
"IF SEVERAL CHANGES DO NOT OCCUR, OBSOLESCENCE WILL BE 
A CHALLENGE FOR EVERYONE WHO CURRENTLY HAS ANYTHING 

TO DO WITH EXECUTIVE EDUCATION." 

EDUCATING 
THE EXECUTIVE 
IN THE FUTURE 

BY WALTER 
R. MAHLER 

"Never has so much been spent 
with so little evidence of value." 
This was a conclusion one could 
draw from an intensive study of 
executive education. This study 
was reported by Kenneth Andrews 
in 1966. What has happened since? 
Amazingly little! The same schools 
are using the same curriculum, in 
the same setting, and on the same 
schedule. This can be verified by 
comparing Bricker's Directory for 
a 10-year period. Only two changes 
have occurred. A new generation 
of professors is in front of the class 
and a new generation of partici-
pants is in its seats. 

Andrews was hard pressed to 
prove executive education was of 
much value. He asked for major 
changes to be made by educational 
institutions and by business and in-
dustry. A review of the current 
situation reveals that his plea for 
change has gone unanswered. Ed-
ucational institutions have made 
m i n i m a l c h a n g e s . W h y should 
they? The customer still enrolls 
the expected number of partici-

"Lack of skilled executives 
is now beginning to adversely 

impact on the bottom line." 

pants each year. 
Business organizations still ar-

rive at the annual need to decide 
upon participants in a near state of 
desperat ion. No one knows for 
sure who needs what type of edu-
cation. A list of names finally ap-
pears. The top names are excluded 
because the individuals can't be 
spared. Those who can be spared 
are selected and notified. Future 

participants receive their notifica-
tion with delight. Not delight with 
the opportunity to learn, but de-
l ight because t h e y have been 
anointed. 

Amazingly, just as in Andrew's 
study done over two decades ago, 
current participants still rate their 
new-found friends as one of the 
most important benefits from the 
advanced educat ional program. 
One would think this noneduca-
tional outcome would make profes-
sors paranoid. But it doesn't. The 
other basic benefit still reported is 
that of "broadening." 

Bottom Line Impact 
Let me be bold enough to 

suggest that major changes are 
occurring and more will occur in 
e x e c u t i v e educat ion during the 
next decade. Necessity has been 
credi ted with be ing the hand-
maiden of invention. So it will be 
for executive education in the fu-
ture. Business and industry lead-
ers now recognize that they must 
have skilled executives at all lev-
els. All the well-known social and 
economic trends make the execu-
tive's job more complex, more dix-
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ficult and more critical. Lack of 
skilled executives is now beginning 
to adversely impact on the bottom 
line. It doesn't take a seer to pre-
dict that top management will be-
gin to set new and higher expecta-
tions on executive education as one 
response. 

Please pardon a personal refer-
ence, but our experience of the last 
five years is, we feel, a harbinger 
of the future. Let me describe, 
briefly, the major parameters of 
our Advanced Management Skills 
Program for General Managers. 
The Program parameters are: 

— Durat ion of e ight w e e k s , 
scheduled on a quarterly basis. 

— Emphas i s upon deve lop ing 
skills a general manager can use. 
Thirty-four speci f ic skil ls have 
been identified as relevant to gen-
eral managers. 

— Enrollment is limited to gen-
eral managers, to get a desired 
homogenity. 

— One program leader is re-
sponsible for an entire week's pro-
gram. 

— The number of participants is 
limited to no more than 20 to per-
mit development of skills. 

— Participants are expected to 
plan skill application projects , 
complete them and report back to 
other participants, on a quarterly 
basis. Over 30 specific skills are 
covered in the e i g h t - w e e k pro-
gram. In effect, they use their own 
organization as a "real-time case." 

— Data is gathered initially, at 
the end of the first year and at the 
end of the second year. The data 
facilitates participants identifying 
specific skill strengths and skill 
weaknesses and undertaking an in-
dividualized educational experi-
ence. 

— The quarterly sessions are 
held at various locations. Partici-
pants pay as much in travel as in 
tuition fees. And they report they 
are glad to do it so they don't have 
to be away from their work more 
than a week at a time. 

Again, the personal reference on 
the support the Program has re-
ceived to date is provided only to 
demonstrate that ent ire ly new 
approaches to executive education 
are possible. The initial Program 
started in March, 1973. A new pro-

gram is initiated each fall and each 
spring. As of this date, s even 
groups have completed and four 
are in process . Average enroll-
ment has been 15. Dropouts aver-
age two per group, usually because 
of a change in organization, inter-
estingly, participants of education 
programs often lament that their 
bosses should be in attendance. In 
the last year, we have had the ac-
tual enrollment of superiors oc-
curring with increased frequency. 

