
1 
 

 
 

 

 

 

University Inc –  

   the New World Order 

 

 

      

 

 Julien Michel Leys 

          Manager, Corporate Research Unit, 

            UNITEC Institute of Technology 

 

 

     

 

       Paper presented at the Australasian  

                     Association for Institutional Research (AAIR) 

                     11th International Conference, Sydney,  

        6nd  December 2000. 



2 
 

 
The enterprise university joins a mixed public-private economy to a quasi business culture and to 
academic traditions partly reconstituted….and partly broken.  This is not so much a genuine 
business culture, as a public sector variant in which certain of the conditions and techniques of 
business (such as competition, scarcity, marketing, goals) defined in money terms have been 
grafted onto existing bureaucracies now opened up to external pressures.    
     Considine, M. & Marginson, S.i 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The challenges and opportunities facing tertiary education in the 21st century are 
many and varied.  It would be no exaggeration to say that in the time since 
tertiary education was first conceived as an institution over five centuries ago, 
never has survival of that concept been so much under threat and transformation 
at the same time.ii Primarily this has arisen as the tertiary sector now faces 
increasing marketisation of education as research has an increasingly commercial 
aspect.iii   As early as 1930 the American educationalist Abraham Flexner 
observed that the question to be asked was, “whether the ‘university’ can be saved 
or is even worth saving.”iv  On May 9, 1983 the New York Times published a 
prediction by the US News and World Report which stated that in the next 50 
years, “Industry for one, will become much more involved in education and job 
training.  Hundreds of corporations will grant degrees, most often in high 
technology, sciences, and engineering, where state-of –the art equipment and 
research will surpass that on most campuses”. v  Similarly, the noted futurist, 
Peter Drucker, predicted in 1997 that traditional universities would not survive 
the next thirty years.vi   Other critics assert that the traditional university is in 
reality an “industry in denial” of the transformation created by the Information 
Age.vii    The resistance to change among traditional universities has led to instead 
defence of the status quo, inertia and opposition.viii   
 
Various commentators have observed that the university is in crisis.ix  There are 
three main factors to this crisis: 
1. A resource crisis (caused by a lack of government funding); 
2. An identity crisis (due to corporatisation and commercialisation); and 
3. A global strategy crisis (where does tertiary education fit in the borderless 

market). 
 
While opinions differ as to the exact nature of the crisis or transformation   that is 
occurring in tertiary education, most academics and administrators   would 
acknowledge the change that has already taken place. This change has seen 
elements and the language of the market infiltrate all corners of   tertiary 
education.  Thus, it is not the position of this paper to insist that tertiary 
education is completely oblivious to developments in the outside world.  Indeed, 
far from being cloistered ivory towers, many institutions have tried to respond to 
external challenges (i.e. globalisation) by grafting new structures onto the old and 
interacting with the commercial world through the delivery of research to the 
market place.x  Therefore, it is arguable that the market is now dominant in the 
triangle or helix that has formed between government, universities and the 
economy.  The decline in government funding in tertiary education has coincided 
during a time of increased demand and consumption.xi   For example, the 
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proportion of average government funding in tertiary education is only 35% in the 
United States compared to 52% in Australia (excluding HECS fees)xii. Not 
surprisingly, this has brought together the tertiary sector with the commercial 
world, “in new and more complex ways, from striking exclusive deals with soda 
companies to outsourcing the management of dormitories”. xiii 
 
In addition, the  university, is also being challenged to meet the needs of the 
wider community and corporate sector to maintain competitive advantage 
through a continuously learning and highly skilled workforce.  However, the 
traditional delivery of teaching and learning does not suffice in an era where the 
speed of information is exponential and its shelf life is limited.  The drivers 
behind the ‘information revolution’ are the importance of knowledge-based skills 
over manual ones, recognition that lifelong learning is paramount, the value in 
distance and virtual education (which eliminates barriers and provides flexibility), 
and meeting specific industry demands for tailored skills. xiv 
 
The demand for these skills has seen the advent of corporate providers as real 
alternatives to traditional universities.  The pedagogical and theoretical model of 
teaching does not suit or meet the needs of fast changing corporate groups whose 
only means of survival in a globalised economy is how quickly their employees 
can learn new skills to respond to change.  There are approximately 160 corporate 
universities in the United States alone. xv  In both the corporate and 
entrepreneurial universities knowledge is a commodity - a uniform and scholastic 
product akin to fast food that is made to specifications which allow for cheap 
mass production and convenient mass consumption.  This is the new world order. 
 
