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cation and the broadened access pro-
vided by technology. Diverse players
and differing partnerships characterize
the competitive environment, offering
expanded choices to consumers. Influ-
enced by the quality movement, today’s
educational consumer seeks account-
ability, service, and quality at a compet-
itive price. As consumers, today’s stu-
dents use their purchasing power to
become more selective about which
institution to attend. Their selection
depends on specific academic offerings,
convenient delivery, and competitive
tuition rates rather than geography.3

Adult learners comprise 60 percent of
the post-secondary student popula-
tion.4 They don’t reside on campus,

most work full-time, and many are mar-
ried with children. They are savvy con-
sumers. Adult learners want academic
programs that fit their life and learning
styles and enable them to integrate their
studies with their work and family.
They are practical and career-focused.
They demand service and appreciate
convenience and efficiency.

Clearly the traditional, self-centric,
and somewhat elitist approach com-
mon in higher education is changing.
The era of the campus-centric model is
ending.5 The belief that “the student
revolves around the institution” gives
way to the idea that “the institution

revolves around its students.” To attract
and retain students, colleges and uni-
versities are incorporating a business
approach in their administrative opera-
tions. Convenient, streamlined, and
flexible online programs are emerging
as the new approach. If managed effec-
tively, these programs respond not only
to the academic and professional needs
of the students, but also to the educa-
tional and financial needs of institu-
tions of higher education.

The Student-
Centered Model

Few rules or guidelines exist for
developing online programs, so
administrators, accrediting agencies,
academics, and students explore the
terrain together and become the early
adopters and innovators of online
education. Trial-and-error and learn-
ing by doing are the norm for those
creating this new educational model
that allows learners to connect any-
time, anywhere to a range of educa-
tional options. We believe that as the
competitive environment of online
education intensifies, only those
institutions that focus on better satis-
fying student consumers and look at
their institution from the student’s
point of view will survive and flour-
ish. Administrators must transform
their institutional structures and pro-
cesses to respond to student needs
rather than continue to support insti-
tutional bureaucracies. Students
should find it easy to do business
with the institution.

The quality movement of the late
1970s taught businesses the value of a
customer-centered approach. But it’s
with the rise of electronic commerce
initiatives that we see customer-
centered business models emerging.

Although computer and information
technologies have made this possible,
new, electronic commerce practices
may offer higher education administra-
tors insight into how to implement stu-
dent-centered structures and processes.
Seybold and Marshak’s Customers.com,6

voted a bestseller by The Wall Street Jour-
nal and Business Week among others,
proposed a customer-centric model that
integrates business and information
technology functions to attain the goal
of “making it easy for the customer to
do business” with the enterprise. In the
following section, we elaborate on this
model and suggest ways to adapt it to
the changing environment of higher
education.

The Framework: Eight 
Critical Success Factors

Jack Rockart at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology popularized the
concept of critical success factors: “the
limited number of areas in which satis-
factory results will ensure successful
competitive advantage; in other words,
the areas where things must go right if
the effectiveness of the organization is
to flourish.”7 Although an organization
may have a small number of critical suc-
cess factors at any one time, these fac-
tors need constant care, attention, and
adjustment.

Seybold and Marshak studied the
best practices of 40 successful private
and public electronic commerce initia-
tives. Although hundreds of factors
affect e-business relationships, Sey-
bold and Marshak pulled from the best
practices and identified eight critical
success factors that, if followed,
should ensure a “successful electronic
commerce initiative”:
■ Target the right customers
■ Own the customer’s total experience
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n recent years institutions of
higher education have adopted
many organizational models and
practices from business and indus-
try. Critics attack the corporatiza-

tion of the academy, while supporters
acclaim the positive results of effective man-
agement. Both sides agree that the context
of higher education is changing dramati-
cally. The drivers of this change — technol-
ogy, shifting demographics, the knowledge
explosion, globalization, productivity, and
savvy consumers — are moving institutions
away from a campus-centric model toward
a consumer-centric model of higher educa-
tion.1 Nowhere is this shift toward the con-
sumer or student more pronounced than in
the area of online courses, programs, and
degrees. In six years, the volume and variety
of online education offered by private and
public, large and small colleges and univer-
sities have soared.

