
Differentiate to Thrive

Who are we? How are we different? What differentiates us from other universities?

What distinct value do we authentically deliver? 

Why would students choose our university in lieu of others?

What makes our approach to education more valuable than alternative options?

When these questions are addressed effectively, you readily know where to apply resources to enhance your differentiated value, where to look for students who would appreciate your value, and who to include on your faculty to enhance your value. 

A university that engages the collaborative genius of its various constituencies in a consistently differentiated direction generates extraordinary results. The university separates itself from former competitors, the faculty becomes more engaged and collaborative, students take ownership, alumni become more generous, and the distinct value offered by the university grows richer and more noteworthy.  

Appreciative Dialogue

An authentically differentiated identity is not born from slogans or branding appliqués. Neither is it generated by traditional SWAT assessments or strategic planning. Competitive analyses, statistics, student surveys, charts, graphs, studies, and trend analyses do not reveal the university’s uniquely differentiated identity. It is born of authentic dialogue among people who care about the university.

Dialogue, from the Greek roots meaning to “talk through” or “a flow of meaning,” provides access to the university’s unique identity in a way that nothing else can. Dialogue is not a debate or a contest of wills; it is a simple sharing of insights and perspectives.  Authentic dialogue only occurs in a context of what Greek philosophers termed Koinonia—a spirit of mutual partnership. The voice of every individual in the conversation must be honored as an equal voice—without regard to rank or position. True dialogue is a conversation with a center and no sides. 

When the center of dialogue is an appreciative inquiry, the dialogue produces a cornucopia of stories that illustrate the many ways that the university is already distinct from all others. Provocative, open-ended questions uncover the existing passion, competence, and value delivered; a unique identity emerges from those questions the way that a photographic image emerges in a chemical bath. 
Ohio Northern University

One of the most striking examples of a university that has discerned its unique identity this way is Ohio Northern University (ONU) in West Central Ohio. Founded in 1871, Ohio Northern (ONU) is a private university offering rigorous professional programs in partnership with the arts and the sciences. Its 3,500 students study for graduate and undergraduate degrees in five colleges: Arts and Sciences, Engineering, Business Administration, Pharmacy, and Law. 
Like many smaller liberal arts based universities, Ohio Northern had so many valuable attributes through its several schools that it was difficult to discern the underlying identity that unified them all. To find it, they hired a nationally recognized marketing firm specializing in university work to help them define their positioning strategy. Two years of intensive study comparing Ohio Northern to its closest peers and assessing the highest priorities of students ended with what one marketing professor called a “resounding thud.” Every brand proposal had fallen flat. The marketing firm was frustrated. Nothing seemed to resonate with the University’s steering committee. 

Perhaps out of the frustration with conventional marketing methods, Ohio Northern was willing to try a new approach—one based in appreciative dialogue rather than data. Our firm was engaged to facilitate the dialogue that might lead to an authentically differentiated identity. We knew that our approach to discerning an organization’s unique mission and identity could be successful for it had consistently succeeded with many established organizations—public, private, for profit, and nonprofit. We just didn’t know if it would be successful for a university where the organizational culture often consists of highly independent, self-directed people.

Yet, Ohio Northern had arrived at that juncture where they were willing to consider an unconventional method—as long as it could be administered in less than three months. We went to work as soon as we got the call. 

The dialogue that generates an understanding of unique identity starts with many valuable stories. They are collected every time a focus group occurs.  Questions about passion, competence, and value jog memories and resurrect peak experiences, generating comments from all sectors of the university—faculty, staff, students, alumni, families, benefactors, and trustees. All of their stories form the base of an ascending pyramid of insight. The more stories the better, for the image in the metaphorical chemical bath begins to emerge through the overlap of the common elements among stories. 