The university – a ruined institution? 
 
Universities were from their beginnings directly connected with the state, not only 
by being its main source of knowledge but also by providing the means to 
advance national interests through cultural and scientific progress.  Universities 
have traditionally served two functions, to research and produce new ideas; as 
well as the teaching and imparting of knowledge. (See also Figure 2 – 
Appendices) The notion of the university, as a community of scholars, also 
carried with it certain privileges in return for meeting the many needs of society.  
Among these was academic freedom and the ability to discuss and pursue 
scholastic knowledge without interference or influence from the state.  The 
reforms that have impacted most on the tertiary sector have been the demands 
from governments to lower costs while still making way for increased 
participation and  changes to the governance and accountability of tertiary 
institutions. 
 
The origins of the English university as a liberal arts institution dated to medieval 
times as place for students of law, medicine and divinity.  Not surprisingly, these 
institutions were embellished with the idea that, “..the University as the  place par 
excellence for professional and properly trained students, not for amateurs or 
dilettantes”.xvi  Cardinal Newman’s classic idea of the university was ‘a place of 
teaching universal knowledge’.  Newman wrote in 1852 that, “this implies that its 
object is, on the one hand, intellectual, not moral; and, on the other, that it is the 
diffusion and extension of knowledge rather than the advancement.” xvii  
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Newman’s idea of a university was thus non-utilitarian.  Education was worthy in 
its own right regardless of the uses to which it could be put.  The ideal university 
was one where there was a separation from vocational and research pursuits. By 
contrast von Humboldt, a Prussian educationalist, saw the university as an 
institution whose main foundations were science and philosophy underpinned by 
academic and student freedom.   
 
In more recent times Clark Kerr developed the theme of the multiversity which 
was not a single community of scholars but several including students, 
government and business.  In describing the various subsets that made up the 
multiversity,  Kerr stated that, “a university anywhere can aim no higher than to 
be as British as possible for the sake of undergraduates, as German as possible for 
the sake of the graduates, and as American as possible for the sake of the public at 
large – and as confused as possible for the sake of the preservation of the whole 
uneasy balance”. xviii 
 
Readings saw the university as a ruined institution in terms of how far it had been 
changed from the original concept put forward by Newman. However, there is 
sound cause to believe that universities do have a future as long as these 
institutions are able to make fundamental changes to teaching and research, as 
they, “find themselves competing with private education and research 
organisations that operate without restriction in flexibility and cost that come 
from attempting to adapt traditional university practices to the demands of the 
marketplace”. xix 
 
Barnett supports Readings analysis that the university is a ‘ruined institution’ ,  
but goes further by suggesting that a new structure be created instead.  Barnett 
states that the “post-modern university makes its own luck in this world.  For the 
first time, at least, it has the space to do so.  The knowledge society has need of 
knowledge and so the university now has new opportunities opened to it to 
harness and make available its knowledge capacities to potential knowledge 
users”.  xx  As tertiary institutions are no longer the sole providers of knowledge, 
they must make themselves more useful and functional to the external 
communities they serve.  Yet they find themselves in a conundrum, for in so 
doing, the more “the underpinnings of traditional academic organisation and 
management are inevitably weakened”. xxi 
 
Barnett sees knowledge production dichotomised between firstly that which is 
theoretical and inside the university, and that which is produced beyond the 
university and is put into use.  He sees the intermingling of these two forms of 
knowledge (one and two) as leading to the ‘dissolving university’.xxii   Perhaps the 
environment in which the post-modern university finds itself is best understood as 
supercomplex – a complex set of frameworks that are not simple to define, and 
are constantly being challenged.  The university, it is said, is largely responsible 
for this  supercomplexity as, “we require of our universities that they come forth 
with radically new ways of understanding the world.  To the extent that they fail 
to do so, they fall short of their responsibilities”. xxiii 
 
