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Preface

We wrote this book for readers who care deeply about higher education, appreciate its strengths and imperfections, and are committed to making it better. If you are comfortable with the status quo and aspire to no more than a paycheck, or if you believe that nothing short of revolution can save a dying industry, this is not your book. If you strive to be a leader with impact and a significant force for good, we hope you find in these pages a readable, intellectually provocative, and pragmatic approach to your work and its possibilities.

There are multiple roads to careers in higher education administration. Some leaders in student affairs, advancement, business, operations, and other nonfaculty posts bring extensive training in their fields and in higher education administration. Other administrators are scholars and educators who have made a conscious choice in response to disappointment with the pace and focus of faculty life or an honest assessment of their interests and strengths. Then there are the many accidental leaders for whom an administrative career just seems to happen. A nudge from somewhere combines with a willingness to serve—to fill an unanticipated administrative gap, to take one’s turn as a division chair, to use one’s talents to salvage a program or launch a needed project. Before long, service turns into more than a temporary assignment. Many an interim becomes permanent after a year or so on the job. This sets in motion a series of choices, consequences, and rewards that can turn an initial administrative foray into a longer commitment. Sometimes the small detour becomes a longer journey down a road with no turning back: years away from teaching require retooling for the classroom, and scholarship once put on hold gets ever harder to restart as fields march forward.

The administrative world is different from faculty life, and it offers many rewards. Academic leadership is a highly social endeavor. The collaboration and partnerships needed to get things done foster a sense of community, connection, and shared purpose often missing in the isolation of the classroom, research desk, or laboratory. Much as we may complain about it, a calendar filled with meetings and events has its charms. Administrative life offers a pace, rhythm, and structure that focus one’s time and energy. Deadlines and academic calendars encourage discipline and closure. And there is deep excitement and satisfaction in seeing tangible and measurable outcomes from one’s efforts. A new degree program, dormitory, or sports complex has a durability and sense of completeness that are not always as easy to find in teaching and research.

But along with its benefits, academic leadership brings challenges and even heartaches, particularly in an era of political controversy, public doubts, technological changes, demographic shifts, mission drift (Kezar et al., 2005), and financial crisis. Higher education administration is demanding work that tests the mind, soul, and stamina of all who attempt it. We know because we’ve done it, and we have worked with many others over the years to help them learn to do it better. We have studied the factors that make the work so difficult, written about them, and benefitted from the research of colleagues. Colleges and universities constitute a special type of organization; and their complex mission, dynamics, personnel structures, and values require a distinct set of understandings and skills to lead and manage them well. That is what this book aims to provide: ideas, tools, and encouragement to help readers make better sense of their work and their institutions, feel more confident, and become more skilled and versatile in handling the vicissitudes of daily life.

Our approach builds from multiple sources. One is our experience both working in and teaching higher education leadership for more years than either of us likes to acknowledge. One or both of us have served as tenured faculty member, alumni affairs officer, principal investigator, academic program director, campus accreditation coordinator, department chair, dean, and special assistant to a university president. We have studied, lived, and worked in elite private and urban public institutions. We have years of experience teaching higher education leadership to aspiring professionals in graduate courses and to experienced administrators in executive programs and summer institutes. We hope this book reflects all that we have learned from our students, colleagues, and experiences.

Throughout the book are cases and examples drawn from our own experiences and from the experience of the many thousands of academic leaders with whom we have worked over the years. Except for a few clearly labeled public examples, the cases are amended and well disguised. Many are composites created, like good teaching cases, to illustrate dynamics regularly seen across institutions and situations. You’re likely to encounter more than one example that sounds a lot like something that happened at your institution not so long ago, but that is purely coincidental. In higher education, it can truly be said, “What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun” (Eccl. 1:9, NIV).

Outline of the Book

The chapters in Part One (Leadership Epistemology: When You Understand, You Know What to Do) develop a central theme in the book: thinking and learning are at the heart of effective leadership. The opening chapter (Chapter One: Opportunities and Challenges in Academic Leadership) uses a very public case of a leader under fire to explore the institutional factors that make leadership complex in colleges and universities. Our next chapter (Chapter Two: Sensemaking and the Power of Reframing) explores how we come to know and understand our world and the people in it, and how our thinking can limit or enhance our vision, choices, and strategies. Chapter Three (Knowing What You’re Doing: Learning, Authenticity, and Theories for Action) extends the discussion of sensemaking to the specific issue of learning from experience and from our relationships with others. Starting from a key premise that leadership is in the eye of the beholder, it discusses how leaders can learn more about their tendencies, strengths, and gaps.

