
A MARKETING FRAMEWORK FOR USER SERVICES MANAGEMENT 

Elliott J. Haugen 
Computer Center 
North Dakota State Univers i ty  
Fargo, ND 58105 
(701) 237-8685 

Introduct ion 

Dramatic, new developments in technology plus continually changing needs of 
users present great challenges for those of us involved with computing in 
higher education. While it is quite evident that a tremendous amount of change 
is occurr ing around us, it is often less noticeable that the rate of change is 
accelerating. One of the major factors contr ibut ing to this acceleration is the 
rapid growth and development of technology. Alvin Toff ler ,  in Future Shock, 
called the "technological engine" the dr iv ing force of change and he predicted 
that as man's search for new knowledge expands, the rate of technological 
development will increase spectacularly. 

Probably the most signif icant recent technological development is the growth in 
the use of computers. The way computers are used has also changed dur ing 
this technological explosion. The computer, previously only a calculating 
machine, has become a major information processing instrument. The role of 
computing on colleges campus has changed accordingly. It is not uncommon for 
graduate students to spend as much time at a terminal preparing thesis text  as 
they do executing data analysis programs. 

Educational inst i tut ions have always played an important role in ident i fy ing 
change, in preparing people to respond to change, and in helping explain the 
impact and use of computers. In the last 15 years the percentage of colleges 
and universit ies which have the i r  own computers, or at least have access to 
one, has increased from 10% to over 90% (1). The avai labi l i ty of low cost 
microcomputers has probably increased this f igure even closer to 100%. In 
North Dakota all publ ic and pr ivate colleges and universit ies have at least one 
computer. This high percentage masks the fact, however, that there are stil l 
a great number of students (and facul ty)  who are not using computing in thei r  
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classes. By 1985, it is expected that 75% of all high school graduates will have 
used computing (1). The impact of these students entering college plus the 
growing emphasis on "computer l i teracy" for college graduates (3) will 
compound the changes occurr ing in curr iculum and computer use. It is, 
therefore, important that those persons charged with support ing educational 
computing be aware of change, and be prepared to deal with the result ing 
demands placed upon them. 

Computing Center Challenges 

The rate of change, the increase in computer use, and advances in computing 
technology, when combined, present a great challenge for a computing center's 
management and staff. We must not only function within a technology- intensive 
discipl ine, but also understand and attempt to meet the needs of a rapidly 
changing user community. Computing centers have been generally successful in 
adapting to technology changes. Data processing journals and conference 
proceedings reveal many innovative and cognit ive approaches to applying 
computing methodologies. Even though the computing profession is relat ively 
young, there are many knowledgeable and capable pract i t ioners.  The technical 
experience and t ra in ing of computing center staff have helped them deal 
successfully with the changes in technology. 

It  is more d i f f icu l t  to judge the degree of success achieved by computing 
centers in attempting to meet changing user needs. In fact, it is nearly 
impossible to define cr i ter ia for determining when an ef fort  has been 
successful. In some cases, the lack of success can be used as a measurement of 
progress. Computing and Higher Education: an Accidental Revolution 
indicated development of educational computing has not been exemplary. (1) It  
states that the successful application of computing technologies has been most 
evident in business, indust ry ,  the professions, and government. The use of 
computing in education has not been as f ru i t fu l  as in other f ields, because its 
application has been largely unplanned. Educators usually recognize the need 
to use computers, but have had d i f f icu l ty  ident i fy ing specific roles for this 
new technology. Individual higher education computing centers may view this 
as undue cr i t ic ism, but as a group must consider this an oppor tun i ty  to 
demonstrate resourcefulness and efficacy in dealing with the challenges in 
higher education. 

