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CROSS-FUNCTIONAL BUSINESS EDUCATION:
A CASE OF REENGINEERING

Timothy W. Aurand, Northern Illinois University
Carol W. DeMoranville, Northern Illinois University
Geoffrey L. Gordon, Northern Illinois University

ABSTRACT

Pressures from firms who need employees with integrative thinking skills have caused many schools to consider
offering cross-functional programs as a required part of the business curriculum. This paper posits that cross-
functional education is actually a form of reengineering. Using the reengineering model as a framework when
designing the cross-functional program can facilitate the process and make program success more likely.

INTRODUCTION

Well-documented corporate demands for
cross-functionally competent employees have
instigated a wide variety of efforts by the educational
community to integrate business curricula. Many
colleges and universities find it a struggle to
functionally integrate business programs that have
been historically delivered by well-defined, and often
well-siloed, disciplines. This paper suggests that
using the model of reengineering may help these
institutions successfully implement cross-functional
programs.

Today’s highly competitive markets and
demand for accelerated business decisions have
prompted many organizations to become more Cross-
functional as a means of surviving and excelling. For
example, Boeing, Coca-Cola, DuPont, Ford, Hewlett
Packard, Federal Mogul, Siemens, and Xerox all
make extensive use of cross-functional teams. The
nature of cross-functional tcams can vary from being
broadly diverse to finely focussed. Some, for
example, can be composed of members from varied
departments and even external suppliers. Others may
just have members from marketing and finance
collaborating with salespeople and customets.
Regardless of the membership diversity, cross-
functional teams can bring substantial benefits when
the process is done cortectly.

In spite of the potential advantages of cross-
functional teams, some companies may not realize
the optimal benefits of cross-functional efforts. This
is often the function of two primary factors. First,
most  organizations have historically been
“functionally siloed” and have few individuals with
any experience with cross-functional teams (Gerwin

1999). Second, individuals on cross-functional teams
still tend to affiliate more with their own parts of the
organization (e.g., R&D, marketing, engineering,
finance, sales, operations, etc.) than with the tcam
and its goals (Hennessey 1999). However,
unsuccessful cross-functional teams are usually
doomed not by self-interests, but by a lack of cross-
functional experience, decision making, and problem
solving on the part of the individual team members,
As a result, companies have a strong need for
employees equipped with the necessary knowledge
and skills to thrive in a cross-functional environment.

CROSS-FUNCTIONAL PROGRAMS IN
HIGHER EDUCATION

In response to businesses’ needs for cross-
functionally trained employees, a number of schools
have begun integrating cross-functional courses and
exercises into their curriculums. Most efforts have
been done at the MBA level (e.g., The University of
Tennessee, Indiana University’s Kelley School of
Business, University of Dayton, University of
Oklahoma, Boston University, Babson College,
University of Denver, University of Pennsylvania).
Some universities (including Bentley College, Lehigh
University, and the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology’s Sloan School of Management) are even
looking outside the business discipline for cross-
functionality and devising programs to make
technologists more knowledgeable in business and
business types more knowledgeable about
technology.

There are fewer cross-functional educational
opportunities at the undergraduate level. In a recent
polling of AACSB accredited undergraduate business
programs, fewer than five percent had a
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comprehensive program that formally addressed the
need for cross-functional integration of business
principles. However, business’ continuing call for
cross-functionally trained employees may spur
increased interest in and work on the development of
undergraduate cross-functional programs.

CROSS-FUNCTIONAL EDUCATION AND
REENGINEERING

The schools that have instituted cross-
functional programs at either the graduate or
undergraduate  level report mixed success
(Michaelsen 1999; Mullins and Fukami 1996; Silver
and McGowan 1996; Watkins 1996). Frequently
noted obstacles include issues of leadership,
fundamental strategic issucs, administrative issues,
and faculty issues, such as team teaching. Currently,
there is no model for developing successful cross-
functional programs. However, the similarities
between cross-functional business education and
reengineering suggest that cross-functional programs
are actually a form of reengineering and, therefore,
using a reengineering model when designing those
programs may improve their chances of success.

Reengineering, as defined by Hammer and
Champy (1993, p. 32) is, “The fundamental
rethinking and radical design of business processes to
achieve dramatic improvement in critical,
contemporary measure of performance such as cost,
quality, service, and speed.” Corporate reengineering
efforts, however, have met with mixed success.
Aurand and DeMoranville (2000) review numerous
reports of reenginecering attempts and suggest that
one reason for the failure of many reengineering
efforts to meet expectations for dramatic
improvement may be because of a lack of adherence
to the original reengineering model. Their study
identified the five foundational factors of
reengineering either directly or implicitly developed
by Hammer and Champy (1993). As Figure 1 shows,
all five concepts (the marketing concept, top
management involvement, asking of fundamental
questions, radical change, and nine recurring themes
of reengineering) were significant causal factors of
dramatic improvements of business indicators. If
cross-functional programs in the academic world are
similar to reengineering in the corporate world, then
applying the reengineering mode!l may be
appropriate. The five concepts of Hammer and
Champy’s reengineering model are each described
below and compared to the characteristics of cross-
functional education programs. A summary of these
similarities is shown in Table 1.