Part Two of the book (Reframing Leadership Challenges) focuses on the big picture: how to understand the institutional landscape and translate intentions into effective action. We take on four of the knottiest concerns endemic to higher education administration and use a variety of case examples to provide concepts and guidelines for both diagnosis and action. Chapter Four (Building Clarity and Capacity: Leader as Analyst and Architect) addresses the leader’s role in institutional structure and design, as well as the challenges in building linkages that enable people to work together in academic institutions that often seem designed for disconnection and dissension. Chapter Five (Respecting and Managing Differences: Leader as Compassionate Politician) tackles head-on how leaders can best handle a reality they would often prefer to avoid: enduring differences and the ubiquity of conflict in higher education. Chapter Six (Fostering a Caring and Productive Campus: Leader as Servant, Catalyst, and Coach) examines the complexity and importance of managing people in ways that foster creativity and commitment. Chapter Seven (Keeping the Faith and Celebrating the Mission: Leader as Prophet and Artist) uses a contemporary case at a well-known public university to explore ways that academic leaders can bring meaning and vision to their institution by embracing skills and strategies often associated with spiritual leaders and spirited artists.

Part Three of this volume (Sustaining Higher Education Leaders: Courage and Hope) focuses on the deeply personal relationship between higher education leaders and their work. The six chapters are written to sustain (or awaken) leaders’ search for the best in themselves and in their institutions, and each offers pragmatic advice on how to handle recurrent challenges that can derail even the most skilled. Chapter Eight (Managing Conflict) explores a perennial hazard of administrative life: conflict. Effective academic administrators manage it so as to foster creative problem solving, build commitment, and make wise trade-offs among competing institutional objectives. We offer tips for how to generate lasting solutions from thorny situations by orchestrating disagreements so that things don’t get too hot or too cold for progress. Chapter Nine (Leading from the Middle) examines the opportunities and challenges of working with multiple constituencies. When academic leaders are buffeted by conflicting demands from every direction, what helps them cope? Chapter Ten (Leading Difficult People) addresses ways to productively handle the rogues’ gallery of idiosyncratic folks who sometimes seem over-represented in higher education. People problems regularly top the list of challenges that can easily overwhelm leaders’ coping strategies and psychic resources and produce harm for both academic administrators and their institutions. Chapter Eleven (Managing Your Boss) addresses the important but often neglected issue of how to influence and work effectively with a boss and other top players in the institutional hierarchy. Leadership is sometimes equated to managing people who report to you, but wise academic leaders understand that leading is every bit as important. Chapter Twelve (Sustaining Health and Vitality) addresses the reality that administrative life can tax a leader’s well-being. The chapter offers a series of steps academic leaders can take to sustain their stamina and balance. Chapter Thirteen (Feeding the Soul) explores the ethical and spiritual dimensions of higher education leadership: the role of faith, calling, and a deep sense of self as essentials for steering academic institutions and programs to greatness. We conclude with an Epilogue (The Sacred Nature of Academic Leadership) that challenges higher education leaders to find and embrace the sacred nature of their work.
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Part I

Leadership Epistemology

When You Understand, You Know What to Do

The three chapters in Part One develop a central theme in the book: thinking and learning are at the heart of effective academic leadership. Colleges and universities are complex institutions that put a premium on sensemaking: the ability to decode messy and cryptic events and circumstances. One source of that complexity is the reality that academic institutions are inhabited by people and are designed to foster human creativity and development, which means that all the mysteries of the psyche, human groups, learning, personal and professional growth, and human relationships are central to the everyday work of academic administrators. Effectiveness in such a world requires both self-knowledge and intellectual tools that enable leaders to understand and decipher the ambiguous situations they regularly face in order to make sensible choices about what to do.

