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Vlerick Leuven Gent Management School is now Vlerick Business 
School. It started the 2012 academic year with a new name and a  
new look to match. A bold logo and a thought-provoking advertising 
campaign are a radical break from the past. But the decision to rebrand 
did not come out of the blue. 

Dean Philippe Haspeslagh explains how it forms an integral part of the 
school’s development strategy to meet today’s challenges

REBRANDING  
AS FUEL FOR 
GROWTH 
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First,	what	are	these	challenges	and	how	
does	a	school	deal	with	them?	In	fact,	the	
challenges	faced	by	business	schools	
mirror	those	faced	by	the	business	world.	

Five	consecutive	years	of	crisis	have	made	
companies,	business	schools	and	individuals	think	
about	what	it	is	they	do	and	why.	In	the	current	
economic	climate	any	investment	has	to	pay	off.	

As	far	as	executive	education	is	concerned,	we	
can	see	companies	demanding	greater	integration	
of	learning	with	the	development	and	
implementation	of	their	business	strategy.	

They	are	looking	for	partners	in	strategy	execution	
and	leadership	development.	Coaching,	mentoring	
and	action	learning	therefore	become	increasingly	
important.	Why	work	only	on	fictitious	business	
cases	when	you	could	learn	just	as	much,	if	not	
more,	examining	real-life	issues	such	as	a	change	
project	or	setting	up	a	new	venture?	

I	believe	our	entrepreneurial	boot	camps	are	great	
examples	of	how	people	learn	while	tackling	real	
strategic	problems.	Incidentally,	in-company	
projects	have	been	part	of	our	programmes	for	
more	than	40	years	now.	

As	the	needs	of	the	business	have	changed,	so	
too	have	those	of	the	individual.	

The	traditional	hierarchical	career	path	is	being	
replaced	by	one	of	serial	specialisation.	People	
are	increasingly	realising	they	must	ensure	they	
are	employable	throughout	their	career	and	are	
taking	their	personal	development	into	their	own	
hands.	This	means	new	requirements	for	open	
programmes,	such	as	financing	schemes	and	
timing	of	the	courses.	

And	as	for	degree	students	I	believe	that	in	today’s	
global	market,	with	rankings	readily	available	on	
the	internet,	reputation	is	a	key	factor.	Most	degree	
students	make	a	once-in-a-lifetime	decision.		
Their	choice	depends	on	the	programme	features,		
how	international	the	faculty	and	fellow	
students	are,	traineeship	and	employment	
opportunities,	expected	graduate	starting	
salary	and	companies	recruiting	at	the	school.

Other	challenges	result	from	advances	in	
technology.	E-learning	has	come	of	age.	For	
business	schools	like	ours,	the	key	to	success	
is	the	smart	integration	of	technology.	We	
increasingly	opt	for	blended	learning	programmes,	
combining	e-learning	and	classroom	teaching	
or	action	learning.	

Partnering	with	specialists,	we’ve	developed	
business	simulations	and	serious	games.	A	
case	in	point	is	the	Belgacom	leadership	game	
(that	has	been	developed	with	the	Belgacom	
Group)	that	seamlessly	integrates	with	daily	
work.	The	impact	of	these	tools	is	huge,	but	
their	development	costs	are	significant.

There	is	another	reason	besides	technology	for	
increasing	operating	costs.	Over	the	years,	the	
number	of	key	business	issues	has	mushroomed.	
A	full-range	business	school	therefore	needs	
critical	mass	and	sufficient	scale.

Most	business	issues	today	require	a	
multidisciplinary	approach.	This	is	where	we	are	at	
an	advantage,	having	established	a	track	record	in	
cross-disciplinary	research.	We	have	been	able	to	
grow	strongly	because	we	have	explored	several	
new	fields.	Also,	today	intimate	sector	knowledge	
is	imperative.	This	is	why	we	have	reshaped	our	
go-to-market	approach	to	leverage	our	expertise	
in	specific	sectors	such	as	financial	services,	retail	
and	consumer	goods,	health	care	and	energy.

Why work only on fictitious  
business cases when you could 
 learn just as much, if not more, 
examining real-life issues  
such as a change project or 
setting up a new venture? 
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Obviously, there is not only the demand 
side of the market to reckon with. 
attracting and retaining talented faculty 
and staff remains a key concern. here, 
business schools are in competition 
with one another as well as with 
universities and companies. 

We need multi-faceted talented 
individuals who know how to combine 
inspired teaching with high-impact 
business-relevant research. We 
therefore invest in our faculty by helping 
them develop and grow to become 
authorities in their field. eventually they 
take on entrepreneurial responsibility in 
the school, and may become “partners” 
in our structure, which has emulated 
professional service firms.

