processes have you been a part of that have been especially 
effective (or not)? Why?

2. How do we make our academic plans more ‘agile’?

3. What happens when projects fail to deliver results? 
- Do you have a culture and processes which allow plans to ‘fail gracefully’?
- Or does your campus prefer death-marches?
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Thank You

Robert Van Cleef
Rob.vancleef@ruffalonl.com
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