There are parallels between the transformation of society and education through 
the industrial revolution and the contemporary information revolution.  The 
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explosion of industrial processes to increase production through new mechanical 
methods required a workforce that had to be skilled and re-trained.  In the United 
States, for example,  this need led to a federal vocational educational bill to 
support, as a national priority, teaching in industrial arts, agricultural and 
domestic sciences.  In 1914 Dr Charles Steimetz of General Electric said, “ A 
corporation school..is…a commercial school with university classrooms and 
sometimes university lectures and credit…”. xxiv  Even in the industrial revolution 
it was observed that traditional education did not keep up with the demands of 
industrial needs.xxv 
 
Therefore, the question of external support for universities has always existed – 
perhaps the speed with which entrepreneurial universities have grown in the 
United States has been the relative lack of constraint over close links with society 
at large.  Thus, in the United States the “search for patrons, markets, supporters 
and funding has gone on for 200 years.  Far from continually resenting the 
participation of the outside world, colleges and universities have often sought 
it..”. xxvi  Even during the US Civil War was it recognised by institutions in those 
states that added income could add prestige so that, “individual states encouraged 
their publicly supported institutions to be competitive, so that multiple sources of 
revenue would flow into the university”. xxvii 
 
There are various scenarios that have and will impinge on the role of the 
traditional university.  These  include the era of the ‘virtual university’ where 
tertiary institutions can access students anywhere using information technology, 
the rise of media conglomerates like News Corp into the university market 
(Universitas 21) and a plethora of new corporate / vocational education 
providers.  Indeed, it is difficult to see how tertiary institutions can ignore 
vocational education as the workforces of the post-industrial world are 
increasingly geared toward a continual updating of specialist, work-related skills. 
xxviii 
 
Globalisation  and tertiary education 
 
Knowledge does not in itself conquer uncertainty but produces uncertainties that no one has had 
any historical experience in dealing with before. 
       Anthony Giddensxxix 
 
The beginning of globalisation was probably the Oil Shock of 1971 – 1973 that 
caused technological and societal changes in the quest for alternative sources of 
energy and means of production.xxx  Globalisation in the post-industrial world is 
perhaps best understood as replacing the national economy with a volatile 
external environment where the only constant is change. xxxi The overarching 
supremacy of corporate values with the advent of globalisation has been seen as 
the beginning of the demise of the nation state.xxxii  The free exchange of products, 
people and knowledge has had a pronounced impact on tertiary education as 
“more traditional education markets, that is, the credential market for the labour 
market and the economy, are being caught up and overtaken by a range of hybrid 
and new market modes”. xxxiii  Nonetheless, the impact of globalisation should not 
be seen entirely as an irresistible force or leading to uniformity in education.xxxiv  
However, some theorists have seen an inevitable transformation of knowledge in 



6 
 

the move to a post-industrial society. Lyotard saw organised learning becoming 
synonymous with the drive for power as the role and function of the state 
changed according to new technologies. ‘Knowledge goods’ would be the next 
significant item in the post-modern world that would be used to create wealth and 
maintain power, “in the form of an informational commodity indispensable to 
productive power is already, and will continue to be, a major – perhaps the major 
– stake in the worldwide competition for power.” xxxv   
 
The global economy is underpinned by the dependence on knowledge and 
information applied to production and this knowledge is increasingly scientific 
based.xxxvi  Labour is now divided by informational rather than industrial means.  
Therefore, tertiary education is vital to national competitiveness and the 
restructuring of national economies.xxxvii Academic discourse is viewed as a 
secondary aim in the bid to control and guide research for national priorities. 
Government policy has been to bring together entrepreneurial innovation and 
university research to achieve synergies of interdependence that will use limited 
resources in the most cost effective way.  However, the formula to manage 
tertiary education and its contribution to knowledge-based production and 
national wealth is a moot one. Critics have asserted that the entrepreneurial 
university is nothing less than a covert means to introduce the market into the 
heart of academia under the guise of maintaining ‘public good’ functions.  It has 
also been said that this process is about the, “minimisation of traditional values 
based upon discipline knowledge and collegiate decision making”.xxxviii   It has 
also been suggested that globalisation will reduce universities to mere “service 
centres for multinational corporations.  Accordingly the role of critic and 
conscience of society is relaxed or limited or disappears entirely”.xxxix  There are 
also predictions that the forces of globalisation are not always manageable so that 
a combination of reductions in public expenditure on education as well as mass 
participation, “will lead to catastrophic effects in the foreseeable future: 
institutions will no longer be able to provide adequate education to students as 
available funds, under changed circumstances, will become absolutely insufficient 
to provide the necessary (teaching) infrastructure”.xl 
 
