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In the intensely competitive world of graduate management education (GME), a school’s ability to 
stand out from its peers is critical for attracting the best students. But how do you differentiate 

your programs in any kind of meaningful way when every competitor is offering a similar product? 
BusinessCAS™ convened a focus group of some of the field’s top program leaders to learn more 
about how they structure their programs, engage potential students and strategize for the future. 

GME was entering a period of transformation, even before the COVID-19 pandemic. International 
enrollments lagged going into the Fall 2019 term, even as other disciplines saw a slight rebound.1 
Furthermore, the value of an MBA has come under scrutiny2 among a public with growing skepticism 
about everything from higher education3 to capitalism.4 

COVID has sped up a 10-20 year process for 
institutions to a 2-5 year process.

Rachel Foxhoven
Director of Graduate Business Programs

1 https://cgsnet.org/international-graduate-application-and-enrollment-rates-increase-us-institutions-after-two
2 https://cgsnet.org/international-graduate-application-and-enrollment-rates-increase-us-institutions-after-two
3 https://www.gallup.com/education/272228/half-consider-college-education-important.aspx
4 https://www.axios.com/socialism-capitalism-poll-generation-z-preference-1ffb8800-0ce5-4368-8a6f-de3b82662347.html
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There are two interesting tensions the group 
identified when talking about differentiation in 

the GME field. First, standardization mandated by 
the accreditation process only allows for so much 
wiggle room. Secondly — as this focus group 
exemplifies — GME is a tight-knit community 
eager to discuss best practices and successes 
with one another. Given these factors, how should 
schools set themselves apart and communicate 
these differences to students? 

As George Andrews put it, “We will share 
everything!” He went on to say that he was less 
concerned with how Rice differentiated itself from 

other programs, and more focused on gap 
analysis, asking, “What do we want to be able 
to say, that we can’t say now?” Bridging such a 
gap allows you to better define your strengths 
and focus on displaying those characteristics 
to potential students. “If our messaging is 
around ‘the intimate nature of a small school,’ 
we need to be very clear about what that 
message means and then demonstrate it to 
potential students.”

For Auburn’s Jim Parrish, it’s important to 
invest in the top of the funnel to get students 
on the right track from the beginning. “We 

When and Where Does 
Differentiation Occur? 
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pride ourselves on a personalized approach, 
so a consultation for an Executive MBA can 
be 45-55 minutes long.” 
Despite this substantial time investment, 
he finds that it helps illustrate the familial 
nature of the Harbert program, while also 
saving everyone from difficult conversations 
down the line if students are placed in a 
program that isn’t their best fit. And while it 
costs them time and energy up front, it pays 
off in higher yield numbers. He noted that 
it’s been particularly effective since social 
distancing guidelines were enacted because 
the students feel cut off from everyone. 
“Right now, we’re building a plane, in the air, 
blindfolded — but if we all pull in the same 
direction, have a focus and keep everyone on 
board, we’ll get where we need to go.” 

Parrish’s strategy aligns with other research 
we’ve seen documenting millennials’ and 
Gen Z’s expectations around higher levels 
of personalized communication.5 However, 
Liaison’s Business School Inquiry Response 
Project found that fewer than 3% of programs 
provided an immediate response with a 
personalized web page when prospective 
students contacted them for information. 

5 https://www.advertisingweek360.com/the-key-to-gen-zs-heart-is-through-personalization/

https://go.liaisonedu.com/are-b-school-response-strategies-costing-institutions-applicants
https://go.liaisonedu.com/are-b-school-response-strategies-costing-institutions-applicants
https://www.advertisingweek360.com/the-key-to-gen-zs-heart-is-through-personalization/
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Addition by Subtraction
The Urban Institute6 notes that rapidly increasing 

specialization is occurring in higher education 
today, and business schools are no different. Since 
1995, GME has seen a 52% increase in the number of 
unique program offerings. Not every school is moving 
in this direction, however, and Wake Forest discovered 
several years ago that the right decision for them was 
to cut their full-time MBA program. 

