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Developing the High Performance Organization:  Impediments To Change and Innovation in Colleges and Universities

For at least a decade there has been a great deal of discussion about the need for postsecondary institutions in general, and faculty in particular, to change.  External constituencies such as state legislators, editorial pundits, parents, and prospective students have called for faculty to be more responsive to the needs of society and the clients they serve (Chaffee, 1998).  The rapid rise of for-profit institutions and distance learning technologies has also created increased competition in the “academic marketplace,” which suggests that the manner in which faculty conduct their work may need to change.  When a college or university’s competition conducts teaching and learning in similar ways, then there is little incentive to change.  However, when alternative providers reach out to traditional and new constituencies and offer their services at times and locales that are more convenient, and in more convenient formats, then the expectation is that an institution’s faculty will rethink how they deliver their services.


Internal to the organization, the entry of new faculty always creates a climate for change.  New organizational members inevitably question the way the organization conducts its business, and the new faculty seek ways to improve and reform traditional processes.  Frequently, deans and provosts, perhaps because they usually deal with external constituencies more than faculty, have also questioned whether there might be a better way to organize the work of the faculty.  

In particular, two concerns have surfaced.  First, the apparent absence of significant change has brought the criticism that colleges and universities are not as effective as they could be.  Second, the lack of clarity about what faculty should be doing has created a great deal of confusion.  Some will say that faculty should be more involved in schools and community agencies, and others will argue that faculty should focus on research; some will suggest that faculty should do applied research, and others will say that a faculty’s efforts should be on teaching.


My purpose here is to focus on the dynamics of organizational change.  The assumption that drives this chapter is that those of us who work in postsecondary institutions need to rethink the structures that frame our work and reconsider the organizational cultures that define our lives; we cannot meet the increased demands of the 21st century without these efforts.  As James Duderstadt has nicely summarized: “We face a future in which permanence and stability become less important than flexibility and creativity, in which one of the few certainties will be the presence of continual change” (2000, p. 35).  For the purposes of this chapter, I am agnostic about what those changes should be.  The specifics of what an institution should do or how particular academic tasks might be reconceptualized are best left for individual faculties and administrations to decide.  

However, in research I have conducted on 15 four-year campuses over the last three years, I have increasingly found that more often than not administrators and faculties stumble over the processes of reform.  I have interviewed over two hundred faculty, deans, and senior administrators about the problems they feel they are confronting.  More often than not, the problems are not so much about “what” to do, but “how” to do it.  I have seen more failures of reform efforts than successes.  To be sure, some ideas should fail -- not every innovation is an improvement.  And yet, one bemoans the time and energy an organization’s participants put into a change effort if nothing ever changes.  The failure to reform frequently leads to a sense of stasis and cynicism precisely at a time when faculties should be thinking about ways to enact improvements and innovations.  

Accordingly, in what follows I first raise five issues that are obstacles for innovation and reform.  I observed these problems in one way or another on virtually every campus I visited.  I then offer five suggestions about how one might create the dynamics for effecting change.  I observed these strategies for change on campuses that were successful in their reform efforts, but not on those that failed to reform.  

 
Caveat emptor!  I am neither discussing leadership qualities in a specific office nor those human resource issues needed to enact reform.  Successful innovations demand particular qualities of leadership and a wealth of other human relations-based strategies.  However, if an organization’s culture stymies change, then any amount of good will or ideas will most likely fail.  Hence, I employ a cultural framework in which I assume that concerted, organized action is possible, and that an attention to cultural processes and structures helps increase organizational effectiveness.  Previous organizational models of higher education such as Cohen and March’s idea of an “organized anarchy” (1974) have argued that orchestrated change is impossible.  In what follows, I disagree.  I suggest that the way to increase organizational effectiveness is through an attention to the structural and cultural processes that circumscribe organizational action.