Research and industry 
 
The growth in the commercialisation of academic research began to expand 
rapidly from the mid-1970’s and early 1980’s when entrepreneurial scientists in 
the United States founded biotechnology firms.  In 1980 the United States 
government gave universities access to technology transfers by granting them 
ownership of patents created as a result of federal research programmes.   
Technology transfer and the commercialisation of knowledge were not new 
features, but the way they were exploited was.  As a result the distinction between 
universities and the corporate sector began to diminish.   Most noticeably this was 
in the area of basic and applied research or science and industry.  By 1990 the 
OECD reported that there had been a shift from the notion that universities were 
working for the benefit of society as a whole to the concept that it is, “something 
that brings advantages to particular groups and individuals who ought, therefore, 
to pay for it”.xli  Many scientists have tried to preserve their academic research by 
setting up incubators which in turn can exploit their findings commercially and 
provide much needed capital for further research.  Previously, science was taught 
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purely as a means of the extension of knowledge.  However, by a process of 
gradual change and formation of industry linkages for funding, science has now 
facilitated the ‘capitalisation of knowledge’. Two mutually interdependent 
relationships have formed between industry and tertiary education – university 
research has been extended to development and conversely industrial work and 
research practices have become a feature of universities.   Indeed, the 
capitalisation of knowledge has established the university as an economic actor in 
its own right.xlii  One theoretical approach that has been put forward to explain 
this transformation is the “triple helix” of university-industry-government 
relations that combines to provide economic growth and create prosperity.xliii 
 
The major difference between commercial and university research is that the 
former is driven by profit rather than prestige or other altruistic motive.   Yet, the 
distinction between the two is not simplistic either, as both elements occur in 
varying degrees in the operations of many tertiary institutions. (See also Figure 1 
– Appendices)  It has been described as a symbiotic relationship where, 
“academic prestige increased potential income from commercial research, 
consultancy and students; and commercial income elevated academic standing, 
providing one did not exhaust the other”. xliv 
 
However, the transformation of the university into a corporate model has some 
contradictions.  The functions of scientists as teachers, researchers and as 
entrepreneurs is not entirely compatible.  Thus, they have been described as 
“academics who act as a capitalists from within the public sector; they are state-
subsidized entrepreneurs”.xlv   Furthermore, the commercialisation of research has 
placed pressure on academics to abide by the rules of the market, including 
competing for buyers and making decisions based predominantly on cost. Thus, 
the public good function of basic research is being eroded.xlvi  Indeed this notion 
has been supported by those who see industry support having a restrictive  
proprietary nature limiting access to research results.  Ultimately, limited access 
to sponsored research results will lead to a deterioration in instructional quality.    
A study by Powles (1994) showed that 70% of postgraduate students believed that 
industry’s commercial-in-confidence requirements are in conflict with academics 
desire to communicate results.xlvii   Moreover, industrial sponsored research also 
focuses on application rather than basic research which is the core of learning and 
imparting knowledge to students.   
 
There is also evidence to demonstrate that the extent of research, especially 
research that is financially productive, is leading to a reduction in the amount of 
time spent on teaching.!  This trend is likely to increase further as even in 
teaching-based institutions, academic staff are being rewarded more for research 
than for teaching.xlviii   The academic staff who do become entrepreneurial actors 
often generate large sums of research income for their institutions, and so become 
highly valued.  So much so that an Australian pro-vice chancellor was quoted 
(anonymously) as saying, “ if these million-dollar a year staff ever realise how 
much they are worth to us, we are in a lot of trouble”. xlix  The academic staff who 
                                                 
