
This article is © Emerald Group Publishing (DOI 10.1108/02621710410529811) and permission has been granted for this version to appear 
on www.hilse-consulting.com. Emerald does not grant permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without 
the express permission from Emerald Group Publishing Limited.  

1 
 

Strategic learning in Germany’s largest companies: Empirical evidence                

on the role of corporate universities within strategy processes 

Hilse, H. & Nicolai, A.T. (2004)                                                                                                    

published in: Journal of Management Development, 23(4), 372-398 

 

Abstract 

Over the past few years, corporate universities, as they are called, have become increasingly 

common. Independently of this, strategy process theory is also finding a place in international 

management research. In this article it will be shown that strategy process theory 

demonstrates an affinity with the concept of the corporate university. A survey of the 1000 

largest German companies for the "Federal Ministry of Education and Research" is examining 

for the first time how widespread corporate universities are in Germany and how they are 

organized. On the basis of this empirical data it will be shown to what extent the concept of 

the corporate university in practice is in line with the theoretical findings of strategy process 

theory. 

 

Introduction 

Whereas corporate universities in Germany are a relatively recent phenomenon, their 

development in the corporate university's land of origin, the USA, is much further advanced. 

There are many more of them - over 1500, it is said,1 - differing both in their organization and 

in what they offer. This can be traced back to the formative models of the early years of the 

corporate university idea, General Electric and Motorola for example. While GE's corporate 

university "Crotonville", founded in the 50's, focused on the "swearing in" and training of 

their own management, (Tichy and Sherman, 1993), Motorola University was established at 

the beginning of the 80's with the help of local colleges, to compensate for the inadequate 

level of education of the Motorola employees, right down to operator level.  (Wiggenhorn, 

1992). The first corporate universities were, according to how they were originally conceived, 

positioned on a broad spectrum between a "Boot Camp"(Elite training) and an in-house adult 

education center (education for all).This diversity has if anything increased over the years so 

that it is difficult to speak about a unified corporate university concept. 
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Independently of the expansion of Corporate universities in company practice, academic 

strategy process theory has developed its own insights which demonstrate a clear affinity to 

the corporate university idea. For the last 15 years management theorists have been looking 

particularly at the question as to in what way company strategies are empirically achieved 

(Schreyögg, 1999; Rühli and Schmidt, 2001). A recurring finding of this research trend is that 

the empirically observable model of strategic development differs considerably from that of 

synoptic - rational planning. This observation is increasingly being used prescriptively, with 

many researchers recommending abandoning the planning model. There are however hardly 

any concrete proposals as to how strategic development should be structured otherwise. For 

this reason strategy process theory is criticized for its lack of prescriptive content (Eisenhardt 

and Zbaracki, 1992, p33). This background begs the question as to whether the corporate 

university can be seen as a concept, relevant to practice and in line with several of the central 

findings of strategy process theory.  

No meaningful empirical studies have been carried out as yet. Initial evidence suggests 

however that it is indeed the corporate universities in Germany that stand out through a strong 

focus on strategy and management (Andresen and Irmer, 1999). In the following we examine 

what developments are to be observed in Germany in this area  and how much they differ 

from those in America. This article is based on the results of an empirical survey among the 

1000 largest (in turnover) German companies which was supported by the "Federal Ministry 

of Education and Research". In the interpretation of the survey results the question of what 

importance corporate universities actually play in the strategy processes of German 

companies was given particular attention. 

 

Strategy process theory 

Content versus process 

The research efforts of the academic arm of strategic management can be roughly divided into 

a content and a process tradition. Content research concerns itself with the content of  

strategic decisions, especially in regard to the connection between performance and market 

position, resource provision, or specific constellations of company attributes and 

environmental conditions (Montgomery et al., 1989, p189). The way in which these beneficial 

combinations, positions and so on were achieved is to a large extent left unconsidered.   
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Process research or strategy process theory on the other hand examines decision-making 

processes as well as their relation to the organization and deals with planning methods, 

questions of implementation and so on. Strategic understanding of process research can be 

very concisely described as a sequence of events (Van den Ven 1992, p170). Freeman und 

Lorange (1985, p21) propose the key questions "What is to be done?" (content) and "How do 

we decide what is to be done?" (process) to help differentiate between these categories. 

