
The Three Prototypes of Corporate Universities
Corporate Universities can—and should—be typed according to their mission.

Is yours a reinforcer, change manager or shaper?

By Anthony J. Fresina, Ph.D.
Corporations such as Wa l - M a r t ,

Federal Express, Motorola and Disney
excel, in part, because they are f o c u s e d .
Their focus is built on economic and
other models—models that help cap-
t u re critical assumptions about the
c o m p a n y, its environment and its
strategies for succeeding in that e n v i -
ronment. That our premier corpora-
tions have such models or frameworks
has become conventional wisdom.
Wal-Mart has a perspective or frame-
work for dealing with its vendors;
Federal Express for thinking about
logistics; Disney re g a rding business
synergies.

The development of an organization
and its people is at least as important
as the organization's business strate-
gies; some would argue more so. Fail
to develop the people and the strate-
gies remain bright ideas that might
have been.

Yet, how many directors of corpo-
r a t e universities can articulate the
models that give direction and shape
to their development investments?
Better yet, how many CEOs and other
senior executives can speak to those
models and, therefore, to the assump-
tions behind investments in develop-

ment? Eighteen plus years of working
at the executive level in our nation's
p remier corporations suggest to us
that the answer is: few corporate uni-
versity directors, and even fewer CEOs
and senior managers, can speak to
those underlying models. Most senior
managers cannot substantively discuss
the corporation's development strate-
gies which, in turn, inhibits their abili-
ty to explore not only the strengths of a
developmental investment, but also its
weaknesses; not merely its promises,
but also its risks.

One way to shape and facilitate
such a discussion of your corporation's
development strategy is to employ the
" T h ree Prototypes of Corporate
Universities Model." The model is an
outgrowth of our firm's work with
Fortune 200 corporations and their cre-
ation of their internal "universities."

The three prototypes address mis-
s i o n or purpose. They are deceptively
simple. In a nutshell, the prototypes
and their purposes are:

Prototype I—To reinforce and perpet-
uate the corporate university
Prototype II—To manage change
Prototype III—To drive and shape

P rototype I: Reinforce and
Perpetuate
When a corporation has what it
believes is a winning formula, it strives
to ensure that the formula is followed.
In such a corporation, the role of the
university is often one of reinforcing
and perpetuating that winning formu-
la. Federal Express and Disney are two
notable examples of Prototype I train-
ing and development efforts: corporate
universities which have, as their pri-

mary purpose, reinforcement and per-
petuation of the Federal Express and
Disney ways.

At Federal Express, Steve Nielsen,
Managing Director of the Leadership
Institute, offers an extensive curriculum
w h e re employees at all levels are
taught by "Preceptors," or "those who
do the job best."

Since 1984 the Leadership Institute
has offered courses and experiences
that "reflect the culture, values and
philosophies unique to Federal
Express." Our belief that the Federal
E x p ress Leadership Institute is a
notable example of a Prototype I uni-
versity should, in no way, suggest that
the Institute is not evolving and chang-
ing as required by the corporation and
its changing business reality. To the
contrary, the Leadership Institute reg-
ularly refines and evolves its curricu-
lum—but always toward the primary
purpose of introducing, re i n f o rc i n g
and perpetuating what is curre n t l y
believed to be the "right way" at
Federal Express.

Disney has been benchmarked
perhaps more than any Prototype I
corporate university. A recent and
notable example is the extensive cover-
age of Disney University in Corporate
University Review (May/June 1996),
which brought to life the role of Disney
University in perpetuating the "magic
and the secrets."

We are not suggesting that Disney
and Federal Express never deal with
"change" or emerging business issues
in their training and development ini-
tiatives. However, the primary pur-
pose of Disney University and the
Federal Express Leadership Institute is
to reinforce the operational excellence
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that is so central to each corporation's
success. If these training and develop-
ment entities do nothing else, they
reinforce and perpetuate the corpora-
tion's proven practices and introduce
and quickly embed the new and
refined.

Prototype II: Manage Change
When a corporation believes that

its practices, systems, policies, strate-
gies or even underlying values need to
be adjusted, it sometimes turns to its
corporate university to help implement
those changes. A corporate university
that has, as its primary mission, assist-
ing with or even leading the manage-
ment of change is a Prototype II
endeavor.

In Prototype II the direction and
nature of the change (the "answer") has
most likely been determined elsewhere .
Perhaps the CEO has decided the orga-
nization must become more customer
oriented. Or the operating committee
has targeted new levels of cost contain-
ment and operational eff i c i e n c y.
Maybe the CFO has spearheaded a
push toward diff e rent measures of
p ro f i t a b i l i t y, cost measurement or
overall valuation. The list of solutions,
answers and initiatives discovered or
initiated by senior management is
nearly endless.

In such instances, a Prototype II
corporate university is understandably
and appropriately created or charged
with the mission of supporting the
change—over to the new solution—to
the envisioned future.