! In the United States national surveys conducted every year between 1960 and 1989 showed that 
the percentage of academics who stated that they had an interest in teaching had declined. 
Finklestein, M.’College as Faculty as Teacher’, (1995) Almanac of Higher Education, 
Washington D.C. NEA, pp33-48 
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are entrepreneurs seeking corporate funding for research also are unlikely to work 
in community projects without some reward.  Thus, professors as private 
entrepreneurs do not or cannot serve the public interest in an enterprise that is 
geared to the generation of money.l    There are inevitable tensions in trying to 
merge the autonomous academic nature of traditional research with the 
entrepreneurial practices of business units who are focussed on competition, 
targets, and plans and not academic excellence or innovation per se. li 
 
The intermingling of science and research is also perhaps best exemplified by 
‘technoscience’ where science and technology; basic and applied research, 
discovery and innovation  have been fused as one.  In this way technoscience, 
“collapses the distinction between knowledge and commodity; knowledge 
becomes commodity”. lii  Telecommunications and biotechnology exemplify 
technoscience. The place of universities as producers of technoscience gives them 
a central place in the industrial- government- university helix.  This was 
highlighted in a study of tertiary institutions in the United States, Australia, New 
Zealand and Canada where it was concluded that all countries had promoted 
academic capitalism to the detriment of basic or fundamental research and as a 
consequence reduced academic autonomy. liii  The fact that 40% of all academic 
research funding in Australia now comes from non-university grant sources 
compared to 30%  ten years ago is indicative of the momentum that has pushed 
academic research into competitive markets. liv  Governments have been 
motivated to utilise the expertise of universities for national economic ‘wealth 
creation’. lv  Increasingly, tertiary education is viewed more by governments for 
its fulfilment of   economic competitiveness rather than the ‘universal good’ of 
knowledge. Governments in many countries are articulating the message, “ 
support yourselves! …connect  yourselves with industries and the government, 
offer your knowledge and your capacity to generate new knowledge, and charge 
for it.  Only in this way will you be able to extend your laboratories, hire young 
people and increase your salaries”.lvi 
 
Academic capitalism and the entrepreneurial university 
 
Shiela Slaughter and Larry Leslie posit a thesis in which the entrepreneurial 
university will adversely affect collegiality and dissolve the idea of a community 
of scholars as institutional administrators react to those who can deliver increased 
revenue – primarily academic capitalists and students. (See also Figure 3 – 
Appendices)  Academic capitalism as a key feature of the commercialised 
university will see researchers teach less if they are more entrepreneurial, and 
teach more if they are less market actors than academics. Similarly, Michael 
Porter has stated that, “individual academics should be entrepreneurs”.lvii 
 
This is juxtaposed with the views of Burton Clark and the California School 
(Burton Clark, Clark Kerr, and Martin Trow). Burton Clark’s highly influential 
text, ‘Creating Entrepreneurial Universities – Organised pathways of 
transformation’ (1998) examines the concept of the entrepreneurial university 
through five minimum elements of transformation (strengthened steering core; 
expanded development periphery; diversified funding base; stimulated heartland; 
and integrated entrepreneurial culture).  Clark’s thesis in examining five 
European institutions in detail was that the demand – response imbalance means 
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that universities in their traditional form will be unable to cope with the pressures 
of government under-funding, inflexible management or competition.   
Universities are seen as entering an ‘age of tumoil’ where the, “demands on 
universities outrun their capacity to respond”. lviii Clark’s view is that by engaging 
in entrepreneurial activities universities are adapting themselves to change by 
incremental steps.  Universities that can diversify their income to become less 
dependent on government funding, increase resources and encourage 
specialisation will be able to be self-sustaining.  Thus, adoption of the 
entrepreneurial response, “in all its fullness gives universities better means for 
redefining their reach – to include more useful knowledge, to move more flexibly 
over time from one programme to another, and finally to build an organisational 
identity and focus”.lix  Interestingly, during a recent OECD keynote address Clark 
commented that the, “entrepreneurial character in universities does not stifle the 
collegial spirit; it does not make universities handmaidens of industry; and it does 
not commercialise universities and turn them into all-purpose shopping malls”. lx 
 