Within the theoretical discipline of strategic management the content focus has so far 

predominated (Mintzberg, 1990). Efforts are directed at giving management recommendations 

as to how it should shape its strategies in terms of content. 

 

Strategic Planning  

The strategy process is hardly dealt with in content research. It is accepted explicitly or 

implicitly that it follows a synoptic, rational planning logic. That means that it follows 

sequentially the steps of goal setting, internal and external analysis, strategy formulation, 

implementation and monitoring. As a result of this understanding of strategy the organization 

only has subordinate significance. It is merely given the role of an "implementation tool" 

(Schreyögg, 1998, p34). Critical for success however is the senior management, who, with the 

support of planning staff if necessary, analyzes the situation thoroughly and defines the 

"right" strategic content. 

If there is a central theme in the heterogenic process focus, then it is the doubt that the process 

of strategic management runs as rationally as work in the prescriptive content tradition 

suggests. In this point strategy process theory represents a "counter culture" (Kay, 1991, p60) 

to the prescriptive literature. The background model for the descriptive literature is provided 

mainly by work in organization theory in the tradition of  Herbert Simon, Charles Lindblom, 

James March, Michael Crozier and Erhard Friedberg, who have been criticizing the classic 

rational model for over 50 years (Becker et al., 1992). 

Process researchers are interested in how or if at all strategy processes perform empirically 

beyond the normative model. This research was first carried out in the style of a deviance 

analysis, where deviations from the planning model were examined with the goal of 

minimizing them. The advantage of synoptic-rational planning was not questioned. It soon 
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became clear however that strategic planning can have quite dysfunctional consequences and 

is in no way always advantageous. There was criticism that the problem-solving capacity of 

the organization was not utilized, that information requirements were set too high, thus risking 

"paralysis through analysis", that the idea of adaptation to the environment was misleading 

and neglected the endogenous creative aspect of strategic development, that side effects of 

planning were ignored and that the reactive ability would be limited by unforeseen 

environmental changes, and so on. (Bresser and  Bishop, 1983; Schreyögg, 1998). 

 

Strategic development as an organizational learning process.  

For the above reasons it is the more recent strategy process research that emphasizes that 

deviations from the planning model are not only empirically determinable but also desirable. 

One of the most prominent advocates of this school of thought is Henry Mintzberg. He has 

defined strategy as a "pattern in a stream of decisions" (Mintzberg, 1979, p68). Here we can 

talk of strategies when a consistent pattern develops in a sequence of decisions over a certain 

period of time.  These realized strategies are not identical to the intended strategies that are 

usually to be found in strategic planning documents. Whether due to misjudgments, 

unforeseen environmental changes or deficits in implementation, as a rule only a part of 

intended strategies are realized. On the other hand realized strategies are also influenced by 

emergent strategies. Emergent strategies are unintended models that occur through the 

intervention of individuals or interaction among the members of the organization. In extreme 

cases strategies occur through a "grass roots model" where strategic initiatives that have been 

distributed within the organization and have nothing in common with the intended strategy 

"grow rampant". The other extreme would be a comprehensive, deliberate strategy where the 

intended strategy is completely realized. 