The methodologies of a Prototype
II, in the traditional language of our
profession, are aimed at unfreezing,
i n t roducing/moving and then re -
freezing. The university is attempting
to help the target population think
about and eventually let go of perspec-
tives and beliefs that are no longer
thought to serve them or the corpora-
tion well.

Once "dysfunctional" or outmoded
beliefs are discredited or discarded,
the Prototype II corporate university
can introduce new insights or practices
thought to be more appropriate for the
current or near-future reality.

All of the above is wasted if these
new practices or beliefs aren't rein-
forced and "frozen" into the collective
mindset of the target population.

To accomplish all of the above,
there is a heavy reliance on teaching
and/or exploring the context of
change: why is it necessary?
Understanding context helps ensure
that one can let go of old ways and not
only understand, but truly embrace,
the new.

Two exceptional examples of cor-
porations with Prototype II training
and development strategies are Amoco
and Knight-Ridder.

At Amoco, Bill Clover utilizes a
variety of interventions to help manage
Amoco's change efforts. Perhaps most
notable is the Amoco Learning Center
led by Harold Hillman where, every
twelve to eighteen months, Amoco's
top 3,500-4,000 managers spend the
better part of a week carefully consid-
ering the changing realities of their
industry and the values, strategies and
practices that are likely to be successful
in their future. The Amoco Learning
Center represents an intense effort at
harnessing education to assist in the
management of change.

K n i g h t - R i d d e r, Inc., the Miami-
based newspaper, media and financial
information corporation, has a long-
standing tradition of leveraging train-
ing and education. At first that effort
was primarily Prototype I, aimed at
important skill-building thro u g h o u t
both the editorial and business sides of
the corporation. In approximately the
last ten years, under the leadership of
Rob Reed, Director of Tr a i n i n g ,
Knight-Ridder has made a major and
quite successful shift to Prototype II
training and development.

Using a variety of interventions
and educational initiatives, Rob's team
has helped their executives aggressive-
ly explore the changing context of the
newspaper, media and financial infor-
mation industries. The learning
methodologies have been rich and var-
ied and the pace often intense. A t
times, Knight-Ridder's training and
development initiatives have been
Prototype III in spirit, process and out-

come. The result appears to have been
a substantial contribution to the corpo-
ration's evolution and change.

Prototype III: Drive and Shape
Every once in a while a corpora-

tion takes the bold step of commission-
ing its corporate university to become
a Prototype III force for the organiza-
tion. Utilizing our rather strict or
"ideal" description, our data suggest
that this does not happen often.

The purpose of the Prototype III
corporate university is to be a primary
force for driving and shaping the cor-
poration. It is, we believe, an inspired
yet risky utilization of the training and
development function. It happens,
seemingly, only when senior manage-
ment understands that a properly con-
ceptualized, supported and executed
corporate university is, in all likeli-
hood, the strongest forum in the orga-
nization for helping to shape and give
direction to not only significant organi-
zation change but, occasionally, even
to the business itself.

When a corporation's leadership
believes that the answers to the future
of the corporation can best be discov-
ered by harnessing the collective wis-
dom of the management team or even
of the larger organization, then one of
the primary conditions for a Prototype
III university is present.

A drive-and-shape Prototype III
corporate university is actively, aggres-
sively and regularly engaged in the
exploration of new possible c o n t e x t s
and resulting future directions for the
corporation—not sometimes and n o t
by accident. Its charter pre s u p p o s e s few,
if any, answers. Its mission demands
that "learners" explore the ambiguous,
the uncomfortable and the unknown.

In a true Prototype III university
the staffing, budgets and processes are
squarely lined up with these missions
and charters. There is no mistaking
what business the university is about.
There are, we believe, relatively few
examples of true Prototype III corpo-
rate universities. They include the fre-
quently referenced and benchmarked
Motorola, GE and, more recently, the
intentions and charter of Lincoln
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National Corporation's Center for
Breakthrough Business.

Motorola has deservedly received
considerable attention for and cover-
age of its Motorola University. In his 17
plus years as head of that organization,
Bill Wiggenhorn has directed a broad
range of learning initiatives acro s s
nearly every business function and
organizational unit. Many of those ini-
tiatives have been directed at con-
tributing to the exploration and cre-
ation of Motorola's future. And, while
training and development at Motorola
has developed and implemented a
g reat number of Prototype I and
P rototype II learning initiatives, it
stands out for its path-cutting endeav-
ors at the Prototype III level, which
include the Senior Executive Pro g r a m s ,
the various functional institutes, and
globally-focused action learning initia-
tives.

CUs: Ideal "Driving and Shaping"
Forums

It is perfectly logical to ask, "Why
entrust the driving and shaping of a
business to its corporate university?,"
for this is hardly the traditional role of
education in the vast majority of cor-
porations. While space does not allow
exploration of the rationale in depth,
there are a few key factors worth con-
sidering.

