CASE STUDY

MBA students collaborate on parks pI'OJ ect

While the government workplace is different from the private sector, the same tools and decision-making
framework can work in both environments.
Joe Walsh, Knoxville’s Parks and Recreation Division Director

The University of Tennessee
College of Business Administration
full-time MBA program collabo-
rates annually with local not-for-
profit organizations and Tech 2020
startup companies so that MBA
students can apply their business
knowledge to challenges faced by
entrepreneurs. The project is part
of the MBA’s Innovation and En-
trepreneurship curriculum. Stu-
dents “walk in the footsteps” of
these organizations to develop
leadership skills from the applica-
tion of knowledge obtained in the
classroom. The business school has
two compelling interests— an edu-
cational experience for MBA stu-
dents and outreach to the commu-
nity.

Six students collaborated for
six weeks with the city of
Knoxville’s Parks and Recreation
Division earlier this year. The or-
ganization strives to provide
clean, safe and secure facilities at
an affordable cost for residents
and guests to spend leisure time.

MBA students: Tyler Gustafson,

Samantha Kilgore, Adam

Maruskin, Edwin Merrigan, Chris

Miller (project manager) and

Russell Smith, led by faculty di-

rector Glenn Swift.

Client partners:

CITY OF KNOXVILLE Joe Walsh, the
PARKS AND division’s deputy
RECREATION DIVISION  irector and

) arold Denton,
Adt_lre_ss: City Cour_1ty manager.
Building, 400 Malp St, Opportunity: To
Room 303, Knoxville, TN ynderstand and
37902 recommend best
Facilities: 24 freestanding  practices so that
community/recreation Knoxville’s resi-
centers dents and visi-
Leadership: Mayor Bill tors have the op-
Haslam; Joe Walsh, portunity to en-
deputy director joy a quality ex-

. perience at city-
Employees: 30 owned recre-
Phone: 865-215-2091 ational facilities.
Web site: Approach: The
www.cityofknoxville.org ~ team devoted

450 hours to a
proven, prob-

lem-solving framework of en-
gagement: baseline development,
research, benchmarking best
practices, conclusions, recom-
mendations and predictable out-
comes. The students conducted
extensive research examining
current operations; interviewing
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aerobics class at the South Knoxville Community Center.

staff and residents; observing fa-
cilities’ use; and benchmarking
three other similarly situated
cities — Lexington, Ky.; Asheville,
N.C,; and Chattanooga — to en-
sure that recreational facilities are
well-utilized.

“The short-term nature of this
consulting engagement forced
my teammates and I to evaluate
the essence of ‘value-creation’
and to rely on trust and personal
strengths to accomplish our
goals,” Kilgore said. “Ultimately,
participation would be the prime
measure of success.”

Key findings: The city parks and
recreation staff is passionate
about its mission and has plenty
of ideas to increase usage. The
city’s facilities are clean and safe.

However, limited resources
challenge the staff’s ability to ef-
fectively share information about
offerings throughout the commu-
nity and residents are not well in-
formed of the available recre-
ational opportunities. The inter-
nal decision-making process is
somewhat informal. And other
cities consistently charge more
for their programs.

‘Walsh said, “The six MBA stu-
dents working with Knoxville
Parks and Recreation did an ex-

ceptional job in quickly identify-
ing a specific course of action
that we all agreed should be tak-
en and then moving forward on
addressing the issues.”

Results: Based upon analysis of
data gathered and validated, the
students made 10 recommenda-
tions.

Suggestions to implement over
the short-term or immediately in-
clude:

M Construct ways for employ-
ees to share ideas, what they’ve
learned and concerns. For exam-
ple, add Internet access to each
facility and produce a seasonal
newsletter.

M Develop an integrated com-
munications plan for marketing
the facilities.

B Implement a “pre-event as-
sessment scorecard” to best allo-
cate resources and choose pro-
grams to be offered.

B Implement a post-evaluation
process to determine program
use and user satisfaction.

Medium-term (six to 12
months) recommendations:

Bl Implement partnership pro-
gramming to help communicate
offerings with the community;,
such as with newspapers and
public radio, through media
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Mike Glover, left, an instructor for the city of Knoxville’s Parks and Recreation Division, leads participants in a water

sponsorships, etc.

H Develop a fee structure for
various events that would enable
better offerings.

M Provide each center with In-
ternet access, e-mail and a staff
computer.

M Evaluate existing facilities for
long-term growth.

Over the long-term, the sug-
gestions included:

M Consider facility consolida-
tion; renovation.

M Bring more technology to
the communities through com-
puter labs, workout equipment,
etc.

Lessons learned: While the gov-
ernment workplace is different
from the private sector, the same
tools and decision-making frame-
work can work in both environ-
ments. The students discovered
that score-carding and metrics
are difficult when dealing with
intangible results such as social
benefit, and that proper data col-
lection produces much more
than research but also fresh ideas
and perspective.

|
For more information on becoming a
client company, please contact Glenn
Swift at gswift@utk.edu or 865-974-
2661.
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