Mintzberg attaches central importance to the idea of strategic development as a learning 

process. It is the emergent, not the deliberate part so stressed in content research, that harbors 

learning potential. This is because in emergent strategies we should not think of chaotic 

processes, but of rules which just do not follow an overall intention. Within the framework of 

emergent strategies new paths are taken, trial and error processes are carried out and a great 

deal of detailed information from the immediate company reality is processed. If learning is 

the central factor in successful strategy formation, then it is clear why Mintzberg is one of the 
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harshest critics of the predominant tendency to view strategic development solely as a 

planning process. In a somewhat more recently published book Mintzberg  (1995) examines 

the dramatic fall of strategic planning that it experienced after its sharp rise in the middle of 

the 60's. The central argument against it is that the analytical actions of formal planning 

hinder the creative, synthetic efforts of the management, which according to Mintzberg (1994, 

p109) make up the core of strategic thinking. With planning only the established thought 

categories are confirmed and possibly rearranged, but the framework of basic assumptions can 

not in fact be abandoned. This does not mean that formal planning should be avoided. The 

planner's contribution however exists only on the fringe of the actual strategic development. 

Planning can, as Quinn has also shown (1981) allow strategic questions to be considered and, 

further, can expand observation horizons as well as deconstructing further the information 

available.  However planning cannot pull these results together into the "right" strategy.  The 

fact that, outwardly, business practice occasionally gives the opposite impression does not 

conflict with Mintzberg's argumentation (1994, p107) that "Strategic planning, as it has been 

practiced, has really been strategic programming; the articulation and elaboration of strategies 

or visions that already exist." 

 

Core ideas 

Various researchers have pursued the idea of strategic development as a learning process and 

a series of case studies verifies that this form of strategic development can be thoroughly 

successful (Schreyögg, 1998). In summary the following ideas can be extracted from recent 

process research in strategic management.  

1. Strategic development is a creative process which cannot be defined solely through 

environmental adaptation (Nicolai, 2000). This stronger endogenous form of strategic 

development corresponds to Weick's idea (1995) of "Enactment". 

2. Senior management is not the sole architect of strategy, but rather influences it indirectly. 

This happens for example through the fostering, formation and integration of 

organizational processes.  
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3. The phases of strategy formulation and its implementation are not clearly divisible in the 

life of an organization (Johnson, 1987). Initiatives can also emerge in later phases of the 

strategy process which have a crucial influence on strategic organization.  

4. Strategies are an emergent phenomenon. They have their origins in decentralized 

"subsystems"(Quinn, 1981). These subsystems consist of various sets of participants, each 

with their own goals, interests and time horizons. Incrementally they develop various 

models of behavior. These models make up the building blocks of the overall strategy.  

5. Planning is a highly inadequate description of  strategic development. But this however 

does not necessarily mean it should be avoided from the outset. It means only that other 

functions, for example integration, are ascribed to it. The success of planning is no longer 

measured by the degree to which it has been fulfilled. It is accepted that planning is a part 

of the evolution of the system (Luhmann, 1995). 

This understanding of strategy did not remain uncontested, but it has quickly won followers in 

the academic debate. It is noticeable however, that many process studies have remained weak 

on the prescriptive aspect.  For this reason several authors have demanded that strategy 

process theory must highlight more clearly what concrete consequences arise out of it for 

business leaders (Eisenhardt und Zbaracki, 1992, p33). Such demands are absolutely typical 

for the discipline and  show moreover that process studies really are still a part of an, albeit 

more and more powerful, academic counter culture.   

The core ideas of the corporate university concept show discernible similarities to the basic 

tenets of recent strategy process theory. This relationship will be examined in the following 

section, in order to examine it empirically. 
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Corporate universities 

Origins 

As corporate universities have only established themselves in business practice in the last few 

years (in the USA since the end of the 80's, in Europe since the end of the 90's ) the number of 

publications on corporate universities is still limited. 3 This also makes it difficult to discern 

any particular closeness between corporate universities and the strategy process.  

An exception in this respect is the work of Deiser (1998). He traces the development of the 

corporate university using central management issues of the 90's, for example the learning 

organization, core competencies, knowledge management, the management of organizational 

networks and learning as a core element of the strategic process.  All of these management 

themes reflect an "explosive interest in the subject of learning" (Deiser 1998, p38). New 

information and communication technologies, the breaking down of trade barriers as well as 

the increased influence of the capital markets and globalization processes; all of these have 

made the intelligent use and further development of  in-company knowledge crucial for 

survival. "Learning has become so important that the management itself, and no longer the 

toothless staff, has to undertake to design of learning architectures and to link them with 

business processes and strategy."  (p38) 

In this way the understanding of learning processes changes fundamentally. Learning should 

orientate itself directly around the challenges of the business. "Strategic initiatives which are 

linked to the core business processes of the company… become the center of learning (p 41). 