We like to begin to synthesize and organize those stories with headlines, continually narrowing the focus to a few overriding themes. For Ohio Northern, the stories and themes came together beautifully. Students were unusually motivated to succeed; the faculty was unusually motivated to help the students individually grow and develop; the administration was unusually student-friendly (President Ken Baker often takes his lunch in the student cafeteria); the different schools were remarkably collaborative; the university community was unusually welcoming and friendly. 

They all affirmed the underlying unique identity and value of the university.  There is no need to dwell on the bad news—the weaknesses or threats—for only positive affirmation pertained to the purpose of the dialogue. The good news about Ohio Northern exuded consistently and enthusiastically in every focus group and every conversation we had. 

Four themes emerged as the final platform on which the uniquely differentiated identity could stand.  

The Four Corners of the Differentiated Platform

Professional and Liberal Arts Education

“ONU provides an education that integrates practical skills and broad perspectives, preparing students to be engaged citizens, strong leaders and life-long learners.”

Very few private universities have the diverse offerings of professional and classical education available at ONU. Their strength in academic diversity was the distinguishing feature identified by the Trustees in 1967 when they coined the school’s Latin motto: Ex Diversitate Vires—From Diversity, Strength.   Of strength from academic diversity they said: “It provides invaluable opportunities for intellectual contact among faculty members and students in widely divergent disciplines in a closely-knit academic community.” 

This distinguishing feature of the university had already been readily recognized for many years, and only few universities could claim it. It formed the first corner of a platform for the differentiated identity. 

Diverse Opportunities for Growing the Whole Person

“High school students ask about this kind of flexibility. They want to know if they can play an instrument but major in pharmacy.”

It became clear that ONU is a crucible of opportunity for balanced individual growth. In addition to the myriad of academic offerings, ONU abounds in opportunities to develop the whole, balanced individual—drama, music, visual arts, sports, to clubs, affinity groups, and professional associations. Students eagerly seize the diverse opportunities that interest them.

It also became clear that the ONU community promotes integrity. Just as a chapel sits at the center of the physical campus, so a spiritual core sits at the center of the developing student. Consistent with the vision of founder H. S. Lehr, ONU offers open-minded support for the spiritual journey, finding value in many religious and philosophical traditions that help promote the journey to a life of integrity. 

In an age of “steep profits and shallow relationships” ONU fosters the development of the whole person and a moral compass that guides individual students to a fulfilling and fruitful life. The second corner of our platform was in place. 

Responsive and Individualized

“Students get what they need here; if they have a dream, they can get what they need at ONU to make it happen.”

The stories we captured about ONU consistently depicted an agile, student-centered, entrepreneurial campus with few barriers to respond and adapt. Students have broad choices for intellectual and personal growth; just as importantly, the faculty is known for its passionate commitment to the purposeful transformation of each student. 

Motivated students discover that charting the path to their future at ONU is highly individualized and fostered by a responsive, “can-do” community. This theme formed the third corner of the platform for a differentiated identity. 

Rich Close-knit Relationships
“Faculty has passion to see students grow; they care about students succeeding. This is evident to students.” 

The focus groups depicted ONU as a supportive community that engenders mutual respect. Students are supported and encouraged by a highly responsive faculty and administration that is especially attuned to championing the success and individual development of each student. The focus is to develop rather than insulate, to inspire rather than direct. 

Like the tide that raises all boats, the supportive culture of ONU raises the level of expectation, excellence, and promise for all students. Students more fully appreciate their individual value. With this final corner, our platform was complete. 

True North
The search for the uniquely differentiating identity that stands squarely on that final platform can be an arduous and frustrating search. It requires determination and patience. Yet when that identity is discovered, as though delivered magically whole and complete, everyone recognizes it. People quickly assent to it. 

When the term True North emerged in our conversations with the steering committee as a way of characterizing the differentiated identity of Ohio Northern, everyone seemed to know immediately that they had found what they had been searching for. As a metaphor for the unique difference of ONU, it fit. 