The reaction to academic capitalism and marketisation from academics and 
administrators has not been overly popular in some parts of the world. In a study 
of 800 Australian academics only 30% thought the changes introduced by 
academic capitalism were good.  The study also highlighted perceptions that 
professional managerialism had led to oversupervision and interference, less 
collegiality, poor vertical communication and too much top-down management. 
lxi   Not surprisingly, it has been observed that there is a real danger of the 
corporatised university ceasing to be a university because, “ the relationship 
between corporate practice and academic practice becomes a zero-sum 
relationship.  If you have more of one you must have less of the other”. lxii 
 
Managerialism and governance 
 
A form of new managerialism has supplanted the administration in universities 
bringing with it an increased emphasis on private sector management styles and 
elements of new institutional economics.  University administrators have had to 
change as the new managerialism has taken hold requiring a work ethic and 
outlook similar to that in any large commercial enterprise.   
 
The management style in corporatised universities emphasises short-term 
employment and a degree of force in achieving organisational aims.  Both these 
features do not characterise traditional universities.  Perhaps the most open critic 
of this shift was Readings  who in his seminal work ‘The university in ruins’ 
(1996) pointed out the features of managerialism in tertiary education such as 
excellence, and the emphasis on strategic planning; performance indicators; 
mission statements;  have little to do with the traditional governance of a 
university.  Other recognisable terms are ‘providers’, ‘consumers’ and ‘contestable 
funding’.  Nonetheless, while this has led to  a new language in tertiary education 
we should recognise that, “ while we might distance ourselves from the ideology 
of managerialism or even attempt to subvert it in various ways, we cannot help 
but be effectively reshaped by it.” lxiii 
 
Those opposed to the entrepreneurial university are especially critical of the 
change in not only pedagogy but also governance.  Decision making is  no longer 
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regarded as democratic, transparent or consultative.  Rather it is viewed as 
autocratic and top-down which it is conceded, has often been a response to the 
speed of change inherent in tertiary education over recent years. lxiv  Some 
commentators have noted how little difference there was between university 
presidents and the CEO’s in the commercial world, particularly as both frequently 
share a distrust and dislike of the state.lxv   The drive over the last decade in 
universities for the economic bottom line has also caused significant changes to 
institutional organisation.  Vice-Chancellors have eventually  become agents of 
change in the need to reinvent the university, its culture, management ad and 
structures.  Plans, goals, and performance targets dictate how the university is 
run, and not the legislative collegial bodies of the past.  The faculty and 
disciplines are secondary to the centre – the centre includes an array of Deputy 
Vice-Chancellors, Vice-Presidents, executive deans.  Councils too have been 
reorganised into corporate boards taking precedence over academic boards and 
other traditional collegial bodies.  The other feature of managerilaism has been a 
reorganisation of departments into schools, centres of excellence and business 
incubators for research purposes that are closely aligned to industry.  Of these 
changes to research it has been observed  that they,  “diminish the role of peer 
relations in decisions about research, and give priority to the quantity of research 
income raised – and to a lesser extent to the quantity of publications produced – 
at the expense of considerations of the quality of the ideas and findings deriving 
from research and scholarship"” lxvi   
 
In Australia, for example,  managerialism was the key to the Dawkins reforms.  
Managers were the vanguard for the mergers, rationalisation, competition and 
marketisation that made tertiary education a ‘unified national system’. The new 
environment suited managers and those within the tertiary sector that identified 
closely with entrepreneurialism.  Tertiary education was viewed like any other 
tradable commodity, and students regarded as consumers making a choice about 
an investment in themselves and not merely something they were entitled to.lxvii   
Individual investment was the main policy driver behind the introduction of ‘user 
–pays’ education, as it was felt that graduates were raising their standard of living 
and career prospects.  This was the philosophy behind the Higher Education 
Contribution Scheme (HECS) and indeed the Student Loans Scheme in New 
Zealand.  As governments reduced the amount they were willing to invest directly 
in tertiary education, a universal user charge levied on students ameliorated the 
cutbacks.  At the same time there was a corresponding decline in the role of 
collegial bodies such as academic boards, governing councils, and faculty boards.  
These bodies were supplanted by a new professional managerial class  
empowered in their roles as ‘semi-independent entrepreneurs.’  lxviii  Like the 
introduction of market mechanisms, these reforms were installed indirectly and 
seemingly without being imposed onto the tertiary sector. lxix 
 