Roadblocks to reform


1.  Lack of agreement There are three primary areas where a lack of agreement causes an innovation to stall.  The first is that individuals often do not agree on the problem that is to be solved.  The comment that “we need to reform the reward structure for faculty,” for example, might elicit broad agreement in a committee.  One individual, however, might assume that the reform pertains to increasing faculty salaries, a second believes that a post-tenure review system needs to be created, and a third wants to place an emphasis on teaching rather than research.  The assumption that individuals agree about the nature of a problem without full discussion leads to a decision-making process with skewed perspectives.


The different premises with which individuals begin problem solving naturally leads to a second point of disagreement.  Individuals will have different assumptions about the kind of information that is needed to reach a decision.  The individuals who hope to raise faculty salaries may seek information from other institutions that demonstrates how low salaries are at their own institution.  The post-tenure review advocate will seek models that are being utilized elsewhere and try to prove that some tenured faculty are not adequately reviewed.  The teaching reformer might call upon Ernest Boyer’s ideas about the scholarship of teaching (1990).  The reformer will then seek to convince others that the institution is tilted toward research and away from teaching, and that such a bias is wrong.


The third area of disagreement is often the most crucial one, and it pertains to who makes the decision about a particular issue.  Individuals operate with quite different expectations.  The faculty, for example, may assume that when they make a decision about how a problem should be solved, their decision will be honored.  However, a dean may have an entirely different idea and assume that the faculties’ role is entirely advisory.  Faculty members in an Academic Senate may think of themselves as a legislative body, but the provost may see the Senate as a group that merely conveys information to the rest of the faculty. One individual may consult with numerous others about a particular innovation that he wants to implement, but may ultimately face a roadblock when another group raises objections because it has not been consulted.  


Each problem, as an abstraction, does not necessarily doom an innovation.  Ultimately, one perception about an issue may be more successful than another.  Some pieces of information that are gathered will be less compelling than others.  The actors who make a decision may evoke controversy, but nevertheless a decision may still be reached.  However, the lack of agreement about the nature of the problem, the information that needs to be collected, and who makes decisions are only the initial dilemmas that innovators face, and this initial stumbling block makes implementation harder, not easier.


2.  Unclear timeframes and structures Individuals often act with very different timeframes.  Frequently, faculty assume they have time to work on a problem without regard to a specific schedule.  Administrators often have the opposite assumption and grow irritated that a problem remains unsolved after an academic year’s worth of meetings.  The problem is particularly vexing if decision-making extends beyond an academic year.  Typically, very little faculty administrative work is done in the summer, and when a new academic year begins there are invariably new committee members who are unaware of the kind of discussions that took place the year before.  Consequently, the first issue begins again: new members have new assumptions about the problem and what kind of information ought to be collected.  The result is that new faculty members feel hurried, and administrators perceive unnecessary delays in the implementation of an idea they may have already worked on for over a year.


Further, the stages, or points in the decision-making process where decisions are made are often unclear.  However slow and cumbersome decision-making may be in the United States Congress, for example, one has a sense of how the process works and when issues will be debated and decisions made.  Colleges and universities often work with very different decision-making processes from that of formalized decision-making bodies.  In addition, the path to reaching a decision frequently differs from issue to issue.  In large part the lack of a regular decision-making process is due to the “loosely coupled” (Weick, 1976) nature of academic organizations and relates to the earlier point about who makes decisions. The idea of shared governance assumes that different individuals participate in structures that lead to jointly agreed-upon decisions.  However, in a loosely coupled organization where there is no clear or systematic decision-making process, the possibility for misunderstanding is significant.

The best example of decision-making in a tightly coupled organization is a military unit in which a strict chain of command makes clear the question of who is to follow which orders.  Academic organizations are the opposite.  No one is ever quite sure which constituencies need to be involved in decisional processes or how decisions are finally made. These processes also change from institution-to-institution, year-to-year, and decision-to-decision.  Given the abstruse context for decision-making, faculty frequently remove themselves from the process because they feel that discussion about a particular topic is a waste of time.  In turn, administrators decide to act without involving a particular faculty group, which then causes faculty to complain that they were not consulted.  The implementation of the innovation grinds to a halt.