Chapter One digs into the institutional characteristics that make academic leadership unique, rewarding, and tough, with a preview of how this book can help leaders cope. Chapter Two examines everyday epistemology: how leaders come to know and understand their world and work, and how their humanity can limit or enhance their choices, tactics, and strategies. Chapter Three extends the discussion of sensemaking to the issue of learning from experience and from relationships with others. Leaders can never prepare for all that they may face. Strong capacities for ongoing learning and self-reflection are indispensable.





1

Opportunities and Challenges in Academic Leadership

It was front page news in America and around the globe when Lawrence H. Summers resigned the presidency of Harvard University in 2006 after a stormy five-year tenure. Despite his impressive résumé (wunderkind economist, one of the youngest professors ever tenured at Harvard, Secretary of the Treasury under President Bill Clinton, and more), Summers had the shortest term of any Harvard president since a long-forgotten incumbent died in office in 1862. Just about everyone agreed that his rise and fall was a tragedy of Shakespearean proportions, but there was debate about whether Summers was more like Othello and a victim of betrayal by threatened insiders or like King Lear and a casualty of his own foolishness and ego. “The greatest president in Harvard history has been forced to resign by the Faculty of Arts and Sciences,” thundered a disgusted member of Harvard’s class of 1949. Not so, said many faculty members who saw Summers as “a brash, imperious leader who ran roughshod over the nation’s most-lauded faculty and got what he deserved” (Wilson, 2006).

Much of the commentary treated the story as specific to Summers and Harvard, but it is much more than that. It is an emblematic tale containing vital lessons for contemporary academic leaders. Not because Harvard and its president are typical of American higher education or because Harvard’s perch atop the prestige hierarchy makes it what most institutions would like to be. This saga has much to teach because the similarities among colleges and universities—and what it takes to lead them—are as important and pervasive as their differences. Every institution of higher education is unique, but all have much in common. That’s why variants of the same story—a talented and aggressive leader undone by faculty opposition—played out almost simultaneously in institutions as different as an elite private university in New England, a church-related university in the South, an urban public institution in the Midwest, and a community college in the Northwest. Welcome to the reality of academic leadership!

Opportunities and Challenges

The basic issues that can cripple university presidents are built into the daily lives of higher education administrators at every level, from chief executive to department chair and in support functions as well as in core academic units. That’s because no one person or group can ever control very much at a college or university. Presidents, provosts, and deans are often seen by underlings as imperial figures who bestride their world like a colossus, but experienced administrators are usually more impressed by the limits of their own influence and authority. Outsiders, particularly corporate executives, often ask why universities can’t be run more like businesses. They envision the superlative levels of speed, efficiency, and unity of effort that they like to think typify their corporate worlds—and wonder why higher education holds on to arcane practices like faculty governance and cumbersome collegial decision-making processes. But business provides abundant examples of failure as well as success. The 2008 meltdown in the financial sector, for example, took much of the world’s economy with it; and it took Enron only a year to change from first to worst, evolving from one of America’s most admired companies to the poster child for everything that’s wrong in the corporate world. The series of errors and misjudgments that led to BP’s 2010 oil spill catastrophe in the Gulf of Mexico would have been comic had the results not been so tragic. One study estimates that one-half to three-quarters of all American managers are incompetent in the sense that their skills don’t match the demands of their work (Hogan, Curphy, & Hogan, 1994). But most of them probably don’t even recognize the mismatch: the less competent people are, the more they overestimate their performance, partly because they don’t know good performance when they see it (Kruger & Dunning, 1999).

This is not to say that business cannot serve as a fertile source of management ideas and innovation. Colleges and universities have some of the same elements found in almost any organization: goals, structures, administrative hierarchies, coordinating mechanisms, cultures, employees, vendors, and powerful stakeholders, to name a few. Leaders in higher education should learn from advances in other sectors whenever they can. Not every managerial wheel needs to be reinvented.

But the differences between business and higher education do matter (Birnbaum, 2001). Higher education’s distinctive combination of goals, tasks, employees, governance structures, values, technologies, and history makes it not quite like anything else (Altbach, Gumport, & Johnstone, 2001; Thelin, 2004). It is different first because of its educational mission—a complex and variable mix of teaching, research, service, and outreach. Creating, interpreting, disseminating, and applying knowledge through multiple means for many different audiences and purposes is exciting and significant work, but it is not a simple job—nor is it one in which outcomes are easy to observe or assess.