“For us, it was about two things,” said John Montana of 
the decision. “It was about the health of the institution 
and what we felt was needed in the marketplace. We 
thought about two of our three main cohorts, limited/
pre-experience students and working professionals. 
We’d had success in those spaces and thought we 
could offer rich learning experiences. Our students tell 
us they want efficiency and value, and so we vacated 
that core MBA space that’s the heart of most business 
schools and have continued to invest in those other 
areas.”

“Our part-time program is larger than full-time,” 
Rachel Foxhoven agreed, “but we’re not making any 
changes to our portfolio.” 

Jon Kaplan and Dylan Stafford weren’t looking to 
close any of their programs, but they shared recent 
examples of how they had to rethink overarching 
messaging campaigns in order to attract the right 
students to each of their programs. Kaplan’s 
institution had found that the tagline, “Leadership 
for a Digitally Driven World,” appealed to EMBA 
and Full-Employed MBA candidates, but didn’t 
resonate as much with the full-time prospects; 
as the younger cohort, they lacked some of the 
‘pre-digital age’ perspective needed to best 
understand how digital transformations are 
impacting companies today. Stafford spoke to the 
long-standing stereotypes of who typically applies 
for each type of program, and how he’s come to 
realize that these groups aren’t as discrete as we 
often like to believe. 
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6 https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/99501/the_rise_of_masters_degrees.pdf
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The Role of Geography in 
Differentiation

Many panelists identified a familiar situation: they 
share in cities with other prominent programs 

and compete for the same students. Even in the age of 
online courses and the internet, this dynamic persists. In 
a quickly growing city like Portland, Oregon, this has led 
to new rivalries. “Our level of competition has increased 
exponentially,” said Foxhoven. “Differentiation has been 
a major part of our identity piece over the past three to 
five years.” She explained that in PSU’s last strategic plan, 
there was an effort to capitalize on the brand of the city 
itself: who Portland is, its ethos and how they fit into the 
downtown Portland experience. 

Our panelists described large metro areas as the 
scenes of some of the most intense GME competition. 
One leader spoke about their efforts to contrast 
environmental factors like commuting times and housing 
costs with other regional schools. Another said they 
messaged around the stereotypes of their crosstown 
rivals. Ultimately though, it came back to showing rather 
than telling about the differentiators: whatever the 
marketing language became, they had to ground that in 
the actual experience of attending the program.  

But sometimes the most important geography is 
the campus on which the business school resides. 
For some juggernaut institutions like UCLA and 
Wake Forest, the business programs have come to 
accept that they won’t have the same profile as the 
main brand, but that there are ways to use it to their 
advantage. 

John Montana discovered that in recruiting, he could 
more effectively target regions of the country with 
large pockets of Wake Forest alumni, no matter which 
degree those alumni graduated with. Stafford said that 
in his case, the goal was getting a seat at the table for 
more of the discussions impacting the university as 
a whole. For example, he thought they’d missed an 
opportunity by not having more of a role in talks about 
high-speed rail in Southern California, but that right 
now, they’ve ensured they’re on every task force and 
committee attempting to address racial equity and 
social change. 
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Meeting the Moment and 
Responding to Powerful 
Social Trends
The protests this summer are only the latest and most 
visible in what has been a much longer trend of younger 
individuals prioritizing racial justice, diversity, equity and 
access. Foxhoven expressed the urgent need for the 
GME field to reckon with the fact that millennials and 
Gen Z are deeply unsatisfied with the status quo. “After 
everything that’s been going on, people have reflected on 
the perception of GME and what our product does, and 
whether we’re serious about equity if we’re not calling out 
the underpinnings of capitalism and how that impacts 
accessibility.” 