3.  Lack of evaluative criteria Committees and Task Forces are often formed 

in response to a particular issue, but there is frequently very little discussion about how to evaluate a proposed experiment or innovation.  For example, individuals might suggest that general education ought to be overhauled and made more rigorous, but evaluation of these suggestions often is not addressed.  Subsequent evaluations about when to address the proposed recommendations and goals are also avoided.  Indeed, the processes of decision-making and implementation are so burdensome that trying to get the innovation in place overtakes any sense of whether the suggestions resolved the initial problem or provided the best possible solution.  Instead, individuals have opted not for the optimal choice, but rather one that satisfies the needs of broad criteria and/or constituencies.


In arguing that a committee has opted for a satisfactory choice rather than an optimal one, some might assume that I am contradicting the work of Birnbaum (1988) and others (Simon, 1957; March and Simon, 1958) who argue that to “satisfice” is acceptable (Birnbaum, 1988, p. 58).  However, I am actually extending their argument by suggesting that at certain points one must determine when an optimal decision is necessary, and at other times a satisfactory decision is sufficient.  To be sure, one cannot always make optimal decisions; far too often the organization chooses the path of least resistance and agrees to a decision that is bereft of creativity.

Further, the danger of unclear evaluative measures is twofold.  Obviously, the proposed innovation may actually be detrimental or mediocre, so that the problem has not been solved and must be reconsidered at some point in the future.  Rather than solve a problem, the institution’s participants have merely spent a great deal of time in discussions that have not demonstrably improved the work of the faculty.  Second, as individuals realize that the change did not help anyone, they become cynical about participating in subsequent reform efforts.   The result is that the question that was to be answered remains an unsolved riddle, and enthusiasm for solving other conundrums is dampened.

[ Table One About Here]

4.  Inability to articulate changes to the rest of campus An additional problem that often occurs when an innovation is proposed is that the rest of the campus is unaware that either a particular problem exists or that any significant changes are being considered.  The change process is a delicate undertaking in which a group ought neither operate as a secret cabal, nor as if every idea that is expressed in a committee needs to be shared with the entire community.  The norm is that a committee becomes enmeshed in the issues under review and the rest of the academic community – especially the faculty – has no knowledge of either the problems or proposed solutions.  In large part because of the delicate nature of shared governance in a loosely coupled system, the lack of awareness by the rest of the organization has an excellent possibility of dooming an innovation.

Colleges and universities have, then, linked problems that frequently lead to failed reform efforts.  A group of individuals begin a reform process with unclear goals, different informational needs, and misunderstandings about who is involved in the decision.  The timeframe and the decision-making structures about whether to continue or stop the decision are unclear and contradictory, further confusing the effort.  The undertaking is often so time-consuming that evaluative questions such as how to determine if the project is a success are left unanswered.  And finally, all of the work takes place by only a handful of individuals so that when the results are finally communicated to the rest of the campus, the issues are put back on the drawing board or simply shelved.

5.  Cultural exhaustion and the rigidification of the system If what I have outlined only occurred once in a generation, individuals might point to it as a failed experiment or a frustrating moment in the history of the organization.  The scenario, however, is one that continually repeats itself.  The repetition has consequences beyond merely a sense of isolated reform efforts.  Instead, those who have worked at creating a particular change are less willing to put in time when another effort is suggested.  “Why bother” becomes the refrain.  

The result is that the system freezes.  Although individuals may be unhappy with the status quo, they realize that their work toward changing a component of the organization will only result in frustration and failed attempts.  Individuals withdraw to their particular units and focus on more microscopic changes such as improving their teaching or perhaps working more collaboratively within their department.  Collaborative work at the organizational level, however, is eschewed because of a history of previous failures.  This static organizational culture is particularly worrisome at a time when external pressures expect change.