The “production process” in higher education is far more intricate and complicated than that in any industrial enterprise. . . . Students vary enormously in academic aptitude, in interests, in intellectual dispositions, in social and cultural characteristics, in education and vocational objectives, and in many other ways. Furthermore, the disciplines and professions with which institutions of higher education are concerned require diverse methods of investigation, intellectual structures, means of relating methods of inquiry and ideas to personal and social values, and processes of relating knowledge to human experience. Learning, consequently, is a subtle process, the nature of which may vary from student to student, from institution to institution, from discipline to discipline, from one scholar or teacher to another, and from one level of student development to another. (Berdahl & McConnell, 1999, p. 71)

It is no surprise then that teaching and research are complex enterprises, requiring significant financial and intellectual capital. In today’s world, academic leaders at all levels and in both the private and the public sectors scramble to find talent, resources, donors, income-generating projects, and tuition dollars in an intensely competitive environment. Colleges and universities must respond to a host of forces. They face pressures from multiple fronts to become more accountable, businesslike, and market-oriented in service to individuals, government, and industry. They have to cope with profound changes in technology, major demographic and global shifts in student populations, formidable new competitors in for-profit and virtual universities, and widespread concerns that higher education lags in giving today’s citizens and tomorrow’s workforce the twenty-first-century skills and values they need. In the wake of the 2008 financial meltdown, for example, budgets at many institutions were decimated by precipitous drops in endowments or state funding at a time when student demand for courses and services kept growing. Academic leaders are under tremendous pressure to initiate change (Fullan & Scott, 2009) and to embrace an entrepreneurial mindset in order to keep pace with rapidly evolving conditions—and they need to find a path that avoids either of two unproductive extremes. Those who move too slowly will fall behind speedier competitors; but those who move too precipitously will sow confusion, breed discontent, and undercut their institution’s traditional purpose, contributions, and strength (Newman, Couturier, & Scurry, 2004).

Higher education’s mission requires that many of its key employees be teachers and scholars whose contributions depend on their unique expertise, dedication, and capacity for professional judgment. As in many other specialized professions, much of their performance can be assessed only by their peers. Their expertise supports faculty claims that they are uniquely qualified to make decisions about the core teaching and research activities of the institution. Faculty thus attain levels of individual autonomy and collective power beyond most employees in other sectors. The faculty role in institutional governance varies by institution; but it consistently creates challenges and dilemmas for administrators, who often find themselves in a turbulent and contested in-between zone, chronically buffeted by the conflicting concerns, viewpoints, and agendas of faculty, students, other administrators, governing boards, and a variety of important external constituents.

This governance conundrum gives rise to distinctive assets and liabilities in higher education. The same processes that foster individual creativity, initiative, and flexibility also buttress institutional inertia. The same safeguards and freedoms protect both the highly productive and the ineffective. The same arrangements that give faculty substantial control of their own affairs and contributions can lead to departments or schools that get sicker every year as personal and intellectual conflicts lead educated professionals to behave much like squabbling children or bullying mobs (Twale & DeLuca, 2008). Colleges and universities are centers of learning and hope. They are also complex organizational beasts—and the work of academic leaders in taming and directing them only becomes harder as demands increase while public support erodes (London, 2002).

A major national survey, for example, asked more than five hundred academic leaders to provide analogies that capture their daily life at work (Scott, Coates, & Anderson, 2008). Among the most popular were familiar classics like herding cats and juggling. Others were more creative and idiosyncratic: trying to nail jelly to the ceiling while putting out spot fires with one’s feet, hanging wallpaper with one arm in a gale, pushing a pea uphill with one’s nose, rowing without an oar, and driving nails into a wall of pudding (little resistance, messy, but no results). Taken together, these images add up to a familiar portrait of complicated and chaotic work in which great effort produces scant impact. They also point to the need for understanding and for solid preparation in order to tackle the complexity and to strengthen leadership skills and resolve.