This also has an effect on the form of the learning processes. Alongside traditional seminars 

(cognitive knowledge transfer) at corporate universities can be found more dialogue and 

action orientated formats, for example dialogues, forums, workshops, communities and action 

learning projects. With the help of new media for example the idea is to integrate knowledge 

and learning processes directly into work and business processes. (cf. E-Learning, Knowledge 

Management, e.g. Kraemer and Müller, 2001). 

According to Deiser however, not only does the understanding of learning processes change 

with the establishment of a corporate university in the company but also that of strategy 

processes. Where internal "core competences"  (Prahalad and Hamel, 1990) take center stage 

in strategic considerations, where distributed expertise and collective learning are adapted to 

strategic business challenges,  the classical understanding of the strategy process  as planning 
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model is weakened. "Strategic management, hitherto the domain of senior management and of 

its specialist support staff suddenly becomes a company-wide revolutionary creative process" 

(Deiser, 1998, p39).  

The picture emerges of the corporate university as the strategic learning architecture, 

connecting strategy process and organizational learning with each other. With the term 

"strategic discourse" Deiser (1998, p48) proposes consciously institutionalizing this 

connection with the strategic process.  

Several corporate universities practice this type of discourse. For example the Lufthansa 

School of Business arranges "strategic and cultural dialogues" in order to get board members, 

senior managers and employees to discuss key issues and challenges together (Sattelberger 

and Heuser, 1999). Depending on the context, the targets involve strategy and change 

communication (top-down), the collation of opinions and expertise on specific topics (bottom-

up) or the collective creation of ideas and problem-solving (diagonal). 

 

Typology 

As already mentioned, not all existing Corporate Universities correspond to one particular 

type (nor to the one described by Deiser). In order to sum up concisely the particular 

characteristics of corporate universities despite their various appearances, various attempts 

have recently been made at describing and categorizing them. A common way of doing this is 

to look at their objectives. In most cases we can differentiate between three types of corporate 

university  (cf. Fresina, 1997; Deiser, 1998; Töpfer, 1999; Kraemer, 2000): 

1. Individual qualification. This type concentrates on the learning individual. The aim is to 

process and transfer specific company knowledge that is critical for success, through this 

ensuring a uniformly high quality standard. The format of choice is seminars and training 

courses.  

2. Organizational change: The second type connects individual learning processes closely 

with organizational change processes. For example the  corporate university organizes 

forums and workshops in which employees are informed about requirements and 

initiatives for change and where corresponding solutions can be developed.  
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3. Strategic renewal: In this type of corporate university, learning and business development 

are directly bundled together. In strategic dialogues or action learning projects unsolved 

strategy and business problems are picked up on and worked on, partly through bringing 

in external value chain partners. Strategic problem solving and competence building go 

hand in hand (cf. the type outlined by Deiser 1998). 

In all three corporate university types there is a connection to strategy, but it differs in its 

nature. While in the first two types the strategy is a prerequisite (corporate university as an  

implementation instrument), in the third case the corporate university plays its part as a 

potential strategic player in the strategic development process. It does not represent its own 

interests, but opens up an arena in which various strategically relevant observations, 

knowledge resources and interests can be brought together beyond the borders of hierarchy or 

function. For this reason the third type of corporate university has been portrayed either 

explicitly or implicitly as "the most highly developed" by several authors. Reference is often 

made to the General Electric corporate university as an example from business practice. In its 

"Work out" program it has for example managed to involve wide circles of employees as well 

as external partners in the solving of strategic business problems. This happened not by 

calling into question the decision-making competence of the senior management but by 

involving the "collective intelligence" of the whole system. (Tichy and Sherman, 1993).   