Much online education literature focuses
on instructional or technological dimen-
sions and overlooks the fact that effective
management is essential for success. For
many institutions, traditional administra-
tive services need to change considerably to
accommodate a consumer-centered envi-
ronment. Yet, few models or guidelines exist
to assist administrators in creating student-
centered online initiatives. In this article,
we suggest that higher education adminis-
trators can learn from the emerging prac-
tices of electronic commerce. Adapting a
model laid out by Patricia Seybold with
Ronni Marshak in Customers.com,2 we sug-
gest administrative guidelines that combine
sound business practices with information
technology to make it easy for students to
do business with the institution.

Students as Consumers
The rapid expansion of educational pro-

grams and providers is a consequence of the
increased demand for post-secondary edu-
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Can a profile be drawn of the charac-
teristics of each targeted segment or
group of students?

Are there student segments that
the institution doesn’t currently
reach? Would online delivery be an
effective means of reaching any of
these segments?

Which student segments fit best with
or benefit most from online learning
and delivery? Are the online learning
preferences and behaviors of each group
known?

Own the Student’s 
Total Experience

A successful institution tries to
shape, as much as possible, the stu-
dent’s total experience with the insti-
tution. The goal is to provide seam-
less, easy, and responsive interactions.
Students will be more comfortable if
all of their Web experiences with the
institution feel the same. To under-
stand the student’s experience, the
institution needs to put itself in the
student’s shoes and “walk through”
all interactions with each administra-
tive unit. Map or chart each step or
interaction. Recognize that different
segments of students have different
types of interactions. For instance,
members of an adult cohort group
may receive textbooks and course
materials via mail, whereas on-
campus day students may purchase
texts at the campus bookstore. How
does the institution fare in this map-
ping? Verify the mapping results with
each group of targeted students.

Questions to Ask:
Is the student’s experience with the

institution seamless and easy from ini-
tial inquiry and contact through
issuance of final grade or degree?

Are administrative processes designed
to make every student transaction or
interaction easy and responsive?

Does a single, common architecture
support all Web sites? Do student Web
experiences all feel the same?

Streamline Business Processes
that Impact the Student

In a student-centered model, admin-
istrative processes that impact the stu-
dent are designed from the outside in,
or from the student’s perspective. A
business process serves more than the
institution’s internal needs; it also
should provide streamlined, easy inter-
actions for the student. As mentioned
earlier, Babson College spent several
years redesigning their administrative
functions that interfaced with students.

As a starting point, an institution
should audit the current administrative
functions. Which processes — between
functions and within functions — can
be improved to make it easier for the
student to interact or do business with
the institution? If necessary, redesign
the front-end systems that interface
with the students. Anticipate the kinds
of queries students will make and
ensure the information they need is
available online.

Questions to Ask:
Which functions — from initial

inquiry, enrollment, admissions, and
advising to financial aid, registration,
book ordering, billing, and payment —
are designed from the student’s perspec-
tive? Are interactions across functions
seamless? Can all of these processes be
conducted online?

Are any of these administrative pro-
cesses shared with other parts of the
institution or outsourced?

Are the level and quality of service
delivered to students by these entities
routinely evaluated and held to a
standard?

Are information technology priorities
based on what has the most impact on
students?

Provide a 360-Degree View of
the Student Relationship

Most e-businesses know that all cus-
tomer contacts and transactions should
be captured in a customer database and
information made accessible to numer-
ous business functions. Customer

databases are a key organizational asset.
In higher education as well, appropriate
employees need quick and easy access to
complete, up-to-date student records to
ensure responsive services and interac-
tions. The most current interactions
with students are documented in the
students’ central database. This informa-
tion can be used to build or improve
relationships. Ownership of the student
profile database is a critical decision that
senior management needs to clarify.

Questions to Ask:
Can call center staff, enrollment

counselors, student and financial aid
advisors, financial staff, and academic
administrators easily and quickly elec-
tronically access current, accurate infor-
mation about students?

Can or should students access their
own records and change information
where appropriate?

Are there any outstanding service
issues? Are the most current interac-
tions with students documented in the
students’ central database?

Let Students Help Themselves
The interactive capabilities provided

by technology increase the potential for
self-service. Students should be able to
obtain information and complete many
transactions online. For example, the
National Association of College Admis-
sions Counseling reports that 77 per-
cent of colleges offer online applica-
tions. These institutions found that the
true value of online applications lies in
improved communications and support
to prospective students. Students
encountering problems need assurance
that “high touch” complements “high
tech” and is available. An important
corollary, then, is to provide students
with access to human contact 24 hours
a day, seven days a week. Finally, 
you should ask students if the institu-
tion’s Web-based services match their
expectations.