More than ever before, "driving
and shaping" requires exploration. It

necessitates, in the first instance, a
willingness to let go of the past; in the
second instance, an ability to look
truthfully and fully at the emerging
future; and in the third instance, the
courage and freedom to explore what
could and/or must be for the future. A
p roperly conceptualized, supported
and executed corporate university,
more than any other forum in the orga-
nization, offers the ideal environment
for each of the above. When boldly
pursued the corporate university is:

1.  a "safe house" or laboratory for:
2.  questioning, wondering, 

exploring and,
3.  perhaps most importantly,

challenging
4.  with a critical mass of externally-

and internally-focused data,  
while

5.  receiving experienced process 
support.

Yes, corporations could cre a t e
these conditions in other departments
or functions. But how often does this
happen? When it does, there is less
imperative to look to a Prototype III
corporate university for such leader-
ship. When it doesn't, the track records
and benchmarks of the few Prototype
III corporate universities are available
for consideration.

A re the Prototypes Mutually
Exclusive?

Talk with Steve Nielsen at Federal
E x p ress or read his Leadership
Institute's literature and you'll note
ample re f e rences to org a n i z a t i o n
change. Even though we believe
Federal Express is primarily a
P rototype I, (Reinforce and
Perpetuate) corporate university, Steve
is correct. Visit with Bill Clover or
Harold Hillman at Amoco and you'll
hear more than a few examples of how
Amoco's Management Learning
Center squarely addresses emerging
business issues (Prototype III behavior).
Yet we see Amoco as primarily a
Prototype II, helping with the manage-
ment of organization change. But
again, Bill Clover and Harold Hillman
are correct.

To put our seemingly rigid catego-
rizations in perspective:

1. The prototypes are ideal types 
(stated in the extreme for purposes of
clarity)

2. The prototypes speak to the 
primary mission of the university, not
to the occasional—even if intended—
special outcome

3. Dedication to one prototype
does not preclude occasional excur-
sions into another

4. In practice, the greatest value of
the Three Prototypes Model may be in
the conscious, proactive blending of
developmental strategies from two or 
more of its elements

Indeed, the pursuit of Prototype II
almost always includes a good deal of
Prototype I activity. And Prototype III
inevitably incorporates both I and II.

Discipline and Art
One way to utilize the three proto-

types is to select one of them as your
corporation's model, and then disci-
pline yourself and your university
team to hold, with few exceptions, to
that charter.

The benefits to this appro a c h
include making your work simpler,
cleaner, better understood, more effi-

A Few ‘Prototype III’ Tests

You are probably not engaged in Protoype III activity if:
· More often than not, the purpose of a learning initiative is to help 

participants understand the rationale behind an answer they’ve 
been given

· The primary skill set of your staff is:
—instruction/delivery and/or
—managing change projects, but not
—facilitation of open, exploratory business discussions

· The outputs of your learning initiatives consistently fade into
the background

· Everyone is consistently comfortable and happy with your
university’s offerings.  
(Prototype III sometimes resides on the uncomfortable edge.)
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cient and, if you've selected the "right"
prototype for your corporation, more
effective.

T h e re are also risks associated
with selecting one prototype and hold-
ing to it. Perhaps most obvious is the
risk of oversimplification. Few corpo-
rations have needs that consistently
line up with only one prototype.

We counsel our clients to consider
combining the discipline of a primary
prototype with the art of selectively
borrowing from each of the other two.
This is no easy task.

The "artistry" of selecting and
blending from among the three can
quickly deteriorate into a dangerous
lack of discipline. Without the
disciplined pursuit of a primary proto-
type, life can easily become muddled
and ineffective.

We've witnessed the following
results from a lack of discipline in
holding to a primary prototype:

a. Confused customers and 
sponsors

b. Resource dilution—budgets: 
Lack of sufficient funds in the 
direction of any one prototype 
to achieve critical mass.

c. Resource dilution—staffing:  
Our experience  argues strongly 
that each of the three proto-
types requires a different 
staffing configuration. 

Try to do all three without a primary
prototype as your guiding light, and
you risk a form of staffing mayhem
even if you have a substantial univer-
sity budget.

What Difference Does It Make?
An organization that has a win-

ning formula should probably focus
the majority of its corporate universi-
ty's energy on perpetuating that win-
ning formula (Prototype I). Why mess
with success just because something
else may be perceived to be sexier?

When the leadership of a corpora-
tion has a strong sense of where the
organization should go and how it

should change to get there, the corpo-
ration is probably doing itself and its
shareholders a favor by actively sup-
porting a strong Prototype II universi-
ty. It is unfair, if not dangerous, to seri-
ously engage in Prototype III behavior
in such a corporation where the
answers have already been deter-
mined.

A company in the midst of a
dynamic and changing industry that
wants its collective leadership to give
shape to and deeply own its future
should consider taking on the risks
and costs associated with a Prototype
III corporate university.

Selecting the right prototype for
your corporate university makes an
enormous diff e rence. It is the equivalent
of choosing the right business strategy.
It is your development strategy.
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