 

Connection to the core ideas of strategy process theory 

Against the background of the references mentioned we can clearly see the connection of the 

corporate university idea to the core ideas of strategy process theory. Corporate universities, 

especially those that correspond to the type "strategic renewal" support the concept of 

dialogue and action-oriented strategy development. With regard to strategic challenges, 

strategies can be formed in speech and in action; they can be realized and adapted. Hilse sees 

this form of corporate university as still in the early stages of its realization. When the 

strategic discourses outlined above take place at corporate universities then they mostly do so 

at (senior) management level. (Cf. as an example DaimlerChrysler University in Hilse, 2000).       

The corporate university is naturally only one player in the huge movement of organizational 

or strategic learning.  But it can take on the possible role of a "structuring element" (Deiser, 

1998, p 48) without immediately reactivating classical ideas of management and control.  It 
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can pull the various subsystems and the knowledge and learning processes that arise there 

together communicatively and contribute towards the creation of "company-wide relevance 

contexts" Hilse, 2000, p93) of which company strategy is one. As an accompaniment to 

existing planning processes it can endow strategic issues under discussion with expertise and 

different perspectives without calling into question the strategic decision-making competence 

of senior managers.  

The establishment of the corporate university between that which is traditionally defined as 

"strategy processes" on the one hand and "learning processes" on the other makes it a possible 

action arena of some central findings of strategy process theory. In the following study it will 

be examined whether this thesis can already be confirmed empirically.  

 
 

Methodology 

In October 2001, within the framework of a project supported by the "Federal Ministry of 

Education and Research", a total of 1000 companies were questioned in a written survey. 4  

The companies which had not replied by November 2001 were questioned again in a 

telephone survey in December 2001 and January 2002 in order to guarantee the most 

complete data possible. In this way a reply quota of 32.6 percent was reached.  

The question as to what significance corporate universities have on the strategy process was 

investigated in the empirical study on various levels. The first thing to look at was what 

empirical status corporate universities have in Germany overall. Next it was asked what 

motives had lead to the establishment of the corporate university and what targets these 

functions have. In order to test the consistency of these statements, a few indirect indicators 

were asked about. Such indicators cover target groups, training formats as well as the 

structural integration. It is also important in what overall strategic company concept the 

corporate university is embedded. This point was looked at last.  
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Results 

Empirical status of corporate universities in Germany. 

Corporate universities are much less common in Germany than in the USA. On the basis of 

the replies received the total number of corporate universities within the 1000 biggest 

companies (in turnover) can be projected at about 80.2 Whether a company has a  corporate 

university depends to a great extent on the number of employees it has. In the group of the 50 

largest companies by number of employees, 44 percent did indeed have one. That represents 

over half of all corporate universities in the 1000 largest companies altogether. If we consider 

the dynamics of their development it will be noticed that the number of such institutions is 

still increasing. DaimlerChrysler University and the Lufthansa School of Business (both 

1998) were among the earliest although 52  percent of the institutions were not set up until 

2000 and 2001. 

Fig 1: Projected number of corporate universities and their distribution according to size of organization 

(according to number of employees in 2000).  

22
15 11 8

28
35

39 42
47 48 680

202
3

1-50 51-100 101-150 151-200 201-250 251-300 301-1000

Rank according to no. of employees 2000

N
um

be
r o

f c
om

pa
ni

es

No CUs

CU

 

 

Motives 

The most significant motive for establishing a corporate university, as mentioned by 86 

percent of respondents, is the development of management potential. This motive takes the 

individual as its starting point and is connected at most indirectly to company strategy 

processes. In second place however, at 74.5 percent, is the intention to increase the ways in 
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which company strategy is carried out. This finding corresponds to Moore's observation 

(1997, p 81): "Corporate universities ... are focused on implementing the strategic imperatives 

of their business". Similarly the significance of corporate universities is indicated in the 

context of Post Merger Integration (25.5 percent), a typical strategy implementation task. As 

not all companies questioned find themselves in a PMI situation, the number of mentions in 

this area is to be valued quite highly. In contrast, inadequate education provision at German 

universities was only the reason for establishing a corporate university in 5 percent of cases. 