A cultural framework for reform


Although the identification of problems might be helpful, merely understanding what causes organizational stasis does little to resolve matters.  Instead, an organization’s participants need a sense of how to overcome barriers to reform.  In what follows I offer five strategies for enabling change to occur that I observed at the institutions I visited.  Again, the solutions proffered here are not to be thought of as mechanistic solutions to structural dilemmas.  Organizational life is not an equation in search of a proof.  Instead, decision-makers need to think about the dynamics of an institution and how particular responses might be developed that enable action within the organization’s culture. 


1.  Create philosophical agreement Perhaps nothing is met with more cynicism by a faculty than the call to settle on basic principles before a discussion about a particular topic begins.  Debates about vision statements, institutional missions, strategic plans, and the goals of the organization almost always founder on the shoals of shifting preferences and immediate needs.  An institution spends a year discussing a strategic plan and produces a book-length document that speaks in generalities and platitudes, only to be forgotten by the fall of the next academic year.  Faculty committees argue endlessly over the wording of a particular phrase when one specific word or another has little real significance.  The mistake that many groups make is that the statements and strategies they develop are unhinged from concrete issues and problems that a campus must confront.  One ought not attempt a discussion about a particular topic if it is merely an academic exercise that will not influence specific matters of concern to the organization.  


However real the pitfalls are with regard to achieving philosophical agreement about a particular issue, I have outlined above the problems that result when a committee embarks on a project without clearly defined goals.  I am not suggesting that every committee member must concur with a particular vision or solution; if that were the case, the committee would have very little to discuss.  At the same time, a charge to a committee ought to be specific enough that each member is clear about the committee’s purpose, the ostensible goal of the individual who has organized the initiative, and possible outcomes of the committee’s work.


In institutions that were successful at reform efforts, for example, I observed initiatives that began with the assumption that faculty roles would change from what currently existed, not whether such roles should change.  Institutions that began with broadly defined issues ended up debating whether a problem existed instead of how to change.  Some institutions pointed out that they needed to work more closely with external constituents such as schools and community based organizations, but the faculty reward structure did not support such efforts; the committee charge was to rethink how to change the reward structure so that it was responsive to constituent needs.  Such an initial assertion was more forceful in creating eventual agreement about possible policies than a vague effort that began with a fact-finding group charged with thinking about the nature of faculty work in the 21st century.


My assumptions are twofold.  On the one hand, a great deal of initial activity must be done before a charge is placed before a faculty group.  A useful analogy might be to a successful capital campaign where the organization’s development office has raised 25% of its goal before the start of the campaign.  Groundwork is essential.  Why begin an initiative if it is sure to fail?  On the other hand, when one is clear about the nature of the task, there is a better chance of collecting the kind of information that is needed to make an adequate decision.  


The point here is that groups need some sense of a flight path before they take off.  They need to know where they are heading so they will have a sense of the kind of information necessary in order to reach their destination.  Far too often college and university decision-making bodies begin with little sense of where they are heading or what they need to ensure their arrival.  Indeed, how can a group agree about the tools if they do not know where they are going?  To be sure, the process is never as smooth as I have just outlined.  Faculties are notorious for accepting one charge and shifting the focus in the middle of a task because a different issue has arisen.  The individual who initiates the charge to the group may see a particular issue quite differently from everyone else, and broad agreement about a problem may never be reached.  However, the central point is that discussions with multiple constituencies need to occur before the creation of a committee so that the scaffolding for a topic exists.  

Which constituencies to involve will change from topic to topic and must be considered with care.  Consultation with every individual is obviously neither possible nor worthwhile.  As I elaborate in the next section, the clearer one can be about who ought to be involved in a particular discussion at least sets a structure in place; the sooner such a framework is developed the more likely it is that a committee will be able to develop a plan.  Without such a flight plan, the committee has taken off on a risky adventure that lacks direction.


