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Picking Your Next New Winning Initiative
A challenge faced by many lifelong learning programs is the selection of new major revenue and/or participate generating initiatives. All too often, a lifelong learning program will be overwhelmed by too many initiatives, and in the end, not one will be a winner.

Low-Dollar & High-Dollar

The first new initiative challenge is the confusion about what exactly a new initiative is. LERN’s talks in terms of low-dollar and high-dollar programming. 
Every lifelong learning program has existing product areas, market segments, and/or delivery methods they are presently supporting. Low-dollar means you are increasing the programs within an existing area – more arts classes, more online classes, more camps for children. The area/segment/delivery method is already being supported and with some surveying, you can come up with more offerings. LERN recommends 20% new offerings per year.
High-dollar means you want to add a never before offered initiative, which will require time and other resources. Just like low-dollar, a high-dollar initiative will be a product area, market segment, or delivery method, but a high-dollar initiative means you are not presently offering programs in this product area, to this market segment, or using this delivery method.
For example –

A. Product Area. Health – You are not offering any Health programs.

B. Market Segment. Executives – You are not offering any programs for Executives.

C. Delivery Method. Camps – You are not offering any Camps.

New Initiative Guidelines
The most important part of selecting a new initiative is selecting the right initiative. The following are 5 New Initiative Guidelines –

#1. The new initiative should have an expected life of at least 3 years. If the initiative is a fad or one that is dependent on short term funding, the initiative may not be worth the effort and resources.

#2. The new initiative should generate $100,000 or 5-20% of your revenue budget by year 3 (this is not a total, but instead what you should be generating in year 3). To expend the necessary resources, the new initiative must provide a significant revenue impact.

NOTE: If you do not generate revenue, then the number of participants should be 5-20% of your participant goal.
#3. The new initiative should generate an acceptable operating margin (revenue – direct costs) by year 3. In year 1, you want to cover direct costs. In year 2, you want to be generating an operating margin. In year 3, you want to be generating the operating margin you have set for the initiative.

EXAMPLE

* Year 3 Goal = $100,000 Income, $50,000 OM, and $5,000 Net

A. Year 1: Direct Costs are $25,000 so Income is $25,000

B. Year 2: Direct Costs are $40,000 so Income is $70,000

C. Year 3: Direct Costs are $50,000 so Income is $100,000

#4. The new initiative should have 1,000 – 10,000 names available or at least an acceptable market potential. Just like we learned in Jerry McGuire to “Show me the money,” with new initiatives the quote is “Show me the names.” If you cannot identify the names, the new initiative will never be a success.
#5. You should only introduce one new initiative a year. This is the hardest guideline for most lifelong learning programs. We all want to do everything, and do it now. But that strategy normally dictates failure.

8-Step Needs Assessment Model
The 8-Step Needs Assessment Model LERN developed for program development is perfect for developing new initiatives.

Step #1. Brainstorm. Brainstorm all the possible new initiatives. No suggestion is a bad suggestion. But you should vote on the list and select the top 10.
Step #2. Research. Research the top 10 by thinking, talking, investigating, exploring, and so on. This is a good time to use an advisory group. You will be eliminating ones that you cannot do or are high risk.

Step #3. Options. Select the top 3 options. Again, your advisory group would be helpful here.

Step #4. Model. The most important step is to put pencil to paper and figure out which of the 3 options is the least risky and has the most upside. Forgetting this step is a major mistake. Pick the best option.

Step #5. Develop/Test. Now you need to build the new initiative. You do this by surveying, testing, and so on. You need to develop the program offerings, but while building you could be testing offerings to see if you are heading in the right direction.

Step #6. Try It. Now is the time to roll out the new initiative. You have the product, you have the names, and you are ready to promote, register, and offer.

Step #7. Decide. You now want to determine if you selected a winning initiative. If you are covering costs, generating lots of interest, getting good feedback and so on, you probably have a winner. Remember that it will take your winner 3 years to come to full fruition, but if the new initiative looks like a dog, cut it now!

Step #8. Evaluate. Going forward to make the necessary adjustments so the new initiative meets the revenue (or participant) and operating margin goals by year 3.

The following is an 8-Steps Needs Assessment graphic.
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The dates demonstrate Guideline #5 – One New Initiative a Year. The year is 2009 and –

A. Brainstorm & Research: You are brainstorming and researching new initiatives for 2011.

B. Options & Model. You are selecting the new initiative for 2010.

C. Develop/Test & Try It. You are building and rolling out the new initiative for 2009.

D. Decide & Evaluate. You are deciding on the new initiative you rolled out in 2008 and if you decide to go forward, you are making improvements.

Thus you really are working on 4 new initiatives every year, but only 1 new initiative is being rolled out.

Whose Job
So who is responsible for new initiatives? Well first it is the responsibility of the lifelong learning program’s director to be out in the “community” generating opportunities and it is his/her job to ensure the lifelong learning program is introducing one new initiative a year. If the programming staff is relieved of day-to-day operations duties, then they are available to manage the 8-Step Needs Assessment Model process.

Winning New Initiative Examples

The following are examples of new initiatives lifelong learning programs have rolled out over the last 5 years. Remember, these new initiatives may not be new to you, but they were new to these lifelong learning programs.

· Camps. Especially more academic/career camps.

· Conferences. Especially specific to an area unique to the lifelong learning program’s institution or area, such as Golf Course Management Conferences.

· Satellites. Taking existing programming to another location, which could be local, regional, national, or international.

· Curriculum. Building curriculum in areas of expertise that can be sold to other lifelong learning programs.

· Online. They may already be offering online courses through an online vendor, but now the lifelong learning program is building their own online courses, some of them being hybrid courses.  
· Credit. Besides promoting noncredit programs, the lifelong learning program is also promoting credit courses.

· Fast Track Certificate Programs. Certificate programs are popular, but participants want to finish them faster. So offering fast track versions becomes a new delivery method.
· Solutions. Especially in contract training the shift is from offering training to providing solutions which can come in many forms.

· Academic Counseling. Participants need more guidance and assigning staff to provide counseling and to follow up on certificate program participants generates additional income.

Why New Initiatives

The world is changing. What people and companies want today, they may not want tomorrow. We need to be three years ahead of our customers, and the introduction of new initiatives a) helps us stay ahead of our customers and b) develops new revenue streams to replace failing revenue streams. The 8-Steps Needs Assessment Model and the suggested guidelines will help you to successfully select and implement new initiatives.
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