
Corporate universities: they are back, aren't they? (Nov 08) 

Nigel Paine looks at the rise, fall and resurrection of the corporate university and its role in delivering 
value to a new generation of employees 

The first corporate university was generally agreed to be General Electric's famous Crotonville Center 
located in upper New York State some 30 miles outside Manhattan. But there are many myths associated 
with it. The first is that it was Jack Welch's baby. He changed it, expanded it and gave it its profile in the 
company, but he did not set it up. That honour goes to one of Jack's predecessors as President: Ralph J 
Cordiner. Indeed Crotonville is now 52 years old and was established in the 50s in response to GE's need 
for better and more consistent executive leadership in the company. Jack Welch took over in 1981 and 
refocused Crotonville and managed to add his name and image indelibly to it. In fact, so closely is Jack 
Welch associated with Crotonville that it now bears his name: it is called the John F Welch Leadership 
Center. The campus was renamed as part of its 50th anniversary celebrations held in 2006.  

CORPORATE UNIVERSITY IMPACT  

Under Welch, Crotonville became the epicenter of cultural change in the company. This was the place 
that top executives debated the globalising economy, and worked out their strategy for the future. In 
addition, Crotonville was the place where GE's important customers learnt alongside the company 
executives. Legend has it that Welch only missed speaking at one top executive programme and that was 
because he was in hospital having a heart bypass operation. Jack did more than speak at courses, he 
debated with his top staff for hours on end and made sure that being at Crotonville was neither optional 
nor an easy ride. He, apparently, sent hand written cards to those selected for executive programmes. 
The card welcomed the individual, suggested that Jack was looking forward to meeting him or her and 
asked, should the person be unable to attend, to let him personally know, the reason for their absence. 
Funnily enough attendance was always 100%! Crotonville talked itself up as a Corporate University and 
GE's first CLOs (Chief Learning Officer) were ex academics. The courses and programmes also had top 
academic speakers and used academic curriculum development processes. The Centre was proud of its 
academic rigour and matched anything going on in Business Schools round the US at the time. Due to 
Crotonville's success, other companies copied the GE model. It was a status symbol to have a big, high 
profile Corporate University stacked out with former academics and run along academic lines: residential, 
face to face, lecture theatre style debates; case studies and assignments.  

THE DEATH OF THE CORPORATE UNIVERSITY  

But they also tended to follow another aspect of academic life; these establishments were refreshingly 
democratic in spirit. For example, Crotonville's 190 executive bedrooms were, and still are, identical: no 
one had a bigger or better room than anyone else. No name badge indicated the status of the participant. 
Everyone debated and learned on an equal footing. The early Crotonville courses were residential and up 
to three months in length: three months off the job and three months away from families.  

Corporate Universities tended to be physically located in high profile buildings. They were expensive to 
run and had high status. But they fitted an old model of corporate governance which fell out of fashion. No 
wonder many collapsed in the changing environment of the 90s. Most disappeared as rapidly as they had 
grown up. They were seen as being too slow to react, heavily bureaucratic and out of touch with the 
companies they purported to serve. One famous Corporate University had over 250 staff, many in 
administrative positions, and myriad committees to get through before anything could be changed. In 
addition, once you have a residential facility, it must be filled all the time, so courses were designed 
around bed/nights not corporate need. So these universities collapsed with much, perceived, corporate 
excess, and many thought they would never be seen again. Business did what it had to do, and Business 
Schools did what they had to do and neither needed to muddle their functions.  



The truth is that many large companies had residential training centres long before Crotonville. Many 
were purchased as former stately homes in the countryside and were places that the aspiring executive 
passed through many times in his or her journey up the corporate hierarchy. The costs of running such an 
expensive old building and keeping place with the electronic and communications needs of the 90s soon 
took their toll. So these centres too closed one by one, as basic executive training was outsourced and 
necessary facilities were hired in on a day-to-day basis. What once took place in a stately pile with luxury 
facilities, now takes place in a make'shift training room in a commercial conference centre or city centre 
hotel, or increasingly on line. The focus became: shorter, cheaper and content to be delivered in the 
minimum of time. Rather than worrying about filling up as many bed/nights as possible, the emphasis was 
on effective development at the point of need with the minimum amount of time off the job.  

ALTERNATIVES FOR INTENSE LEARNING  

But the need for intense learning never went away, neither did the pace of change nor the need to think 
strategically and plan the future. Indeed the need for those skills and processes increased not decreased. 
You could argue that companies are now very good at developing skills and competencies in individuals 
but less good at building strong, effective teams, and shockingly bad at creating space to look at, and 
plan for the future. Perhaps the recent collapse of the banks is due, partly at least, to a surfeit of focus on 
immediate, short-term gain together with a dearth of future planning.  

