Analyzing Competition
Virtually every educational institution faces competition.  Yet for decades, few administrators talked openly about it, competition sounded like a concern for business, not for education.

Administrators are now aware that even strong schools cannot afford to ignore competition:

· For students: Academically prestigious institutions compete with each other for the most qualified students, as do less selective institutions.

· For faculty:  In some academic areas, there are six or more job openings for each new Ph.D. graduate, and colleges and universities must compete with business and industry for this talent.

· For donors:  Educational institutions receive over $10 billion in donations and foundation grants each year, but each must make a case to prospective donors to arouse their interest and obtain their support.

· For favorable public attention:  With thousands of other educational institutions, making—and keeping—the public aware of the school and its strengths cannot be left to chance.

The existence of many educational alternatives encourages institutions to offer attractive programs of the best possible quality and, in some cases, to specialize to take advantage of unique strengths and circumstances.  Schools and colleges cannot afford to ignore their faults when other institutions can offer similar or better programs or other features that attract students.  
In their competition for resources, educational institutions can use the following marketing assets, among others: program quality, program uniqueness, price, convenience, reputation, and well-qualified students and faculty, who attract others like themselves.

Analyzing Competitors

Here we will illustrate competitive analysis with the case of competition for students.  An educational institution may be interested in knowing the following things about its competition:

· Which institutions do we compete with for students, and how successful are we?

Then, for each competitor:

· What programs does it offer, and how good are they?

· What is its financial situation?

· What are its admissions criteria?

· What is its enrollment?  Enrollment trends?

· What are the institution’s strengths and weaknesses?

· What competitive strategy is the institution using?

The institution’s competitors are anything that might receive the attention of a potential student (faculty member, donor) as an alternative to the institution’s offer.

To follow is one approach used to answer the question, “Which institutions do we compete with for students, and how successful are we?”

Colleges receive a summary of how many SAT / ACT test takers named their program to receive test scores, and how many of these test takers applied to specific competing programs.  In effect, the number of test takers applying elsewhere defines the competitive schools from the viewpoint of prospective students.  Colleges that require the Scholastic Aptitude Test of the College Board for undergraduate applicants can obtain reports that list the other institutions to which a given college’s applicants, admitted students, and matriculants most often send their SAT scores.  This information, although very useful as an indicator of competition and easy to obtain, does not allow an assessment of how individual students chose one institution over others.
The approach to use data from testing companies is useful ways to identify competitors, but they do not tell the whole story.  Perhaps some of the most attractive students don’t take the SAT tests and instead apply to public institutions that do not require them because they assume that private institutions would be unaffordable.  The private institutions “lose out” in the competition on price, with no opportunity to explain their financial aid packages and the advantages they may be able to offer.  Or perhaps good prospects never hear about certain colleges because they do not receive good college counseling or because they only consider the colleges nearest their homes.  At these early stages of awareness and interest, many traditional elements of competition such as quality and actual cost do not even come into play.  So institutions need to think broadly about competition and competitors in order to understand how prospective students, faculty, and donors may appraise them.
In addition to identifying competitors, the institution needs to determine what attributes student use to evaluate the institutions and with what results.

Other questions on competitive analysis can often be answered using available data.  For example, a competitor’s catalog provides information on programs, faculty costs, and enrollment and may also specify admissions criteria.  Faculty quality can be judged by where advanced degrees were obtained, and by consulting faculty elsewhere in the same disciplines.  If the competitor is of national stature, its academic programs may be ranked in one of several national polls.  Faculty turnover can be assessed by comparing catalogs for several consecutive years.  The institution can probably construct a good approximation of the threats, opportunities, strengths, and weaknesses of each competitor.  Nonprofit educational institutions must file financial statements, which are available to the public.  From these and other sources—news stories, competitor’s annual reports, and other publications—the institution can develop a clear picture of each competing institution.  

We now turn to the competitive roles educational institutions may play.

Competitive Roles


An analysis of competing institutions or specific programs within competing institutions often reveals the following competitive roles:  the leader, the challenger, the follower, and the nicher.  The selection of a particular role will depend on the institution’s or program’s size, stature, and resources, as well as those of its competitors.