Our institution, National-Louis Uni-
versity (NLU), is a complex, geographi-
cally dispersed, private institution that
predominantly serves nontraditional
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■ Streamline business processes that
impact the customer

■ Provide a 360-degree view of the 
customer

■ Let customers help themselves
■ Help customers do their jobs
■ Deliver personalized service
■ Foster community

Seybold and Marshak pointed out
that of the e-businesses they studied —
from Dell Computers to the National
Science Foundation — the successful
initiatives focused on several but not all
of the eight critical factors. While no
organization has succeeded in all eight,
the eight factors present a road map for
those organizations new to the elec-
tronic environment.

In their book, Seybold and Marshak
used the Babson College case to illus-
trate how institutions of higher educa-
tion can focus on one or more of these
critical success factors. In response to
student surveys that showed high satis-
faction levels with academic programs
but general dissatisfaction with admin-
istrative support services, the college
launched a three-year reengineering
effort to improve the quality of student
services, mainly by streamlining the

business processes affecting students.
Babson College designed a Web-based
environment that offers students com-
plete online services from admissions to
registration to class discussions. Central
to this system is a single student profile
database.

Adapting the eight critical success fac-
tors to the higher education environ-
ment begins with equating the term
“customer” with “student.” Ignoring
the current debate in academe that
questions whether students are cus-
tomers, we suggest that since students
consume educational services, they
ought to be the focus of those services.

The following discussion addresses
how to adapt each critical success fac-
tor to higher education. Together
these critical success factors provide a
set of guidelines and questions for
administrators.

Critical Success Factors:
Guidelines for Online 
Education Programs

The guidelines for online education
programs may serve as a basis for pro-
gram planning or program review. But
first, we must isolate them by consider-

ing the individual critical success factors
in an academic context.

Target the Right Students
The starting point for any online ini-

tiative is to identify the end consumer
— the student. No institution can meet
the needs of all student populations, so
it becomes necessary to target one or
more groups. Successful e-business
strategies start by focusing on one target
set of customers. After “getting it right”
with one group, they then expand to
additional segments. The same princi-
ple applies to educational institutions.
The institution needs to identify which
groups or segments of students are most
efficiently and effectively served.

Numerous institutions follow a strat-
egy of targeting the right students. For
example,
■ The business education focus of the

University of Phoenix led to phe-
nomenal growth of its online pro-
grams in a short time frame.

■ Prior to expanding to 30-plus online
programs, Penn State’s World Cam-
pus initially offered courses only 
in engineering and information 
systems.

■ The University of Maryland’s world-
wide network of face-to-face classes
provided a sound foundation on
which to build its Internet offerings.
An institution needs to decide which

groups make the most sense to target
for online programs, then determine
the specific products and services
wanted by each segment and how
they prefer to be served. Consider cri-
teria such as, How accessible are these
students? Do they have the technol-
ogy and skills to participate in online
learning? Is tuition reimbursement
provided for their online program?
Does the institution have online pro-
grams that meet their academic needs?
Can the institution convert existing
programs to online formats to meet
their academic needs? Are new pro-
grams or courses required?

Questions to Ask:
On what basis does the institution

segment or group current and prospec-
tive student populations?
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and adult student populations.
Through a partnership with Collegis,
NLU is building a technology infras-
tructure that will support the goal of let-
ting students help themselves. This is a
long-term commitment that yields
incremental gains. However, it serves as
the foundation for all of our strategic
initiatives.

Questions to Ask:
Does the institution’s Web site pro-

vide adequate navigational tools, create
sufficient interactivity, and solicit feed-
back on the site’s content?

Do students have all the information
they need to make decisions and take
action?

Can students completely service
themselves online? Can they
■ Obtain content and descriptions of

academic programs, schedules, and
services

■ Submit admission and financial aid
applications

■ Register for courses and programs
■ Order and receive textbooks and

materials
■ Pay tuition and fees
■ Obtain grades
■ Communicate with faculty and

administrative staff

If students encounter problems with
any of these transactions, can they
interact with someone 24 hours a day
from anywhere? Large institutions can
staff 24-hour call centers. Small institu-
tions might promise a 12-hour
response.