THE NEW CORPORATE UNIVERSITY  

Where are the new corporate universities, then, and what makes them different? Again, Crotonville could 
be our leader. It is flourishing under Jeffrey Immelt as never before, but it is not quite the same institution 
as it was. Firstly the CLO is a 27 year GE veteran out of the HR and learning function. He is closely 
plugged into GE and what GE needs. The courses are shorter, more focused and involve before and after 
preparation on line. Indeed a major foundation for one of the Executive Programmes is a team based, on 
line business simulation. Some of the case studies chosen for the participants to work on are chosen by 
Immelt and the top team and focus on actual problems that GE currently faces. Immelt, himself, reviews 
the options presented. There is also a major focus on environmental scanning. Time is spent with experts 
and major customers considering 'Energy 2015' or 'Healthcare 2015' ie looking at the major industries of 
which they are part, so that long term planning can be undertaken and ideas shared about what might 
work in the future. GE still spends over $1 billion per year on its learning and considers that to be a 
fundamental business investment. So Crotonville is still flourishing but it is a very different institution from 
the one that operated ten or fifteen years ago.  

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE NEW CORPORATE UNIVERSITY  

What are the characteristics, then, of the new corporate universities? Ten key characteristics separate the 
old model from the new one. The new emphasis is on line learning in terms of content and environment, 
to complement face to face courses. It is too expensive and discontinuous to rely solely on occasional 
meetings to satisfy the development needs of the organisation. Some corporate universities are all 
'virtual'. Many do not mention the words 'corporate' and 'university' in the same breath. In the BBC, for 
example, there was a Learning Board which allocated the total learning budget, and a number of 'Faculty 
Boards' in areas such as journalism, production and leadership that debated priorities, monitored large 
programmes and offered expert commentary. So the structure of a corporate university was in place but 
that term was never used as it was felt to be inappropriate. Since then, however, the Journalism Centre of 
Excellence has morphed into a Journalism Academy and is shaped like a small corporate university 
which has allowed it to create a huge profile amongst its community. The new corporate universities are 
imbued with business logic and include experts from the business to either inform or run them or 
undertake both tasks. Rarely now are outside academics employed as CLOs. Understanding the 
business is more important than understanding theories and models of learning.  

 



CORPORATE UNIVERSITY AGILITY  

The emphasis is on being small, and fleet of foot with as little bureaucracy as possible. One large 
company in the defense industry runs their Corporate University out of a small room with 5 staff, yet it has 
a world-wide presence and tens of thousands of users. And with that goes an accountability to review 
investment in terms of business improvement. Prestige is one thing: making bottom line improvement is 
another. The new model is also very flexible. Many staff come into the environment for a time and then go 
back into the cut and thrust of the business, bringing with them deep business knowledge and taking back 
an appreciation of how learning might work and what a good development strategy delivers. The new 
corporate universities are now more inclusive in outlook. They are aimed, not just at top executives, but 
staff throughout the organisation together with key suppliers and customers. This allows a single 
development philosophy to develop and generates a broad commitment right across the organisation and 
into the supply chain. The final three trends are straight forward. The new model is global in outlook and 
less centralised around a head office and head office culture. Most use the environment as a place to 
share and store and build knowledge exchange into the heart of the philosophy and approach, and 
incorporate some social networking logic. These help build extended virtual teams around the various 
locations that the organisation operates, which in turn allows the good work and the knowledge exchange 
to continue long past the initial face-to-face encounter.  

ENDURING ASPECTS OF CORPORATE UNIVERSITIES  

There are, however, many aspects that have transcended both the old and new approaches. They have:  

 the same focus on developing and promoting excellence.  

 the same commitment to support and development for the individual as he or she makes his/her 
corporate way.  

 the same belief in the primacy of learning as the best way to prepare for and deliver continuous 
corporate renewal.  

There is an added pressure on virtually all organisations to attract and retain the best talent, and learning 
is the way to help new staff get up-to-speed fast, absorb the dominant corporate culture, and sustain their 
performance trajectory. If someone came to me and said: "should I set up a corporate university in my 
organisation" My response would be ambiguous: "yes because it gives a focus and commitment to 
learning in your organisation. It helps develop appropriate structures and gets wide-scale involvement in 
learning throughout the company".  

Jeanne Meister in her 1998 book 'Corporate Universities: Lessons in Building a World- Class Workforce.' 
talks about the 'guiding coalition of board members' that build and share the learning vision. And she 
would argue that the reasons why corporate universities grew up in the first place have remained 
unchanged since. There are, however, down-sides too so I could say "no!" to the question. Some 
corporate universities have been seen as pretentious and elitist, draining the learning budget of resource 
to spend on learning in favour of centralised staffing, building and other expensive but non-contributing 
assets. In addition, they create an emphasis on the academic and specialist. This can, take the focus 
away from learning throughout the organisation and build an over elaborate structure and bureaucracy 
that does a lot of talking but delivers little in the way of action and makes an impact on the few rather than 
the many.  

CAREFUL CONSIDERATION  

So the corporate university needs some careful consideration and reflection and you have to do what is 
appropriate to the culture of the company and its state of readiness and commitment from the top. 
Indeed, that is the crux of the issue. Without firm support from the top and a willingness for the high-level 
executives to give time and energy to participate in programmes over time, the high-profile of a corporate 
university will come unstuck. In those circumstances it is better to invest the learning budget in something 



different and more diffuse. But will they continue to impact on corporate learning and development in the 
future? I think that they certainly will, but they will change shape and focus as they attempt to deliver 
value and maintain relevance to new generations of employees.  

Nigel Paine is Managing Director of NigelPaine.com and former Head of Learning at the BBC.  
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