The leader is the acknowledged dominant institution or program in a particular geographical, disciplinary, or other market.  Although leadership could reflect size and/or quality, the leader usually strives to maintain its premier position by increasing the applicant pool to raise the quality of admitted students, and by hiring distinguished faculty.  The leader may also take advantage of its strength to increase program or institution size.  For example, a large private university with a nationally ranked law school has 15 applicants for each place, and the quality of applicants has improved each by admitting a certain number of additional law students each year.  With this additional revenue, the school can hire additional distinguished faculty who will further enhance the law school’s reputation, attracting more and better applicants in the future.


The challengers are the runner-up institutions or programs that aspire to match or surpass the leader.  They may strive to enhance their reputations by establishing more prestige programs or by adding faculty and other resources to improve on existing ones.  Or an institution may compete by introducing innovative programs, by expanding the number of sites where programs are offered, or by advertising its programs more intensively.

The followers strive to hold on to their present markets and to be as much as possible like the market leader.  Market followers may refine existing programs to meet the needs of their target markets, but typically they are not very innovative.


The nichers are those institutions and programs that aim to find and fill one or more niches that are not well served by other educational institutions.  Nichers may specialize by serving one type of market (adults over 65), by offering unique program (M.B.A. in telecommunications), by offering a customized program (quality-control seminars customized for specific companies), by providing unique program features (an early morning engineering degree program), or by providing a unique delivery system (teleconferenced classes).  To be successful, nichers should look for niches that are of sufficient size and growth potential to be attractive, that are not well served by other institutions, and that the institution can serve effectively.

Nicher institutions may find that once they have succeeded in a particular niche, they will attract other institutions as competitors.  Consider an institution offering a unique program.  When other schools see that the program is drawing substantial interest, they may want to set up similar programs.  The nicher that initiated the program can often maintain a dominant role as a supplier of that program if it has distinctive competence and differential advantage over competitors, if it controls resources that are in short supply (such as top expert in the field on the faculty), and if it has marketing advantages—such as a strong institutional and program reputation, good public relations, and satisfied participants and graduates.  Even though an institution does not need all these advantages to succeed, the more it has, the better its chances of continuing success.

Educational institutions that understand their markets, analyze their competition, and engage in strategic planning can usually maintain their current strengths and build on them better than can institutions that do not.
From historic information (SAT scores, FASFA, transcript requests, and exit interviews), Coker College students/ applicants are either considering or leaving to go the following other schools:
· Francis Marion College


· Coastal Carolina University

· University of South Carolina, Columbia, Aiken, Sumter

· Winthrop University

· Charleston Southern University

· Lander University

· Clemson University

· College of Charleston

· Limestone College

· South Carolina State

· Florence Darlington Technical College
· University of Phoenix 

Each competitive school can be evaluated based on the following criteria and attributes (some weighted basis):

· U.S. News Rank: 

· Tier
· Year founded:
· Institutional Control: 

· Religious affiliation:
· Total number of undergraduates: 

· Day Students
· Evening Students
· Graduate Program
· Setting: 

· President / Leadership
· Room and board: 

· State Funding
· Net Cost 

· Selectivity: 

· Acceptance rate 

· SAT / ACT Scores 

· HIGH SCHOOL GPA
· Pell Eligible %
· Student quality
· Gender Ratio 

· Location of Students 

· Athletic Teams
· Athletic Team Success 
· Retention Rates 
· Graduation Rate 
· Internet Offerings 
· Class Delivery 
· Schedule Flexibility 
· Graduate School Acceptance Rate 
· Endowment/Student 
· Summer School Offerings 
· Residence/Commuter Ratio 
· Strategic Intent 
· Endowment 
· Accreditations 
· Degrees 
· Program Quality 
· Convenience 
· Program Uniqueness 
· Reputation 
· Terminal Degree 
· Fac/Student ratio 
· Faculty other 
· Faculty Credentials 
· Job Placement Rates 
· Internship Opportunities 
· Facilities 
· Reputation 
· Name Recognition 
· Visibility 
· Cost vs. Value 
· Quality
Concept Paper Conclusions
 The current competition has been established.  In order to try to position the college for the future, we recommend that an aspirational college(s) be selected for comparison.  It is suggested that the college follow a niche strategy.  