Problems of Management 

While the t i t le of this paper addresses user services management, the 
information should be useful for all user services staff,  as well as other groups 
within the computing center. Computing center staff must deal with a var iety 
of responsibi l i t ies, opportuni t ies,  and problems. They are expected to handle 
each situation eff ic ient ly and effect ively. Those in user services, however, 
often wonder if there is a "method to our madness". Are we promoting a 
par t icu lar  strategy or management plan when we help users or are we merely 
reacting to user problems? While it is quite easy to define daily problems, it is 
not easy to objectively determine an overall approach for solving them. This 
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paper does not present specific tools for  day - to -day  act iv i t ies,  rather it 
provides a context within which the user services funct ion can be discharged. 

Selecting a management approach is d i f f i cu l t ,  since there is no single, best 
solution. The search for  an appropr iate s t ra tegy qu ick ly  leads one to realize 
there is a rich assortment of management philosophies, theories, and practices. 
Evaluation of the alternatives is a formidable task. Computing professionals 
are accustomed to funct ioning in a very  descr ipt ive f ield where it is often 
possible to ident i fy  specific results of decisions in areas of hardware and 
software. However, management is a normative endeavor where guidelines and 
models indicate only what should result ,  not what will result .  

It is a management truism that if there is a good foundation for  making 
decisions, then it is l ikely good decisions will result .  This paper suggests a 
foundat ion which may not be " the" answer to all management problems, but it is 
one approach which can help solve some of the problems of managing resources 
wi th in a higher education computing center. 

The Framework Approach 

While it is easy to define the desired outcome of a successful management 
e f for t ,  it is often very  d i f f i cu l t  to describe the exact actions which will 
produce that outcome. One method of approaching a degree of speci f ic i ty  is by 
using a framework, guidel ine, or model. A framework can provide a s t ruc ture  
fo r  th ink ing ,  but it is not a subst i tut ion for  thought  and action. The 
framework described in this paper is based on pr inciples of market ing,  a f ield 
not usually associated with computing centers. 

Marketing Principles 

Many people do not c lear ly understand the meaning of market ing. As a result  
market ing is often viewed as h igh-pressure  sel l ing, ext ravagent  adver t is ing,  
and customer manipulation. It is d i f f i cu l t  to imagine bui ld ing a posit ive 
management framework on such a negative base. 

Actua l ly  marketing encompasses a var ie ty  of act ivi t ies and is a funct ion found 
in almost all organizat ions. Market ing is defined as a process through which a 
business enterpr ise,  inst i tut ion,  or organizat ion: 

1. Selects target  customers or const i tuents,  

2. Assesses the needs of these target  customers, and 

3. Manages its resources to sat isfy those customer needs. 

Market ing has not always held these activi t ies as objectives. Evolution of the 
market ing concept can be characterized by four  d is t inct  stages. 

Sta~e 1_ --  Product Orientat ion: A super ior  product  is the most important 
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element of sat is fy ing consumer needs. If a good product  is produced, 
consumers will want to buy it. This stage is typ i f ied  by the expression "bui ld 
a bet ter  mousetrap, and the world will beat a path to your  door . "  

Stage 2 - -  Selling Orientat ion: Selling the product  is the major concern. 
Increased market competition requires that products be "sold" to potential 
consumers. It is assumed that the seller can inf luence the consumer; the 
product  is sold by the f i rm, not bought by the consumer. Much emphasis is 
placed on salesmanship and the art  of creat ing consumer demand. 

Stage 3 - -  Market ing Concept Orientat ion: The organizat ion f i r s t  identif ies a 
need, then produces a product  to meet that  need. Market ing,  not product ion,  
staff  determine what will be produced. There is a concentrated ef for t  to 
analyze the market, ident i fy  specific consumer demands, and provide products 
to sat isfy those needs. 

Stage 4_ --  Societal Market ing Orientat ion: An organizat ion has a societal 
responsib i l i ty  beyond just  prov id ing products to meet consumer needs. 
Indiv idual  consumers may demand a par t icu lar  product ,  but  the producer has 
an obligation to provide a product  which does not pol lute, create a hazard, or 
harm society in general. 