Help Students Do Their Jobs
Administrative staff has an opportu-

nity to know and understand students’
needs and preferences, and can then
determine which of the institution’s
products and services best fit specific
student needs. Different segments of
students possess different motivations
and educational goals — some seek per-
sonal enrichment, others degree com-
pletion, and others new skills for new
careers.

For example, a knowledgeable enroll-

ment counselor may work with a spe-
cific corporation in several ways: first, to
provide technical skill training for
entry-level personnel, and second, to
attract individual corporate employees
to enroll in an online MBA program.
Both groups of potential students have
differing needs and goals. Administra-
tive staff should understand the stu-
dents’ rationales and goals for selecting
specific online courses and programs.
This information is captured and shared
across university functions.

Questions to Ask:
Do administrators and staff know

why students select specific online
courses and programs?

Do administrators and staff under-
stand the motivations and preferences
of individual students so that they can
advise students accordingly?

Do administrators and staff build rela-
tionships with students? Is the informa-
tion about preferences captured in stu-
dent information records and shared
across the institution?

Deliver Personalized Service
Although it has become a cliché to

advocate “high touch with high tech,”
ensuring a personalized experience
requires a personal touch. Electronic
tools help institutions to establish one-
on-one relationships with students and
personalize interactions and transac-
tions. Opportunities abound for institu-
tions to tailor communications and pro-
gramming to individual students.

Questions to Ask:
What does the institution do to

ensure a personalized or “high touch”
experience for each student?
■ Are students queried for further top-

ics or areas of interest for online
courses or programs?

■ Are students asked to provide feed-
back on each online experience?

■ While enrolled in an online course
or program, are students solicited
for feedback about satisfaction with
administrative processes?

■ Are any or all of these contacts coor-

dinated, and do they present a con-
sistent message?

■ Are former students asked if they
would like periodic electronic con-
tact with information about upcom-
ing offerings or events that might be
of interest or value to them?

■ Which students can be identified as
loyal supporters of the institution?

Foster Community
Virtual communities are one of the

most significant outcomes of the Inter-
net. Businesses attempt to create and
leverage online communities to build
customer relationships. Administrators
of online programs can also tap into
this valuable opportunity to create vir-
tual learning communities as part of the
institution. Sponsoring learning com-
munities can build relationships and
loyalty.

The newly formed University Alliance
for Life-Long Learning is an elite virtual
college for alumni of Oxford, Princeton,
Stanford, and Yale, seemingly founded
on the principle of community build-
ing. This partnership expects to offer
online courses, interactive seminars,
and live video links to lectures to
500,000 alumni.8

Questions to Ask:
Does the institution’s Web site offer a

“place” — chat room or discussion
forum — where students can interact
online, separate from administrators or
faculty?

Does the institution’s Web site spon-
sor a “place” for students to stay in
touch with each other once the
course/program ends? Is a link provided
to alumni activities and programs?

Does the institution’s Web site offer
content or some other value-added
information or process to enhance the
online community of learners (past and
present)?

Conclusion
In this article we argue that Seybold

and Marshak’s eight critical success
factors can be adapted to the higher
education environment. These eight

factors provide a framework for insti-
tutions that want to become more
consumer-centered or student-
focused. Today’s students, especially
adult learners, expect higher educa-
tion institutions to be responsive to
their needs and to provide flexible,
anytime, anywhere education. The
growth of for-profit degree granting
institutions and corporate universities
attest to this demand, as does the
intense competition among all
providers. These critical success factors
offer administrators a set of guidelines
that, if satisfactorily implemented,
monitored, and adjusted, will provide
their institution with a competitive
advantage.

Because the culture of higher educa-
tion isn’t well suited to change and
transformation,9 the implementation of
these guidelines by colleges and univer-
sities will require significant efforts. In
fact, such implementation may de-
mand a change in an institution’s cul-
ture. One way an institution can begin
this transformation is by incorporating

the critical success factors in its strategic
plan. The eight factors offer a road map
toward a successful electronic environ-
ment. They do not imply strict and
inflexible execution. Integrating them
in the strategic plan and continuously
monitoring and adjusting them will
move the institution in the right direc-
tion — toward a successful future. e
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