“Millennial MSW and MBA students have more in common 
than you might think,” Stafford said, adding that his 
program uses electives and cross-enrollments in order 
to share the richness of UCLA. Montana emphasized that 
leadership has to drive the culture. In response to the 
recent travel restrictions and new immigration policies, 
Wake Forest worked quickly to create a response to 
changes to OPT in just a week and a half in order to help 
international students. 

What role will testing play in the future with regard 
to access? Most panelists agreed that the common 
standardized tests had their limitations, and many were 
open to discussing, not only testing waivers but rethinking 
who could join their program entirely. Faculty were cited 
as a barrier to these types of sweeping changes, as they 
have more rigid expectations about who will attend their 
classes, but the panelists seemed optimistic that they 
could maintain quality while implementing a more holistic 
approach to admissions. Foxhoven said that her program 
grants waivers but that before doing so, they’re looking at 
other indicators to ensure the candidate has the
persistence and the drive to succeed in the program. 



What Information 
Sources Influence
Your Decisions? 

“Data is so immediate everywhere else, 
but in higher ed, you have to wait until 
after next year to find out if you were 
successful. I rely on small groups of 

people getting together via phone calls, 
emails, anecdotes.”

GEORGE ANDREWS
Associate Dean of Degree 
Programs

“John Byrne [founder and EIC of Poets 
& Quants] does a very good job. Scott 

Galloway at NYU Stern has some fantastic 
takes on the future of education.”

JON KAPLAN
Assistant Dean for the MBA and 
Specialty Masters Programs
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Conclusion
The focus group exemplified the many ways in which the GME field is uniquely capable of responding 

confidently and effectively to the types of challenges 2020 has thrown their way. Differentiation, in good 
times or bad, ultimately comes down to identifying your institution’s strengths and then communicating them 
effectively to prospective students. Today’s students require a much higher level of personalization than 
previous generations; however, early investments of time and energy can pay dividends in yield down the 
road. As for what GME leaders want to see more of in the future: real-time data will be crucial to finding and 
engaging the right students. Diversity is another priority, and programs that are able to meet this generation’s 
expectations can expect to stand out against those that are slower to address equity and inclusion. 

About   

BusinessCAS™ is a community of like-minded graduate management education leaders who work together 
to drive the industry forward. Through participating in the Centralized Application Service (CAS) Community, 
members gain access to:
• Knowledge. The CAS for GME programs features visual application and enrollment trend reports to 

facilitate strategic admissions decisions.

• Connections. The CAS expands members’ applicant pools with branded program listings, multi-channel 
ads and targeted drive-to-apply campaigns.

• Inspiration. CAS Community members learn what works — and what doesn’t — from peers who are facing 
the same obstacles and working toward similar goals.

• Resources. The CAS Community regularly publishes magazines, ebooks and white papers and hosts 
focus groups, webinars and in-person events to facilitate the sharing of industry insights.

• Support. The CAS technology is complemented by application processing services and applicant support 
that saves member institutions time on manual administrative tasks.

by

Toby McChesney, Ed.D.
Senior Assistant Dean of Graduate 
Programs, Santa Clara University Leavey 
School of Business
Advisory Board Chair, BusinessCAS

Stephen Taylor
Research Director, BusinessCAS

Robert Ruiz
Managing Director, BusinessCAS

Dee Steinle
Executive Director of MBA and MS Programs, 
The University of Kansas School of Business
Advisory Board Vice-Chair, BusinessCAS












Who We Are

Meet the BusinessCAS Advisory Board

https://www.linkedin.com/in/deesteinle/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/robert-ruiz-b08707148/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/thundersteve/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/toby-mcchesney-060a505/
mailto:dsteinle%40ku.edu?subject=
mailto:rruiz%40liaisonedu.com?subject=
mailto:staylor%40liaisonedu.com?subject=
mailto:tmcchesney%40scu.edu?subject=
mailto:https://businesscas.org/advisory-board/?subject=