True North stood firmly on the thematic platform that had been built: it included the strength of diverse professional and liberal arts offerings, emphasis on growing the whole person, a responsive and individualized culture, and the support of a close-knit community. Ohio Northern’s unique mixture of opportunity, community, and guidance is uniquely adept at helping individuals discern and pursue their individual True North.

The idea not only consistently portrayed Ohio Northern’s authentic identity today; it also evoked its past. The university’s founder, Henry Solomon Lehr, envisioned a university rich with opportunities for intellectual development and personal growth.  He pursued that vision, his own personal True North, with undaunted determination. Just as Lehr’s commitment transformed a seemingly ordinary teacher into an extraordinary University President, so too are the students at ONU invited to live life from a similar passionate and courageous commitment. 

When the trustees coined the Latin motto Ex Diversitate Vires in 1967, they little realized that they had also chosen the Latin motto that would profoundly describe the experience of pursuing True North. The word Diversitate is rich in variations of meaning. The term diversity captures only the most obvious English translation. The Latin term diversitate refers to contradiction, disagreement or difference. As it applies to a personal journey to True North, the term suggests that individuals grow stronger by differentiating their unique identities from all others.

True North represents an impassioned way of life—a uniquely individual call. The journey to one’s individual True North takes time, contemplation, experimentation and struggle. It is a journey to a uniquely differentiated life and requires perpetually sorting out options to discern personal compass headings. The journey requires discipline, courage and determination; the aim is to capitalize on individual gifts, interests and strengths. In the presence of change, uncertainty and turmoil, personal True North is an individual’s steady orientation that emboldens a passionate commitment to a life well lived. It is a journey well suited to a community of divergent academic and professional offerings, where unique individual development is encouraged in the context of close knit relationships. 

True North represents the uncommon commitment to live life fully and purposefully—to grow to one’s full and complete potential. Just as the students who come to Ohio Northern take on that challenge, so too Ohio Northern’s challenge is now to more fully and purposefully develop as the uniquely differentiated university community where people discern their True North. 

Differentiate to Thrive

Who are we? How are we different? What differentiates us from other universities?

What distinct value do we authentically deliver? 

Why would students choose our university in lieu of others?

What makes our approach to education more valuable than alternative options?
These were the persistent questions that motivated Ohio Northern to look more closely at their authentic value and unique identity. Asking these questions in any university community can evoke the descriptive stories that articulate the distinctive, well—established value already present. 

In a climate of rising costs and increasing competition, universities will need to continually grow their distinct value. Superficial branding and catchy slogans cannot disguise the absence of a clearly differentiated identity.

Articulating the differentiated value of a university is the first step in perpetually enhancing that value over time. The distinctive value of the university becomes the preeminent principle that guides resource allocation, faculty development, and student recruitment. 

A university fully aware of its differentiated value tends to naturally chart a course toward increasing that distinct value. People understand the direction and identity of the university and naturally tend to find ways to enhance and promote it. The inherent collaborative genius of people thinking together toward a common purpose tends to emerge and initiates new ideas and innovative projects. Faculties tend to become more engaged and collaborative, students well suited to the university’s culture are more readily recruited and retained, and alumni tend to become more enthusiastically supportive.

The principle of differentiation, so widely acknowledged as important to growth and development in the life and social sciences, is equally applicable to university cultures. 

For your university too, it is imperative that you differentiate to thrive. 

Partners for Innovation, Inc. works with colleges and universities as a virtual partner for innovation. We facilitate the dialogue to differentiate your unique value and then grow that value over time through collaborative innovation. We are the only consulting firm in the world offering the Seven Sources Inventory™ and Teeming V Dialogue™ as the means to highly creative, targeted innovations built on consensus. We also help you support students in differentiating and growing their unique individual value through our affiliate company, Gifts Compass Inc. (www.giftscompass.com). 

For further information about how you could tap the power of collaborative innovation, please contact James Johnston at info@partnersfi.com or call (419) 872-7140.
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