But such preparation is rare in the context of academic norms and higher education career paths. Research on department chairs, for example, confirms that most assume their role with no prior administrative experience or training (Gmelch & Miskin, 1993, 2004). The same dearth of preparation is true across administrative ranks (Debowski & Blake, 2004). A study of two thousand academic leaders in the United States surveyed between 1990 and 2000 found that only 3 percent had received any type of leadership training or preparation (Gmelch, 2002). Additional research in the United States and abroad aligns with these findings (Fullan & Scott, 2009; Aziz, Mullins, Balzer, Grauer, Burnfield, Lodato, et al., 2005; Debowski & Blake, 2004). With the work of colleges and universities so difficult yet vital to the lives of individuals, communities, industries, and nations, findings like these are cause for deep concern. They were also a driving force behind the development of this book.

Purpose of the Book

Reframing Academic Leadership is designed to serve all who labor in the academic trenches to bring quality teaching, research, and service to those who need it. It offers perspectives for understanding the unique dynamics of the academy as well as realistic and practical ideas and strategies to get the cats to follow, the jelly to stick, and the pea to move uphill—without too many scraped or bent noses. It was written to challenge readers to reflect on their experience and to consider new ways of thinking and leading. You may already know or suspect that what got you where you are now may not be enough going forward.

Leadership preparation for higher education is of two kinds, and this book is written to offer both. One is intellectual: the acquisition of a conceptual road map, if you will, that helps academic leaders see more clearly what they’re up against and what options they have. Leadership sage and former university president Warren Bennis captured this mission well when he noted, “When you understand, you know what to do” (Bennis, 2003, p. 55). Knowledge is power; and academic leaders empower themselves when they know where they are, where they want to go, and what will get them there.

A second mode of preparation is more personal and behavioral. Leadership requires individual qualities like courage, passion, confidence, flexibility, resourcefulness, and creativity—the foundations of healthy leadership resolve and stamina. Academic leaders strengthen those in themselves when they compare their worldview with what others see and when they understand how the mindsets they have formed from their everyday experiences close them off to options and to new learning. Higher education cases that are sprinkled through the book offer opportunities to think about what you might have done—or done differently—in similar situations. Leadership success rests in the quality of the choices made by leaders, and leaders make better choices when they are mindful about their thought processes and actions. Research and experience tell us that academic leaders go awry for two reasons: (1) they see a limited or inaccurate picture—they miss important cues and clues in their environment—and as a result take the wrong course; and (2) they fail to take people along with them—they move too fast, too unilaterally, or without full appreciation of the power of cultural norms and traditions to enable others to buy into their plans. Larry Summers at Harvard is a case in point. The goal of this book is to reduce your risk of falling into similar traps by helping you expand the ideas and understandings that you bring to your work and the self-awareness essential for using them effectively.

You can enhance your capacities to sidestep the snares through better understanding of three overarching issues: (1) links among thinking, learning, and effective action; (2) major challenges and dynamics in the academy; and (3) strategies for sustaining yourself and your leadership. We’ve organized the book into three parts to provide you what you need to know about each. Part One (Leadership Epistemology: When You Understand, You Know What to Do) explores leaders’ ways of knowing. Leading is a social process that involves relationships of influence, learning, and exchange. How leaders think about others and their situations, learn from their experiences, and translate that into effective action make all the difference. Informed choice requires knowing self, others, and context. Part Two (Reframing Academic Leadership Challenges) takes a big-picture look at academic leadership and addresses four recurrent challenges for campus administrators: how to bring institutional clarity, manage differences, foster productive working relationships, and enact a powerful vision. It lays out a framework for action: what you need to do to get things done. Part Three (Sustaining Higher Education Leaders: Courage and Hope) strengthens academic leaders for the inevitable twists, turns, and bumps in the road. Courage and confidence come from knowing how to handle thorny situations and from recognizing that there is hope and possibility on the other side of challenge.

Our approach builds from our work as higher education teachers, scholars, and administrators and from the experiences of the many other academic leaders with whom we have worked, consulted, and studied. We draw on ideas and concepts from a variety of sources, including work on organizational learning (for example, Argyris & Schön, 1996; Senge, 1990), professional effectiveness (for example, Argyris & Schön, 1974; Schön, 1983, 1987), cognition (for example, Groopman, 2007; Langer, 1989), and academic leadership (for example, Birnbaum, 1992; McLaughlin, 1996; Padilla, 2005). Our perspectives in this book are deeply informed by a conceptual framework, developed by Bolman and Deal (1984), that has been important to our individual and collective work1 and that leads us to argue it is easier to understand colleges and universities when you learn to think of them simultaneously as machines, families, jungles, and theaters. Each of those images corresponds to a different frame or perspective that captures a vital and distinctive slice of institutional life. The capacity to embrace multiframe thinking is at the core of the model of academic leadership effectiveness developed in this volume.