The Marketing Concept

The marketing concept is the foundation of
the theory of marketing and provides the philosophy
for both the methodology and organizational
structure of marketing (Kaldor 1971). Prior research
by Aurand, Schoenbachler, and Schroeder (1999) has
decisively  established the  foundation of
reengineering from a marketing concept perspective.
It is best defined by Bell and Emory (1971) who
summarized the work of several marketing authors by
addressing it in three parts:

Integrated Effort - Ultimately the entire firm
must be in tune with the market by
emphasizing the integration of the marketing
function will all other functional
departments.

Customer Orientation - A thorough
understanding of the customers' needs,
wants, and behavior should be the focal
point of all marketing action. It implies the
development of products and services to
meet those needs.

Profit Direction - The marketing concept is
intended to make money for the company by
focusing attention on profit rather than sales
volume,

The integrated effort element of the
marketing concept could possibly best illustrate the
need to functionally integrate a collegiate business
curriculum. Just as an entire firm must be aware of
market needs and be coordinated in their efforts to
satisfy these needs, a business student must be aware
of the cross-functional relationships among different
business disciplines. Students must understand that
business decisions cannot be made in a silo, and that
virtually every business decision impacts other
functional areas.

Also like reengineering, cross-functional
education efforis are driven by the consumer, in
particular the business community. In order to
address the needs of their "customers”, universities
are dramatically changing their curricula to better
prepare students for a functionally integrated working
environment. Students, too, readily acknowledge the
benefits of integrating functional areas into one
course (Michaelsen 1999; Mullins and Fukami 1996).
They recognize that businesses operate cross-
functionally and appreciate the opportunity to see the
integration in their coursework (Hoyt, Olson, and
Straza 2000).
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If profit is thought of solely in terms of
financial indicators, cross-functional educational
programs obviously differ from corporate

reengineering. However, while firms in the private
sector may be focused on long-term profitability, or
as Hammer and Champy (1993, p. 32) putit"...

TABLE 1

Comparison of Reengineering Model to Cross-Functional Education

Reengineering Concept

Cross-Functional Consideration

Marketing Concept
Integrated Effort Functionally integrating a curriculum requires an integrated
effort among both faculty and administrative personnel
Customer Orientation Institutions are involved in cross-functional education due to
the demands of the business community.
Profit Direction Profit, measured not as Hammer and Champy (1993) do, but,

but as a college/university does, with market driven, high
quality, innovative, educational programs.

Top Management Involvement

Without top administrative commitment and involvement,
cross-functional curricula efforts are unlikely to succeed.

Fundamental Question

Why do we do what we do? And
Why do we do it the way we do it?

Colleges/Universities must ask why they teach courses in a
relatively strict, disciplinary manner. Then, educators must
ask, is there a need for a new educational paradigm?

Radical Change

A cross-functional curriculum is certainly dramatically
different from most existing educational efforts.

Recurring Themes

Several Jobs are Combined into One

The very nature of a cross-functional course is the combination
of material, and in essence, the combination of teaching
assignments.

Workers Make Decisions

Role of the coordinator is to foster thinking of team, but there
continues 10 be individual efforts of faculty while teaching.

Checks and Controls are Reduced

Instead of having evaluation instruments for each functional
area, a single instrument can be developed covering all
disciplines at one time.

Hybrid Centralized/Decentralized
Operations are Prevalent

“Processes have Multiple Versions

A cross-functional class is both centralized, with the
administrators and the coordinator making many decisions
individually. But each contributing faculty member must also
be willing to contribute significantly when called upon to
address his/her functional material, and functionally integrated
material.

Cross-functional programs are being developed and
implemented in a variety of schools, with a variety of
disciplines, and in a variety of formats.

Work is Performed Where it Makes
The Most Sense

In a cross-functional program, material is covered where it
makes the most sense to do so, and in conjunction with other
material from other disciplines.

A Case Manager Provides a Single
Point of Contact

The Steps in the Process are
Performed in a Natural Order

Role of the coordinator is key in a cross-functional program.
The coordinator must foster free thought, yet must move
program along in a positive direction.