This is a low value when we consider that compensating for weaknesses in the national 

education system was the motive behind Motorola's corporate university and one of the 

reasons behind the increase in their numbers generally. (Davis and Botkin, 1995). 

In comparison with the USA, where corporate universities are significantly more orientated 

towards the operative dimensions of immediate increases in efficiency and productivity, 

(Corporate university Xchange, 2002, P 23) it is above all strategic motives that lie behind the 

establishment of German Corporate universities. 
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Fig 2: Motives (Multiple entries possible) 
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which supports the idea of the corporate university as relevant for the strategy process almost 

reaches the same figure with 41 percent while organizational, including structural and 
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Fig 3: Primary focus of corporate universities 
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It is also shown here that the largest companies by turnover favor the type "strategic renewal" 

while smaller companies tend towards person-orientated programs. The spectrum of training 

formats offered by corporate universities corresponds to information in the replies received. 

Traditional training courses directed at the individual predominate, and are offered in 83 

percent of corporate universities. At the same time special courses (79 percent), dialogue 

forums (76 percent), change workshops (62 percent) and action-learning projects (58 percent) 

are common, all of which can easily be an integral part of the strategy process. Whether this is 

at all the case, as for example Deiser (1998) outlines it with the concept of strategy discourse, 

can only partly be elicited through an empirical study. At least a few individual examples are 

known of, where such ideas are beginning to be followed up on. In Germany for instance this 

is the case at DaimlerChrysler University, Bertelsmann University and the Lufthansa School 

of Business (cf. also Kraemer und Klein, 2001). 

 
 

Target group 

The target group of a corporate university is an indirect indicator for the strategic relevance of 

each institution. If the target group is limited to the lower levels of the hierarchy it can be 

supposed that individual qualification is the main focus. With strategy relevant issues 
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connections between different sectors of the organization have to be made and placed in a 

whole company perspective. This is hardly possible without the inclusion of senior 

management. In more than two thirds of all corporate universities the senior management is 

the target group, and the same is true for high potentials. 37 percent of corporate universities 

target all employees of the company on principle. The example of Trilogy University (Tichy, 

2001) shows that even external partners, for example suppliers or customers can contribute 

crucial strategic input. 30 percent of companies do in fact include this group. Although it can't 

be seen from the target groups exactly what measures are being taken, at least most German 

corporate universities have a target group profile which supports the idea of the corporate 

university as a strategic innovator.  

 

Fig 4: Participants in corporate university programs (Multiple entries possible) 

 

 

Organization  

Another important indirect indicator is how the corporate university fits into the 

organizational structure of the company. With this we mean its corporate function, how it is 

linked to the board, what hierarchical level it has, how it is monitored, and the committees 

attached to it.  
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In the USA corporate universities have historically grown out of the personnel function, yet 

they only belong today to the Human Resources Department in just 50 percent of cases 

(Corporate university Xchange, 2002, p 26). A corporate university of the type "strategic 

innovator" goes beyond the traditional HR function. So it is not to be assumed that it is 

attached to it. However the empirical results do show that the link to the HR function is the 

rule (77 percent) in Germany. A direct link to senior board members, which would underline a 

strategic orientation, is only true in 7 percent of cases.  

However, the board does play an important role. In most corporate universities it acts as its 

sponsor or mentor (86 percent) and/or consultant (83 percent). In 43 percent of cases it has a 

supervisory function. The above strategy process analyses show that in the case of strategic 

initiatives, although they originate in decentralized subsystems, their connection to the board 

is still crucially important. This is where the individual initiatives are collected, budget 

decisions made and so on. Because of this, a corporate university can only be strategically of 

consequence when the board is also involved. This appears to be the case in the 52 percent of 

the corporate university facilities where the board themselves take part in programs.  
 