Corporate Universities  
 
It was not until the 1980s that the term ‘corporate university’ was first used.  
However, it was a loosely defined term for what should be properly understood in 
the United States context at least, as a strong collaborative initiative that works to 
create a company that learns and continues to learn through internal and external 
partnerships with shared funding commitments, programming responsibilities, 
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and resulting benefits. A modern corporate university has been defined as, “a 
process where all levels of employees, as well as key customers and suppliers, are 
involved in continuous lifelong learning to improve their performance on the 
job.” lxx Without doubt much of the philosophy behind the corporate university is 
a holistic one so that sharing knowledge and resources to encourage workplace 
learning is the goal.  
 
Probably the first corporation to establish a university within its own organisation 
was General Motors.  In 1927 the company formed General Motors Engineering 
and Management Institute (GMI) whose main aim was to increase productivity 
through human capital development.  However, unlike many corporate 
universities  which followed, GMI did not partner with any educational provider 
in the design and delivery of its programmes. The idea of corporate schools had 
been mooted as the wave of industrial production increased in industries such as 
manufacturing, insurance, publishing, utilities and chemicals.  The programmes 
that were developed by some industries were, for the most part, entirely employee 
development initiatives aimed at preparing and maintaining effective workforces.  
In this way companies could effectively control curriculum content by retaining 
development of employee programmes.  In turn this created an awareness among 
the corporate sector that investment in human capital without the need for 
external educational providers led to productivity gains, and accordingly a rise in 
corporate accreditation.  Companies began to seek accreditation and degree-
granting authority in a range of sectors including banking, electronics, insurance, 
management consulting, architecture, computer companies and textiles. 
 
In 1966 it was recognised in the United States that companies that invested 
heavily in research and development also had the most advanced education 
programmes. lxxi  There was a pronounced shift in the mid-1980’s as the models 
exemplified by GM and GE gave way to other corporate examples like Disney 
University and Motorola University.  In these universities, learning is central to 
the company.  Meister (1994) distinguished this shift by defining the former GE 
and GM examples ‘corporate universities’ and the new, more comprehensive 
models the ‘Corporate Quality University’.     Programmes were not necessarily 
aligned to the strategic business plans of the company but were normally reactive 
to observed problems in the workplace.  Typically most of the programmes were 
also offered for management.  The shift that occurred in the mid – 1980’s was as a 
result of companies recognising that by investing in training for employees at the 
‘front-line’ they could expect to see increased productivity and hence gain a 
competitive advantage.  Companies also began to realise that investing in self-
development programmes to increase employees performance in core 
competencies (these were the main skills and abilities which the company 
determined were essential to its competitiveness).  This development that was 
termed the ‘corporate quality university’  was characterised by organisations that 
trained, “ their entire business chain, not just their professional managers, and to 
view training as a way to inculcate key stakeholders in the vision, values, 
traditions, and culture of the organisation”. lxxii 
 
By 1996 in the corporate university was very much a favourite catch-all phrase of 
the American business world.  Perhaps a striking example of what the corporate 
university means is the case of Ford Fairlane’s Training and Development Centre 
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where “the only sustainable competitive advantage are the skills and 
competencies of our people.  Properly designed and delivered, education and 
training assumes that required skills and competencies are available.  As the 
requirements change, training programmes can and do change accordingly”. lxxiii 
 
Common features of the corporate university are: 
 
• Curriculum closely linked with business strategies; 
• Programmes offered are diverse and allow employees flexibility to choose the 

type and level of their learning experience; 
• Employees recognise the critical competencies needed in their job; 
• Programme and learning is for everyone in the company, from the newest 

employee to the CEO; 
• Employees take responsibility for their own continuous learning; and 
• Employees can apply the learning directly to their jobs – it is integrated with 

the job to give increased productivity and hence competitive advantage. 
 