The image of the machine, for example, serves as a metaphor for the task-related facets of organizations. Colleges and universities are rational systems requiring rules, roles, and policies that align with campus goals and purpose. Academic leaders succeed when they create an appropriate set of campus arrangements and reporting relationships that offer clarity to key constituents and facilitate the work of faculty, students, staff, and volunteers.


Successful academic leaders . . .


1. Create campus arrangements and reporting relationships that offer clarity and facilitate work

2. Create caring and productive campus environments that channel talent and encourage cooperation

3. Respect differences, manage them productively, and respond ethically and responsibly to the needs of multiple constituencies

4. Infuse everyday efforts with energy and soul





The family image focuses on the powerful symbiotic relationship between people and organizations: individuals need opportunities to express their talents and skills; organizations need human energy and contribution to fuel their efforts. When the fit is right, both benefit. Effective academic leaders create caring and productive campus environments where all find ways to channel their full talents to the mission at hand and to work cooperatively with important others.

The jungle image encapsulates a world of enduring differences: diverse species or tribes participating in a complex dance of cooperation and competition as they maneuver for scarce resources and for influence. Diversity of values, beliefs, interests, behaviors, skills, goals, and worldviews often spawns destructive campus conflict. It is also the wellspring of creativity and innovation—and hope for the future of higher education. Skilled academic administrators are compassionate politicians who respect differences, manage them productively, and respond ethically and responsibly to the needs of multiple constituencies without losing sight of institutional goals and priorities.

Finally, the theater image captures university life as an ongoing drama: individuals coming together to create context, culture, commitment, and meaning as they play their assigned roles and bring artistry and self-expression into their work. Good theater fuels the moral imagination, and successful campus leaders infuse everyday efforts with energy and soul.

Multiframe thinking is necessary because colleges and universities are messy and difficult organizations that require from their leaders simultaneous attention to vastly different sets of needs. Academic institutions require a solid organizational architecture—rules, roles, policies, procedures, technologies, coordinating mechanisms, environmental linkages—that channels resources and human talents to support institutional goals and purpose. At the same time, they need workplace relationships and a campus environment that motivate and foster high levels of satisfaction, cooperation, and productivity. Innovation comes from managing the enduring differences and political dynamics at the center of university life that can spark misunderstandings, disagreements, and power struggles. Finally, every institution needs a culture that aligns with its values, inspires individual and collective efforts, and provides the symbolic glue to coordinate diverse contributions. In such a complex institutional world, multiframe thinking keeps university administrators alert and responsive to the demands of the whole while avoiding a narrow optic that oversimplifies a complex reality—and sends academic leaders blindly down the wrong path, squandering resources, time, and credibility along the way.

Strong academic leaders are skilled in the art of reframing—a deliberate process of shifting perspectives to see the same situation in multiple ways and through different lenses. Experience, training, and developmental limitations leave too many leaders with a limited range of perspectives for making sense of their work. The dearth of training and preservice preparation for college and university leaders only exacerbates this gap. As a result, academic leaders can stay stuck in their comfort zones—shielded from experiences that challenge them to see beyond current preferences and to embrace more complicated socioemotional, intellectual, and ethical reasoning (Gallos, 1993a and b, 2005). When things turn out badly, they blame circumstances, the environment, a lack of resources, or other people, unaware that limits in their own thinking have restricted their options and undermined their efforts. More versatile habits of mind enable academic leaders to think in more powerful and comprehensive ways about their own leadership and about the complexities and opportunities in leading colleges and universities.

Above all, our goal is to encourage optimism, confidence, and clarity of purpose. Academic leadership is a noble enterprise—and a challenging one. It is too difficult and too important for the faint of heart or light of mind. We may never fully escape error and imperfection, but we can do better—and we need to. Educating students, creating knowledge, and serving society demand all the intellect, skill, and commitment that academic leaders can muster. This book can help. Read it thoughtfully, yet playfully. Engage the ideas. Argue with them. Test them against your experiences. Try them out at work. As reward for your efforts, you will find that you expand your thinking, strengthen your resolve, clarify your purpose, and deepen your commitment and capacity to achieve your full potential as an academic leader.