Fig  5: Position in company structure 
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The issue of relationship to the board raises the next question as to which hierarchical level 

the corporate university belongs to. In comparison to the USA the German corporate 

universities are seated quite high. The results show that in just over 57 percent of companies 

the directorship of the corporate university is one level below the board (cf fig 6.). In well 

over 30 percent of companies on the other hand it sits two levels below the board.  
 

 

Fig 6: Hierarchical levels and the directorship of the Corporate university. 
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Total strategic conception  

An important aspect in relation to this question is what individual conception is meant, when 

corporate universities have a strategic function. Such a strategic concept can be orientated 

towards strategy or change communication (top-down), can consist of the collation of 

opinions and expertise on individual subjects (bottom-up) or have as its objective the joint 

creation of ideas and problem solving (diagonal).The survey shows that a top-down view is 

just as common as a bottom-up one or a diagonal conception. This is true in around two thirds 

of cases. The Corporate university is a place for new joint development in only 14 percent of 

cases (see Fig. 7). 
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Fig 7: The role of the Corporate university in the strategy process (multiple entries possible) 
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As the following figure (8) shows, strategy development takes place instead mostly in the 

board or management board (91 percent of companies) and much more rarely amongst the 

managers of the individual business fields and divisions (65 percent of companies). This is 

followed by the strategy department (54 percent) and other functional areas such as Finance 

and Controlling, IT and HR with 33 percent.  

    

Fig 8 : Where strategic development takes place (multiple entries possible) 
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In order to obtain a more precise picture of the role of corporate universities we asked the 

following additional question "Where is the main difference for you between the function of a 



This article is © Emerald Group Publishing (DOI 10.1108/02621710410529811) and permission has been granted for this version to appear 
on www.hilse-consulting.com. Emerald does not grant permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without 
the express permission from Emerald Group Publishing Limited.  

19 
 

corporate university and that of a good training department?". Here corporate university 

representatives gave a broad spectrum of answers, which strengthens the impression that the 

definition "corporate university" is a highly ambiguous one. Some examples of responses 

were: 

• There is no difference.  

• Our clients are the senior management.  

• It sponsors research, certifies, gives more power and better employee branding.  

• Brings together 6 different business divisions. 

Among the 100 largest companies 87 percent showed a relationship to strategy, most of whom 

emphasizing support during implementation. Some example statements from this group were: 

• Strategic implementation is a significant factor.  

• The putting into practice of a company-wide qualifications policy in order to 

safeguard the goals and strategies of the company through the necessary knowledge 

transfer.  

• Strategic alignment.  

• Improvement, expansion and implementation of  company strategy.  

• Joint focus on company strategy. 

A very small group (14 percent) highlights in this question the explicit relationship 

between the learning organization and strategic development. Some examples:  

• Link between company strategy and learning the business.  

• To integrate individual and company development as a joint process. 

• The corporate university combines strategy and business with learning. It does not 

merely serve the development of skills and pure knowledge.  
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Discussion and closing remarks 

Please note the following limits in the interpretation of the empirical results:   

• German corporate universities are still very young; on average eighteen months old. As 

such in many cases we can only talk about partially established organizations. Integration 

into the strategy process needs time, and not just because strategy processes touch on the 

interests of many internal and external players and show a highly micropolitical character 

(Narayanan and Fahey, 1982). Therefore it is to be expected that in some of the companies 

questioned it is not yet clear whether the conception of their corporate universities can be 

fully implemented.  

• It should be further considered that the HR function which the corporate university is 

joined to in most cases is often under pressure to justify its actions. For this reason the 

strategy concept, hitherto only vaguely defined but still accorded with importance, 

(Leonitades, 1982) is possibly an attractive one for those business areas which deal with 

personnel issues. Therefore it is possible that strategy issues play in some cases a bigger 

role on the "talk" level than on the "action" level (Brunsson, 1992). 