 Meister in analysing the principles of corporate quality universities found that 
there were five core principles which formed their foundation: 
 
1. Link training to the strategic needs of the business; 
2. Train the entire customer / supply chain.  This includes key 

customers,product suppliers, and schools who provide tomorrow’s workers; 
3. Design the curriculum to incorporate the three C’s : Corporate Citizenship, 

Contextual framework, and Competencies; 
4. Consider the University model to be a process rather than a place; and 
5. Experiment with new ways of learning and postlearning reinforcement.lxxiv 
 
Purists would argue that traditional higher education (critical methods of enquiry, 
historical background, teaching concepts) is set apart from a corporate system.  
However, there is little if any gap left between the two – one is not ‘education’ 
and the other is not ‘training’.  lxxv 
 
The Corporate V.P. of ‘Motorola University’ in discussing his firm’s $120 million 
investment noted that the term ‘university’ was ambitious but went onto state, “ 
But what was a university?  And more to the point what was a Motorola 
University?  What kind of model should we work from?  Newman’s ideal 
university had no place for vocational training, so in that sense he and we part 
ways.  But in another sense, we’re in complete agreement.  Newman wanted his 
university to mould the kind of individual who can ‘fill any post with credit’ and 
‘master any subject with facility’ – an excellent description of what we wanted 
Motorola University to do”. lxxvi 
 
The corporate quality universities have taken on many attributes of the traditional 
university but expanded upon these so that they allow workers to equip 
themselves with the broader skills needed as a result of globalisation.  Companies  
have increasingly realised that they can take advantage of the best academic 
programmes from various educational organisations in their area by developing 
partnerships with traditional colleges and universities.  It was reported that 40% 
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of the present corporate universities in the United States had developed such 
partnerships with traditional universities and colleges. lxxvii 
This trend of partnerships between corporate and traditional universities is 
blurring the lines between the purposes of ‘education’ and ‘training’.  Accordingly 
the distinction between traditional education and corporate training is becoming 
increasingly difficult to make.  As the lines fade and the demand for credentialed 
workers increases the gap between business and education is likely to become 
stronger.  Business and education are both realising that they can no longer rely 
on their traditional relationships in preparing and maintaining a knowledgeable 
and competitive workforce. 
 
Fed by these changing industry demands and the shifts in opinion about business 
and education partnerships, the corporate university is taking hold as a dynamic 
vehicle for making new and improved relationships between business and 
education with the collective purpose of educating and re-educating workers.  
While the corporate university began as a management development initiative, it 
has certainly expanded its focus to include entire organisations in all 
encompassing workplace development programmes that teach the fundamental 
competencies of the organisations themselves.  In its current state the corporate 
university is a process by which companies and organisations bring formal and 
informal learning opportunities to the workplace.  The purpose of most corporate 
universities is to achieve organisational goals and plans through core learning and 
development.  While the purposes remain relatively constant the processes by 
which corporate universities achieve their learning goals and performance 
standards are varied, complex and often unique.   
 
Conclusion 
 
Slaughter and Leslie paint a future for the university  that sees it as an adjunct to 
industry.  Tertiary education will provide, in this scenario, research services that 
are akin to the work once performed by industrial laboratories.  Universities will 
only be able to access private capital if they develop new products and processes 
using entrepreneurs skilled in high technology. lxxviii   
 
The impact of globalisation has created, inter alia, transnational companies that 
are, in many cases, wealthier and more powerful than governments.  The concern 
of most companies in trying to compete in a global economy  is keeping pace with 
new innovations and high technology with an educated workforce in order to 
maintain competitive advantage.  It is fair to say that competitive advantage is 
only possible by having a highly skilled and educated workforce that can respond 
to the challenges brought about by change more quickly than anyone else.  In this 
environment the university or corporate provider who is entrepreneurial and can 
play its part in meeting these industry needs and national targets for 
competitiveness will survive.  
 
The university as an incorporated company is thus, in many ways, already a 
reality.  It is only those institutions that have adapted themselves to the 
competitive rigours of the global economy that will in reality continue to receive 
funding to survive as centres of excellence.  The New World Order will not be a 
place for those tertiary institutions or academics that remain aloof from the 
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market as they will receive, little if any, government or private funding and 
eventually disappear. 
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