Running a business school today is  
like running a business in a highly 
competitive and fragmented market. We 
compete not only with other business 
schools but also with other education 
providers such as consultants, coaches 
or trainers. We are operating in a 
diverse ecosystem in which we have  
to carve out our own niche and form 
partnerships. successful business 
schools are no longer brokers of 
professors and programmes. they  
are learning consultants or architects. 

I believe our school’s Dna is such that it 
is well armed to respond to challenges. 
then why the rebranding? Because 
reputation and international visibility are 
paramount in a trust-based business. 

even our former students do not realise 
how the school has changed and the 
quality and range of activities we  
now offer. Our ambition is to become 
recognised as a clear leader in the heart 
of europe. therefore, we must create 
stopping power, hence the rebranding 
and a new Brussels campus.

We are one of those national 
champions, with a strong established 
regional presence, that is building  
an international reputation. With  
our company-specific programmes  
and research, we are already active  
in nearly 40 countries. While the  
rankings have helped accelerate  
the internationalisation of our degree 

programmes, they have little impact on 
our open programmes. Other national 
champions face the same challenge. 

that is why we will be exploring 
collaboration in areas where we have 
unique expertise, to bring together our 
respective talent pools and participants. 
Our strategic innovation programme 
with Cambridge Judge Business school 
in Britain, combining modules in Leuven 
and Cambridge, and our long-standing 
mBa FsI (financial services industry) 
are excellent examples.

In addition, we are at a crossroads.  
In the 60 years of the school’s history, 
the biggest change to its structure, 
programmes and identity dates back to 
1998. this concept has served for well 
over a decade. turnover has grown 
from 12m to more than 130m. the 
question is what’s next? 

We do not pursue growth for growth’s 
sake; we seek to answer the 
increasingly complex and exacting 
demands of our clients. We first 
began refocusing our strategy  
and restructuring 
our organisation 
back in 2008. 
Rebranding is the 
final phase of that 
strategic process 
and the start of  
a new chapter.

In the rebranding 
exercise we 
engaged brand 
specialists to 
benchmark  
the school by 
analysing how 
it was perceived 
by its stakeholders 
and, more 
importantly,  
to identify what 
really differentiates it. 

International, openness, vitality and 
pragmatism are our major brand 
drivers. 

to be relevant, we must be international 
and show it. We are on the right track 
but there is room for improvement. 
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Our openness manifests itself in many 
ways. We are open to collaboration  
and easy to collaborate with. We are 
open-minded and as typical europeans 
expose our students to multiple truths, 
informed by our programmes in Russia 
and China. 

as for vitality, anyone visiting the school 
will notice that there is a buzz about the 
campuses. We want to express this 
special energy and sense of belonging 
in our new identity. 

and finally, what also sets us apart  
is our pragmatism. Our approach to 
teaching and research is very much 
centred on practical solutions and 
not just on theory. Our programmes 
have relevance in the real world,  
as they must: 95% of our income is 
derived from satisfying students and 
companies.

For the Vlerick alumni association,the 
school’s rebranding has been an 
opportunity to reassess its own brand 
and align it to that of the school. In 
future, we will both use the same  
logo and house style and will have an 
integrated website. this should further 
enhance the international strategy of 
both the school and the association.  
“no alumni without a school and no 
school without alumni” is the slogan.

We have now better aligned our 
visual identity and communications 
with what we are and what we aspire 
to be. moreover, we have taken the 
rebranding as an opportunity to 
benchmark and review our 
programmes and to draw more 
attention to the relevance of our 

approach to the future demands  
on managers. 

We have modified our degree 
programmes to meet the requirements 
of companies and students even more 
closely, with greater emphasis on 
personal development, action learning 
and elective courses. Our open 
programmes will become more 
modular and international. 

and for our historic Flemish market, 
we’re offering new programmes in 
family owned business and 
management buy-ins. these changes 
are part of an ongoing improvement 
effort. We are building on our traditions 
and strengths and we will continue to 
reinforce the unique things we have to 
offer. 

One thing, however, remains the same 
regardless of the rebranding. Our  
name change was only logical, given  
our international campuses and joint 
ventures. But let there be no mistake: 
despite our new name, we are and 
remain the business school of the 
universities of Ghent and Leuven. It is 
not what is in the name that counts, it is 
the collaboration. and we will continue 
to work together with the same zeal.

effectiveness, ROI and reputation are 
more important than ever. Business 
schools have to step up their game  
to remain relevant. We all feel the 
pressure to be more business oriented 
and client focused. the economic 
context has encouraged us to focus  
our strategy and to be even closer to  
our clients than we have been before. 

These changes are  
part of an ongoing 
improvement effort.  
We are building on  
our traditions and 
strengths and we will 
continue to reinforce 
the unique things  
we have to offer