• The three types of corporate university, including the type "strategic renewal" of particular 

interest here are ideal types. Among the companies questioned mixed types dominated, 

which were not always clearly categorizable. 

Despite these reservations the empirical study has clearly shown that German corporate 

universities do demonstrate certain characteristics in practice that set them apart from a 

traditional HR department. This is different to the USA where the definition of a corporate 

university is somewhat broader. The results show that it is strategic orientation that typifies 

German corporate universities. On top of that the senior management focus indicates the 

relative importance of hierarchy and the fact that in no less than 41 percent of cases strategic 

change is explicitly mentioned as the primary focus of corporate universities. Particularly in 

the group of the 100 largest companies, corporate universities are to be found which 

correspond to the typologies of Deiser (1998), Fresina (1997) or  Kraemer (2000) and can be 

referred to as the advanced “type 3” of corporate universities ("strategic renewal").  

However, even if many of the large companies describe their own corporate universities as 

“strategic innovators” it would be premature to conclude from these findings that German 
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corporate universities fulfill some of the central ideas of strategy process theory by linking 

organizational learning to strategy development. In practice, i.e both in the company itself as 

well as with its stakeholders (for example investors, business consultants, the business press 

and so on) it is still, unaffected by the findings of strategy process theory,  the idea of strategic 

development as a rational planning process that predominates (Mintzberg, 1994; Schreyögg, 

1998). The vast majority of corporate universities seem to fit into such a picture and thus can 

better be attributed to “type 1” (individual qualification) or “type 2” (organizational change). 

After all their task is, according to a traditional planning philosophy, to contribute to the 

functioning of the organization as an "instrument of implementation". In contrast to traditional 

HR departments, these institutions establish a connection to an overriding organizational 

change process. However, the place where strategic development takes place is in 91 percent 

of the cases determined by those at the top. The image of the corporate university as an aid to 

implementation holds sway. In two thirds of the companies this image accords with explicit 

self-definitions. In this regard, also the strategic-oriented coporate universities support as 

earlier a traditional planning concept and not such a strategic learning process, as described by 

Quinn (1981). The additional qualitative comments confirm this impression.  

Only in 14 percent of the cases are corporate universities involved specifically in the strategic 

development process. There are in Germany (as well as internationally) at least a few 

documented individual cases where corporate universities do clearly fit the strategic renewal-

type. The Lufthansa School of Business or GE's "Crotonville" are examples of this. These 

corporate universities can indeed be regarded as institutions that implement some of the core 

ideas of strategy process research. This too was held up by both the quantitative and the 

qualitative results of the empirical study. 

In addition, results of the study indicate that the learning function is experiencing a new 

strategic importance in large German companies. It is moving closer to strategic players and 

processes and is being accorded not inconsiderable status. This is also underlined by the fact 

that not insignificant financial resources are being ploughed into these organizations (the 

average annual budget is Euro 5m)  and by the fact that senior management itself is involved 

in setting up as well as taking part in the learning programs. 
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Notes 
 
1 The number refers to an article in the Corporate university Xchange from April 12th, 2002. It should be noted 

that this estimate is based on a very wide definition of the concept.  
 
2 The calculations assume no significant distortion in replies. This assumption is based on the structure of the 

replies from the first batch of questionnaires and on the results of the telephone survey. No noteworthy 
differences were found.  

 
3 An overview of corporate universities can be found for example in the following: Deiser (1998), Hilse (2001), 

Jarvis (2001), Meister (1998), Moore (1997) or Kraemer and Klein (2001). 
 
4 The list of the 500 biggest German companies by turnover, 50 large German banks and the largest 20 insurance 

companies comes from an annual survey by the weekly newspaper " die Welt" (http:// 
www.welt.de/wirtschaft/ranglisten/ on July 14th, 2001), where the data was taken from the year 2000. The data 
for the remaining 430 companies was collected with the help of the Schober address database.  
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