2.  Define roles, timeframes, and potential barriers If there is philosophical agreement about the group’s task, then the next step is to delineate the processes involved for reaching a decision.  To continue the metaphor of a journey without a clear destination, it would be very strange indeed if observers of the plane were unclear about who was to fly the plane, who would serve the food, and who would sit back and enjoy the ride.  It would be stranger still if those on the plane did not know their roles.  Groups need to have a sense of who is involved in the process and the roles that they will play.  Oftentimes individuals forget that in a loosely coupled system, different faculty will not know how the process works and who should be involved.


Similarly, specific timeframes must be outlined so that individuals can decide how often a group should meet and what needs to be done to accomplish a particular task.  Colleges and universities are not known for responding rapidly to a particular decision.  A change in the curriculum, for example, often needs to be mapped out 18 months in advance of when it will actually be implemented.  Arbitrary deadlines frequently obviate a change for a particular year.  A committee may decide, for example, to change a retirement policy for faculty, but if the committee announces the decision in April of an academic year, the change may be delayed for eighteen months.  If they had been able to conclude their work in January, individuals would have been able to plan for retirement that coming September.


Since colleges and universities function by way of shared governance, constituencies and individuals need to have a clear idea of who should be consulted, which committees should not be consulted, and when voting will occur.  Good ideas frequently flounder because the process to the idea was somehow flawed: a committee was not consulted; a dean was not involved; a deadline passed and the opportunity vanished.  The ability to map out a particular plan by outlining who is responsible for what topic and how the issues will move through the process is a helpful way of informing individuals what will occur.  Similarly, individuals need to know when voting will occur at the very outset of their deliberations.  Far too often, prolonged filibusters by those who disagree doom an idea that the vast majority support.  

The only danger to such a suggestion occurs when the process is outlined but not followed.  Again, when groups have the tendency to obsess about the decisional processes, it is incumbent on the individuals in charge to follow the established process as closely as possible.  As with air travel, deviations from a predetermined flight path only cause worry among those who are involved, and may in fact be dangerous.  When a decision to implement a change occurs, the rationale for the change must be communicated.  

3.  Develop benchmarks One way to begin a discussion about a topic is to consider ways that the innovation might be compared, contrasted, and ultimately evaluated.  I am constantly surprised in an age of e-mail and seemingly constant communications with colleagues throughout the world that decisions are often made that are remarkably parochial.  An institution’s participants know what exists on their campus, and a committee might recommend a different plan.  However, more often than not, committees do not have information from other institutions or faculties about what takes place at other institutions.  


Benchmarking has traditionally been thought of as the gathering of specified data with which an institution will compare itself.  As Kempner has noted, “Benchmarking is an on-going, systematic process for measuring and comparing the work process of one organization to those of another by bringing an external focus to internal activities, functions [and] operations” (1993, p. 22).  If an institution wanted to benchmark its admissions criteria with its competitors, for example, it might collect the minimum SAT scores, grade point averages, and the like, from peer institutions to determine how well their institutional requirements compared.  

I use the term a bit more broadly here than is typical: although the collection of such data may certainly be helpful and warranted, institutions also benefit from an understanding of how other institutions conduct particular tasks and reach specific decisions (Tierney, 1999).  A university that seeks to revise its retirement policy, for example, will benefit if it collects data about retirement policies at other institutions.  A college that is working on implementing service learning in its undergraduate curriculum will be aided if it seeks models from other institutions.  A research institution that is about to overhaul its intellectual property policy will be aided if individuals examine similar policies from peer institutions.  In this light, benchmarking is not only a process for evaluating a particular component of an organization, but it is also a way to collect comparative date en route to improving organizational processes and policies based on an overarching philosophy and the unique culture of the institution (Stralser, 1995; p. 16).  
The flaw of isolated decision-making is that committees are likely to reinvent yet another academic wheel that some group somewhere has already put into play, or they may remain ignorant of the array of options that actually exist.  The ability to learn from other institutions may help a committee avoid pitfalls at its own institution; additionally, a committee might develop solutions that it had not considered.  More importantly, the committee can locate processes and measures with which to evaluate the success of the particular initiative.  The message one sends when benchmark data is collected is that the institution wants initiatives that are not simply acceptable, but excellent, and that the initiative is a dynamic process that will continue to improve once it has been implemented.