Cross-functional programs should attempt force students to
think as they would in a business setting. Rarely is a single
discipline addressed without consideration of the impact upon
other disciplines. Functional boundaries are climinated, and

work is performed "naturally".
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Radical Change

FIGURE 1

Reengineering Model
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contemporary measures of performance such as cost,
quality, service, and speed", the academic community
may be more concerned with producing profitable
employees capable of positively impacting the bottom
line of the firm that hires them. Furthermore, Aurand
and DeMoranville (2000) show that business
indicators for reengineering consist of both objective
(financial) and subjective (e.g., market share,
customer satisfaction) factors.

Top Management Involvement

The second clement of the basic
reenginecting model involves not only basic support
for the concept by top management, but detailed
involvement as well. A strong commitment from top
management can easily mean the difference between
success and failure of a reengineered project (Freiser
1992; Hall, Rosenthal, and Wade 1993). Hammer

and Stanton (1995) state that it is the unalterable
axiom of reengineering that it only succeeds when
driven from the topmost levels of an organization,

Because a cross-functional curricutum
transcends conventional departmental "silos", strong
leadership by top administrators is a must if
cooperation is to be achieved on an interdepartmental
level. Clear strategic goals for the program must be
established, and efforts to gain commitments from all
stakeholders including the business community,
faculty, and students, should be considered as part of
the responsibilities of top academic administrators.
Without a strong commitment from the upper echelon
of the academic organization, cross-functional team
members will be severcly hindered in their attempts
to provide an integrated curriculum.
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Fundamental Questions

Involvement in reenginecering must focus on
two fundamental questions: 1) Why do we do what
we do? and 2) Why do we do it the way we do it?
(Hammer and Champy 1993). These two questions
force management to look at the tacit rules and
assumptions that underlie the way they conduct their
business. It is assumed that only by discarding
traditional assumptions about business processes can
one reinvent the way business is conducted and
identify dramatic improvements.

Academic administrators must also ask
fundamental questions prior to embarking upon a
cross-functional integration journey. Why do
business departments teach in "functional silos" when
corporate customers desire integrated thinking?
Why do business schools confer degrees in functional
areas, etc. if the business community often desires
graduates who think from a truly multi-functional
standpoint? Why are individual professors
responsible for the planning and delivering of course
material when business professionals are demanding
teamwork skills of their employees? Is the academic
community lagging behind the business world with
regards to the modification organizational design that
better meets the needs of the customer? And, why
might a particular institution be reluctant to radically
change a curriculum in light of ever changing market
demands?

Radical Change

A key element within the very definition of
reengineering is radical change. The concept is not
about tinkering with what already exists or making
incremental changes that leave basic structures in
tact. Reengineering requires revolutionary change,
not evolutionary change (Hammer and Champy
1993).

For most institutions of higher education, a
cross-functional program curriculum represents a
radical change from the conventional approaches to
business education. Administrators, faculty, and
students alike will quickly recognize the significant
changes surrounding the development and
implementation of a functionally integrated course.
Fundamental changes surrounding faculty workloads,
teaching materials, faculty evaluations, the writing
and grading of exams, program assessment,
budgeting, etc. will become quickly apparent to those
attempting a functionally integrated curriculum for
the first time. Faculty will be placed in an
environment where teamwork skills will be

prioritized, but academic freedom limited, may find a
cross-functional assignment to be a significant
change from how they were taught in the past.

Recurring Themes

Hammer and Champy (1993) identify nine
commonalities that are frequently encountered in
reengineered business processes. They recognize
striking similarities among various reengineered
processes that transcend industry type. Each of these
nine "recurring themes" can also be found in a cross-
functional curricula with a great deal of regularity.

Several jobs are comhined into one

Combining several jobs into one is a
common goal of a well-designed, functionally
integrated course. Students should readily see that
his/her teacher is comfortable with the presentation of
material from several functional areas, and that the
business practitioner must be equally comfortable in
addressing issues that go beyond functional
boundaries.

Workers make decisions

A key skill of the coordinator of a team-
taught class is to be able to "say no" to his/her peers
on the team while at the same time create an
environment that allows people to do what they do
best (Watkins 1996). But not only must the
coordinator be a decision maker, so must all of those
involved in the teaching and administration of the
class. Team members must regularly decide which
arcas to integrate on a team-taught and/or
individualized basis. Fellow team member opinions,
program goals and objectives, and a host of other
curricula concerns must be considered when making
such decisions in order to insure program continuity.

Checks and controls are reduced

Reengineered processes reduce checks and
controls; a well-organized cross-functional program
may offer similar advantages. Take, for example, a
course in which marketing, management, finance,
and operations principles are combined into one
integrated course. Instead of four unique sets of
course exams and evaluation instruments, only one is
required that addresses material from each discipline.
By combining courses a business school can take
advantage of efficiencies inherent in only cross-
functional courses, including the reduction of checks
and controls.
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