All organizations do not evolve th rough each stage, some enter at h igher 
stages while others do not change at all. Indiv idual  organizations have been 
successful at all stages, although most modern organizations have found the 
Market ing Concept or ientat ion best addresses today's changing consumer 
needs. Business f irms do not surv ive if they do not adjust to change; the 
same is t rue for  computing centers. 

The most important contr ibut ion of market ing is the phi losophy which 
emphasizes ident i fy ing specific needs before prov id ing a product  or service. 

A Market ing Strategy for Management/Planning 

The market ing concept as a management framework for  computing centers is 
actual ly a strategic planning process consist ing of the fol lowing steps: 

1. Ident i fy  the corpora te /un ivers i ty /co l lege mission. 

2. Determine a general oppor tun i t y  within this mission. 

3. Select a specific market ing objective. 

4. Perform a market analysis. 

5. Develop a market ing mix: the 4 P's. 

6. Prepare an operational plan. 
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7. Implement the plan. 

8. Utilize control and feedback. 

Only the Market Analysis and Market Mix steps will be addressed here since 
steps 1-3 and 6-8 are common to most management strategies. For example, the 
educational, research, and service missions of a higher education inst i tut ion 
provide an oppor tun i ty  for the computing center to provide services but the 
computing center's marketing objective may be to concentrate only on academic 
or administrat ive computing. 

Market Analysis is the systematic s tudy of the market to determine the 
characterist ics and needs of potential customers. The purpose is to ident i fy  
specific target markets so available resources can be focused on meeting the 
needs of these targets.  Another name for this process is market segmentation. 
It is general ly best to select a middle ground approach to market segmentation. 
This is located between market aggregation, where all consumers are treated 
the same, and total market disaggregation, where each consumer is considered 
unique. 

Most computing centers know thei r  targets in general terms, but spend l i t t le 
time categorizing them as to specific needs. Segmentation should result in the 
identif ication of groups of computing users with similar resource, information, 
or service needs. Segments can be categorized by geographic character ist ics,  
such as users at local or remote campuses; by type of service used, such as 
word processing, statistical analysis, or graphics; by quant i ty  of resources 
used, such as the "number crunchers" ,  students in in t roductory  programming 
labs, or inst ructors who use the computer only to score a few exams. Some 
segments may have subcategories, for example, text-processing users may 
consist of subgroups such as professional secretaries and graduate students. 
Each group requires d i f ferent  capabil i t ies, t ra in ing,  and documentation. 

The ultimate goal of market segmentation is to ef f ic ient ly allocate limited 
resources to best sat isfying the needs of identi f ied targets. Defining user 
needs in terms of desired outcomes makes it easier for the computing center to 
provide specific products to meet those needs. Too often, user services staff 
th ink  of thei r  clients only as good or bad users. 

The NDSU Computer Center uses the following market analysis vehicles: 

, The campus Computational Resources Committee and its planning 
subcommittee. This group of facul ty ,  staff,  and student 
representatives advises the Center as to emerging or changing 
computing needs. They have prepared a 6-year plan which is 
updated every two years. 

2. The North Dakota Higher Education Computing Network Users' Council. 
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Representatives from each network campus meet bimonthly and makes 
recommendations to the Center. They recent ly completed a long-range 
plan for  computing in h igher education in North Dakota. 

3. The ACM Peer Review Team. They evaluated services provided by the 
Computer Center and suggested methods to bet ter  meet user needs. 

4. The campus ACM Student Chapter.  They have been quite helpful in 
prov id ing advice about student needs. 

5. Campus surveys.  Surveys are taken regarding t imesharing, 
telecommunications, microcomputers, and suppor t  services. 

6. Computer Usage Stat ist ics. Detailed information is available on 
departmental and l i b ra ry  program use. 

. Equipment Approval .  All requests for  computing equipment are 
coordinated through the Center.  This means users contact the 
Center ear ly in the planning process. 

