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By Professor S.S. Vasan FCMI 

In the US there are many business schools, and there is Harvard. In the UK, there are many business 

schools, and there is Henley. Both pioneered management education and have a formidable alumni 

network to enable lifelong learning and support. 

But there is a crucial difference. Harvard pioneered case-based learning while Henley invented the 

syndicate method. Each is used widely around the world, increasingly in combination, but is a distinct 

approach towards learning. My York colleague Dr Arun Kumar has written an excellent comparative 

analysis here, and there are also other resources in the endnote* for those interested.  

Harvard’s case-based learning prescribes solutions arrived through classroom lectures, background 

data, scholarly articles, and interjections by eager students wanting to make a point (or five!) to get 

noticed. In a typical Harvard class, ninety students are each placed in the role of the decision maker, 

so they do 85 per cent of the talking as the case study unfolds.  

This is all good but when was the last time you faced this situation in real life? Senior leaders of large 

organisations often go on an annual away day, where they may face this atmosphere, vying to 

impress their peers and the CEO. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo: Syndicate ‘TiTTam’ (Tamil for Project) goofing around at Henley, April 2008. Missing from the 

photo are Prem and Chookz, probably because one of them has wandered towards the river and the 

other’s behind the camera. The syndicate used to meet at Henley and in members’ homes (one of them in 

Denmark!). 

 

https://www.york.ac.uk/healthsciences/our-staff/honoraryemeritus/seshadri-vasan/
https://www.york.ac.uk/management/staff/akumar
https://pure.york.ac.uk/portal/services/downloadRegister/55588288/E_S_Paper_AK.pdf
http://www.hbs.edu/mba/academic-experience/Pages/the-hbs-case-method.aspx
http://wozwrites.blogspot.com/2009/08/hbs-home-of-business-stars.html?m=0


I favour the syndicate method as I am admittedly biased towards Henley, but mainly because I 

encounter it more often and find it very productive. Take the COVID-19 crisis for example. We have 

daily teleconferences which are effectively syndicate discussions. My employer is the Australia’s 

science agency, so I can pull colleagues from CSIRO Business & Infrastructure Services, Centre for 

Disease Preparedness, Data61, Land & Water, and across own business unit (Health & Biosecurity). I 

experienced the same working previously for Public Health England and the National Incident 

Coordination Centre during the Ebola crisis. 

There are typically 6-10 colleagues, drawing on each other’s complementary expertise, experience 

and skills, reflecting on our own, and working together to arrive at a consensus solution to the 

‘wicked’ problem ahead of us. Almost always there is no ‘correct answer’, no precedent, to tackling 

the complex issues we face. The more we learn together, the better we get, not just in problem 

solving but also understanding each other. 

When it doesn’t work, a common reason is a huge imbalance in the Belbin Team Inventory (another 

Henley legacy). Too many ‘plants’ and ‘resource investigators’, no ‘implementer’, that sort of thing. 

Personally, this insight helps me to appreciate the importance of various roles, accept the ‘cons’ that 

come with each role, and rope in people who could fulfil the roles we obviously lack. For instance, the 

data we produce cannot be quality controlled if nobody plays ‘monitor evaluator’ or ‘completer 

finisher’. You get the idea. 

There is nothing original about my invited blog comparing the two methods. As early as 1952, another 

Henley man named Henry James Bosanquet Taylor had researched the case method against 

syndicates and found the latter to be ‘much more suitable’ says Kumar.  

However, I do predict that syndicates and Belbin will gain a renewed interest as people start to 

reimagine the post-pandemic organisation. And I don’t just mean homeworking and 

teleconferencing, albeit these are important factors, therefore syndicates and Belbin need to be re-

examined and adapted to suit this ‘new normal’ and help address who we are, how we operate and 

grow. 

    

*Epilogue  

Those interested in the history of Henley and syndicate learning, will enjoy reading the 2006 book by 

David Rundle (Henley – The unfinished management education revolution) or the 2015 book by Dan 

Remenyi (Henley Management College – A world class pioneer in management education). These works 

also cover the seminal contributions of Lyndell Urwick (the Oxford scholar who could have been the 

first principal), Sir Noel Frederick Hall (another Oxford scholar who designed the curriculum as the 

first principal) and Thomas Kempner (the third and longest serving principal who pioneered distance 

learning) to management education in Britain and globally. 

https://blog.csiro.au/covid19-vaccine-trials/
http://www.belbin.com/resources/blogs/belbin-team-roles-in-a-crisis/
http://www.belbin.com/about/history
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/reimagining-the-post-pandemic-organization
https://www.managers-net.com/Biography/biograph7.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noel_Frederick_Hall
https://www.henley.ac.uk/news/2016/in-memoriam-professor-thomas-kempner