The three points raised here – creating ideological agreement, outlining decision-making processes, and developing comparative data – are all of the same cultural cloth. When individuals put together such points, those who are involved in the decision are able to focus on an issue in a consistent manner rather than in an isolated or disjointed fashion.  Organizations that successfully implemented a particular idea were those that articulated specific goals, outlined how decisions would be arrived at, and took into account external issues such as how the idea compared and contrasted with similar initiatives on other campuses.  Failed experiments often did not take these ideas into account.

Table Two About Here


4.  Dissemination and communication Although the above three points refer to ways that a campus committee might be able to act effectively, whenever the larger campus constituency is forgotten one runs the risk of having a good idea run aground.  In many respects, providing timely and adequate information to faculty who are uninvolved in a process is often the most difficult issue to tackle.  One of the most frequent responses I heard from administrators whose initiatives had failed was that they had tried to inform the campus, especially the faculty, but the faculty were not interested until it was too late to change anything.  When the faculty discovered what had been proposed, they created roadblocks.  The initiatives died.


Given the variety of tasks that individual professors perform, one should not be surprised that individuals take little interest in on-going activities in which they are not directly involved.  There are, however, at least three specific ways campus reformers might try to keep the broader faculty informed and on board with a particular innovation.  First, at a time when listservs and websites are commonplace, any idea that has significant implications for a campus ought to be conveyed continuously and in multiple venues.  If the intellectual property policy of the institution is to be changed, for example, the campus newspaper, the listserv, a website and a host of other communicative vehicles should be employed to keep the faculty informed about the shape the policy is taking and the time frame that is anticipated for implementation.


Second, if the process for decision-making that I suggested earlier is adhered to, then individuals ought to have bought in to the decision-making structure.  One major challenge for any campus that seeks to create a high performance organization (Tierney, 1998) is to develop an understanding of how decisions are made.  Far too often the process seems jerry-rigged for a particular problem or a specific decision.  Rather than governance by ad-hocracy where organizational processes continually change, a high performance campus has a structure that members agree to and trust so that even if an individual disagrees with a decision, at least the process used was fair and deliberative.  Involvement is generally stronger in a system where organizational processes are clear because individuals feel that their voices count, even if not all of their ideas are accepted.   


Finally, a campus should only attempt a definable number of initiatives.  If the focus of the institution is on two or three issues, most individuals will be aware of what the key themes are for the year and what is being attempted.  A campus that is out of focus is one that attempts multiple initiatives without priority of importance.  When there is no focus, there will be little concentration on any particular innovation.  A lack of focus creates the conditions for a faculty to reject an idea that they did not even know  was being considered.


5.  Maintain and nurture an innovative culture The major challenge I outlined in the first part of this chapter was that the failure to enact a reform effort creates a climate of stasis where frustration and cynicism hinder further attempts to change.  The point, of course, is not simply to create a culture where cynicism is absent, but instead, to create a culture that embraces reform.  As Duderstadt has noted, “The challenge, as is so often the case, is neither financial nor organizational; it is the degree of cultural change required.  We must transform a set of rigid habits of thought and organization that are incapable of responding to change rapidly or radically enough” (2000, p. 269).  Organizational change ought not be so overwhelming that everyone is exhausted by the process and outcome such that they will not attempt another change in the foreseeable future.  Instead, change efforts should be instinctual.  An ambitious organization in the 21st century needs to have an innovative culture.  Insofar as the external environment is undergoing rapid technological, economic, and structural changes, so must postsecondary organizations be able to adapt and reform in a thoughtful, systematic and reflective manner.  