. Staff Feedback. Since all User Services staff  consult ,  they have 
become one of the best sources of gather ing market information. 
Ident i f ied needs are then discussed within the group.  

The Marketin 9 Mix component of market ing s t ra tegy was developed at the 
Harvard Business School in the 1940's and has been amplified considerably over 
the years. Market ing mix suggests that  a consumer does not buy a physical 
product ,  but  instead buys a bundle of satisfactions of which the physical 
product  is only a part .  The ent i re package consists of the product  and its 
features, information, convenience and attendent services, and price. These 
elements of a consumer's purchase are called the four  P's: Product,  
Promotion, Place, and Price. The 4 P's can help the computing center focus on 
the complete product  sought by consumers. 

Product: People seek products which will provide satisfaction or u t i l i t y  to 
them. These products can be ideas, services, or physical items consist ing of 
both tangible and intangible qual i t ies. The consumer is usual ly not concerned 
with the details of the product ,  but  rather the benefits the product  can 
provide.  

Promotion: Communications is very  important since the consumer must 
understand what u t i l i t y  the product  will provide and how to use the product .  
Promotion may consist of persuasive ef for ts ,  but  it is pr imar i ly  a means of 
prov id ing information about the product .  This is especially t rue fo r  
technological ly complex products.  Communications media include seminars, 
short  courses, newsletters, documentation, annual reports,  and consul t ing.  

Place: The consumer needs to have a method of acquir ing a product .  There 
must be some place to f ind out about a product ,  to purchase it, and to re turn 
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to for  suppor t  help. One of the most important tasks a computing center can 
perform is to serve as a broker  between the consumer and the actual hardware 
or software suppl ier .  The NDSU Computer Center bids general use terminals 
so network users know what is available where at what price. 

Price: All computing services are paid for  pay ei ther d i rec t ly  through charge- 
back systems, or ind i rec t ly  by sharing the organizat ion's overhead budget.  
Al though some colleges do not have formal charging policies, all user services' 
products have a price: staff  time. 

Conclusion 

The quickening pace of change, increasing demands on personnel, and 
t ighten ing f inancial constraints mean that computing centers can no longer 
merely react to cu r ren t  circumstances, but  must anticipate changing user 
needs. Therefore,  it is important that a management framework be available to 
provide direct ion and guidance for  all planning and decision making. 

Market ing provides a good framework because it contains an overall phi losophy 
which stesses both a consumer orientat ion and the ident i f icat ion of specific 
consumer needs. The emphasis on customer satisfaction implies that all 
computing center activi t ies should be focused upon this fundamental objective. 
While this sounds s t ra igh t fo rward ,  some computing centers may not have a 
single objective, instead have subunits each s t r i v ing  for  what it th inks is 
important.  A consumer or ientat ion also keeps the computing center alert  to 
changing needs in the campus marketplace. It is important that we develop a 
"use r - f r i end l y "  atmosphere or service, but it is more important to be "user-  
conscious" so we provide what is needed (2). 

Market ing also provides specific steps for  ca r ry ing  out a s t ra tegy.  Market 
segmentation helps the computing center define specific computing needs and 
whether there is suf f ic ient  demand to warrant  prov id ing services to that  
segment. The 4 P's force consideration of the total product  desired by the 
computing consumer. 

Al though computing centers are often tempted to t r y  being every th ing  to 
everyone, we realize that resource limitations mean we may end up meeting no 
one's needs very  well. Conversely,  if resources are concentrated on only a few 
consumer targets,  then the center is not d ischarging its responsib i l i ty  to 
develop computing as a campus-wide tool for  dealing with change. It is a 
d i f f i cu l t  challenge, but one which must be attempted. Computing centers can 
improve the probab i l i t y  of successful ly meeting this challange by using an 
organized management s t ra tegy bu i l t  upon the concepts and pr inciples of 
market ing.  
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