Note

1. Readers can trace the evolution in our thinking about leadership effectiveness by exploring our other work, such as Bolman and Deal (1984, 2006, 2008a and b, 2010), and Gallos (1991, 1997, 2003, 2006, 2008c).
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Sensemaking and the Power of Reframing

Nancy Turner was delighted to participate in a summer institute for new college presidents. The timing was perfect. She had just begun her term as president of North Valley Community College. She was optimistic but not naive, and she was eager for input. Nancy knew she faced big challenges. North Valley was respected in its region and in the community college world—strong and varied vocational programs and a solid record of sending students to four-year institutions. “A firm foundation gives me room to build,” Nancy reassured herself on accepting the presidency. But she also knew there were many clouds on the horizon.

North Valley had suffered budget cuts in recent years due to the economic downturn and to declining state appropriations. Faculty and staff had seen no raises in two of the prior three years, and morale on campus bordered on dismal. North Valley’s chief academic officer and dean of instruction, Bill Hartley, was widely unpopular on campus, partly because he had been the point person in the push by Nancy’s predecessor to increase teaching loads in response to budget shortfalls. Nancy knew she needed a strong partnership with the chief academic officer to get things rolling in the right direction. She was leery, however, of aligning herself too quickly or closely with a controversial campus figure.

“Take it slow” was the advice of Nancy’s mentor and former boss. The advice resonated with Nancy’s own style. Plus, she wanted more time to get to know Bill. His close-to-the-chest style seemed unusually cool, and Nancy wondered how much was due to Bill’s weariness after years of battling campus opposition and how much was due to his disappointment that she, not he, had been selected as president.

“Well, the board chose me,” mused Nancy with some measure of satisfaction. “At least, most of them did.” Nancy had to admit that the board’s split vote still troubled her.

“Forget about it,” her board chair advised. “Those people were making a statement in support of our faculty, not voting against you. A few well-connected faculty got to their friends on the board and tried to hold up the hiring process until next year’s state appropriations were announced. And that gang has a history of disagreeing with the rest of the board anyway. We just vote them down and get on with our work,” he added with a smile. “Trust me. We’re confident that you’re the one to lead this campus out of its malaise.” Nancy wanted to believe him.

Only weeks after moving into her new office, Nancy found herself sitting around a table, discussing her situation with five other new presidents at the summer institute. She laid out her situation as objectively as she could, then asked, “If you were me, where would you start? How can I get this presidency off on the right foot?” Her colleagues jumped in with enthusiasm, as Nancy expected. She was surprised, however, that everyone gave her different advice.

“Get a vision and fast! You’re the captain of the ship, and you better know where you’re steering it. Rally the campus around a sense of direction,” suggested the first president.

“I disagree,” said the second. “You don’t want a one-woman show. You want a strategic planning process that involves the campus in setting priorities. Without that, no one has a basis for decision making. And involving folks in a campuswide activity is good for morale.”

“Maybe,” began the third, “but you know what Jim Collins says in Good to Great [2001]: First you have to have the right people on the bus. Nancy, you need a team that you can count on. Fire that chief academic officer, and get people who can build programs without taking it out of faculty hides. Go it alone, and you’ll collapse from trying to carry the whole campus on your shoulders.”

“Interesting,” said the fourth, “that no one suggested what I see as job number one: start with the faculty and work on morale and communications. Get out there. Hold faculty dialogue meetings. Get communications lines open and functioning. Tell everyone your picture of the college. Listen to theirs. Let them ask questions. Ask questions yourself. Good working relationships with the faculty are the key to a successful presidency.”

“Nope,” said a fifth emphatically. “Start with your board. If they’re not with you, you can’t go anywhere.”