The way to maintain an innovative culture given the parameters of this chapter is threefold.  First, when one sets in motion the kind of changes that I have discussed here, the organization’s participants are likely to see reform not as efforts that waste everyone’s time, but rather as tasks that accomplish particular objectives and goals.  Second, an innovator must convey a consistent message about the need for reform.  A change process is not a one-time undertaking, but an initiative that is ongoing.  The organization should initiate a finite number of reforms during the course of an academic year that are well understood and communicated to everyone.  Once the campus accomplishes a task, it needs to maintain awareness about how the innovation might be improved, and also move on to new tasks. Third, individuals need to be rewarded for their reform efforts. Reformers need to receive support and incentives if the organization is to be thought of as interested in innovation and change rather than the status quo. 

All too often I have seen just the opposite take place in an organization.  Someone comes up with a new idea and the general tenor of the conversation is to point out why the idea will not work rather than trying to figure out how it might succeed.  The innovator learns that new ideas are not welcome.  Or, the new idea is implemented, but the individual who is responsible for the idea does not receive any particular accolade for having guided the idea to fruition.  The result is that the innovator is exhausted and learns that extraordinary efforts at reform are simply not supported.  One need not be a semiotician to deduce that one’s time is better spent on efforts other than reform.  

Figure One About Here


In summary, I have argued here that the importance of creating a climate for responsiveness cannot be underestimated.  Significant changes are going to happen in academe regardless of what a faculty or administration desire.  The question is not if the academy is going to change, but whether faculty and administrators will be involved in the formulation of academe’s destinies.  A responsive campus is one where efforts at change are encouraged and implemented.  I have pointed out the roadblocks to change that occurred on campuses that tried to implement a particular reform.  I framed the discussion with the assumption that colleges and universities are cultural entities that shape, enable and thwart any individual’s singular attempt at organizational reform.  

In doing so I have suggested that if postsecondary institutions are to be successful at implementing innovations in a time of dynamic change, then one is advised to approach a college or university as a meaning-making organization where individuals interpret their culture.  On the one hand, conceptions of leaders as heroic individuals who are able to bring about change regardless of the culture is dropped.  On the other hand, portraits of organizations as incapable of designing a change effort are also avoided.  

Instead, I have considered central challenges that confront any decision-maker, and I have placed these challenges within the context of an organization’s culture.  Accordingly, the solutions I have developed are based on a desire to design processes that foment cultural change.  Philosophical agreement is important.  In a system where meaning is important, individuals will not concur with a plan if it does not first make sense in light of the overarching culture.  Although roles, time frames and barriers will vary from institutions to institution based on the culture of the organization, without a discussion about how issues are decided decision-makers are likely to have good ideas stalled.   An unclear decision-making design is a recipe for ad-hoc decisions that are likely to encounter resistance from one constituency or another because they either were not consulted or the processes used to reach the decision violated cultural norms.  

Similarly, cultures do not exist in a vacuum.  Postsecondary institutions reside in a system that necessitates benchmarking and comparative data.  Decision-makers also must assume that the dissemination and communication of decisions is essential in a system that exists by way of shared governance.  If an organization is going to change in one way or another, and the implications of the change are that different individuals’ lives may be changed, then of necessity the organization needs to have developed a constant information and feedback process.  Again, such a point is particularly important in an environment where decision-making is shared and not unilateral.

The best way to create a climate for change is not episodic where a particular decision is isolated from another.  Instead, the care and nurture of the institution’s culture advances a climate for overall change.  Ultimately, such changes have the potential to improve the lives of external constituencies that need the advice and support of postsecondary institutions, and to invigorate the campus community with a sense of renewed purpose as we enter the 21st century.
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