A historical complaint of long 
standing is that participants in ex-
ecutive education don't change as a 
result of their exposure. We have 
data, admittedly on a nonsystem-
atic basis, that many participants 
have changed. This change is re-
ported by superiors, by peers and 
by subordinates. It is also true that 
some participants make little or no 
changes in their managerial habits. 

New Educational Approaches 
Let's consider another type of 

evidence that new educational ap-
proaches may be forthcoming. Re-
cent ly , a general manager of a 

middle-sized company called me. 
He said, "I have been thinking 
about my own education. I have 
identified four specific needs. I 
need to know improved marketing 
skills. I need organization planning 
skills. I need to improve my long-
term planning abilities and I need 
to be able to select executives 
much more skillfully." 

I advised him that there was no 
one program which would come 
close to meet ing his needs . He 
would have to invest in several. 
The thing that amazed me was that 
this type of inquiry was not pro-
moted by some sophisticated staff 
person. Here was an astute execu-
t ive demanding specif ic resu l t s 
from his investment in an educa-
tional effort. We see frequent evi-
dence of a more sophisticated "cus-
tomer" setting explicit expecta-
tions for the educational invest-
ment. 

I recently sat in on a conference 
of top personnel executives of ma-
jor companies. They were serious-
ly questioning their entire advanc-
ed executive educational invest-
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ment. They were beginning to see 
a need for certain educational ex-
periences at each stage in an indi-
vidual's career. Functional manag-
ers were seen as needing one 
thing, general managers were seen 
as needing something in addition, 
group officers were seen as having 
unique needs . The institutional 
leaders at the top were seen as 
having even more unique needs. 
They began to di f ferent iate be-
tween having executives exposed 
to the theory of management and 
having them improve their skills of 
managing. They were, in effect, 
beginning to think of a "systems" 
approach. The needs of each stage 
would need to be met by specially 
tailored education programs. 

Let me polish the crystal ball on 
the future of executive education: 

1. Executive education will gain 
in popularity. Business and indus-
try and nonprofit organizations 
will budget to spend more money 
on executive education in the fu-
ture. 

2. The "customers" will begin to 
exert influence on the design of 

educational process . They will 
specify the results they expect. No 
longer will mere attendance be ac-
cepted as being of consequence. 

3. Historically, educational pro-
grams have been designed to make 
it easy for the educational institu-
tion (large c lasses , continuous 
weeks of instruction, heterogen-
eity of participants, etc.). In the 
future, much greater attention will 
be given to adapting educational 
programs to the needs of a 
homogeneous group of "students." 
What a novel trend! Both educa-
tors and "students" will appreciate 
this trend. 

4. Reliance upon a single educa-
tional exper ience once during a 
career will give way to periodic 
participation in an educational ex-
perience pertinent to a given stage 
in an executive's career. 

5. Homogeneity has always been 
greatly appreciated by instructors. 
Just try giving a marketing course 
to executives from companies in 
such diverse fields as service, pro-
duct or processing. Try giving a 
truly advanced program with a 

wide mixture of sophistication on 
the part of the students. We will 
see much more homogeneity in the 
future. This is primarily a matter 
of courage and promotional effort 
on the part of the educational insti-
tution. 

6. I would estimate that 95 per 
cent of all current educational ef-
forts would be accounted for by 
either case studies or lectures. Im-
agine that. No significant change 
in methodology in over two dec-
ades. This wiU slowly give way. 
We have here a need, to use a com-
puter analogy, to spend much 
more money on the "software" side 
of the process. This is being recog-
nized by all concerned. Collabora-
tive approaches, such as those of 
trade assoc iat ions , will provide 
substantial financial support for 
the innovation which will over-
come the historical rel iance on 
cases and lectures. 

7. More e x e c u t i v e s will be 
taught by other executives. This is 
beg inning to happen now on a 
small scale. It will occur in two 
ways. Executives will retire early 
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to teach. Larger organizations will 
begin to use their current execu-
tives periodically as instructors. 

8. The educational process will 
become much more individualized. 
The individual executive will take 
a more active part in the initial de-
cision to "partake"; the executive's 
individual needs will influence the 
educational process. This will mean 
the individual will fee l a much 
keener personal interest in learn-
ing and will share the responsibili-
ty for learning. 

9. Much more attention will be 
given to "learning" different cul-
tures. Non-U.S. companies, in in-
creasing numbers, are struggling 
with the cultural problems of doing 
business in this country. U.S. com-
panies have, of c o u r s e , b e e n 
struggling over the same problems 
for some time. This basic need, 
which is widespread and of ten , 
acute, will be met, in part, by edu-
cation in the future. 

If only a portion of the above 
changes occur, obsolescence will 
be a challenge for everyone who 
currently has anything to do with 
executive education. Professor 
John Mee of the Univers i ty of 
Indiana has quipped that each of 
us, both educator and executive, 
are in a footrace with obsoles-
cence. The best we can hope for is 
a photo-finish. 
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