Lively debate ensued as the group explored what Nancy should do. Each president provided additional examples and information to buttress his or her perspective. They referenced Barack Obama and Jack Welch, while offering quotes from best-selling leadership books and gurus. Nancy was impressed by her colleagues’ intelligence and gratified by all the input. But the discussion never arrived at the convergent picture she had hoped for. The diversity of views and variety of suggestions raised a question about whether there was anything else that she and her colleagues had missed. Five experienced academic leaders offered five different leadership paths, each convinced he or she was right. Nancy was intrigued by issues she hadn’t thought about. She was clearer about her options—she could choose among multiple roads going forward, each with its own pluses and minuses. But she felt little closer to answering her original question: “Where do I begin?” All the counsel seemed to produce more uncertainty than clarity. “I still don’t know where I’m going,” laughed Nancy. “But I’m afraid that it’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

Nancy’s situation illustrates an important truth and theme in this book. Sensemaking is the difficult art at the heart of academic leadership. We’d all like instant clarity about the complexities that we face and a clean slate to begin our academic leadership, but we are rarely that fortunate. Academic leaders bring their own ways of studying and interpreting what they see. They step midstream into institutions that have evolved distinctive histories, cultures, and traditions. Ideas about how to lead are based on implicit and often deeply buried belief systems about what’s important and how things work. Those beliefs vary, as we see in the different scenarios offered to Nancy. A key challenge for Nancy and any academic leader is how to make sense of complex circumstances, recognize available choices, choose the best path forward, and convey all that to others in a compelling manner. Whether we call this executive wisdom, sound judgment, reflective practice (Schön, 1983), or learning from experience, the lesson is clear. Effectiveness requires untangling the conundrums of the academy and the realities of your current situation, and then translating both into sensible choices and actions for self and others. Like all leaders, Nancy needs to know if she is seeing the right picture or if she has tuned in to the wrong channel. Knowing this is not always as easy and straightforward as one would wish.

Cluelessness is a perennial risk, even for very smart people. Sometimes, the information that leaders need is hard to get. Other times, they ignore or misinterpret data right before their eyes. A look at the basics of sensemaking offers insights into why that is so.1

Sensemaking involves three basic steps: notice something, decide what to make of it, and determine what to do about it. Humans are pretty good at all three, but we do them so automatically that we tend to overlook three important—and limiting—features of the process.


1. Sensemaking is incomplete and personal. Humans can attend to only a portion of the information and experiences available to them. Individuals’ values, education, past experience, cognitive capacities, physical abilities, and developmental limitations influence what they see. Leaders register some things, ignore others, and draw conclusions—and these steps occur quickly and often tacitly. For that reason, the everyday theories that higher education administrators construct feel so obvious and real to them that they are understood more as Truth and the way the world really is than as the individual creations and interpretations that they are. The five college presidents advising Nancy are cases in point. The tacit nature of the human sensemaking process can blind academic leaders to available alternatives and to gaps and biases in their framing (Argyris, 1982). It also leaves them feeling little incentive to question their interpretations or retrace any of their steps from data selection through action.

2. Sensemaking is interpretive. When thrown into life’s ongoing stream of experiences, people create explanations of what things mean—and often assume that others see things the same way or are wrong if they don’t. Each of the presidents advising Nancy offered different advice, and each felt confident that his or her perspective was right.

3. Sensemaking is action oriented. People’s personal interpretations contain implicit prescriptions for how they and others should respond. If you conclude, for example, that your unit’s budget problems result from overspending, then you’ll probably cut expenses. If you see the problem as inadequate allocations from central administration, then you might lobby for more. If you bemoan inattention to revenue generation, you’ll turn to new program development. If it’s embezzlement, a call to the campus police is in order. Think about Nancy Turner. If she accepts that strong support from faculty is key to her success, then building and sustaining those relationships is vital. If she concludes that the campus expects her to lead off with a compelling vision, she’ll get to work on the big picture. You can see the ease and the potential complications in all this for academic leaders. They’re off and running before they’re even sure what’s most important and where they should really be heading.



Sensemaking is a personal search for meaning, governed by tacit criteria of plausibility and satisficing (March & Simon, 1958) rather than accuracy. “We carve out order by leaving the disorderly parts out,” concludes eminent psychologist William James (Richardson, 2006, p. 5). Human nature is such that a “good enough” explanation of the situation will stop our search for other alternatives, even early in the hunt. We need not find the truth or the best of all possible solutions. We just want something that’s good enough by our tacit standards to let us move forward and get things done. And we’re rarely aware that this is what we are doing.

Jerome Groopman, a Harvard Medical School professor, studied how doctors think (Groopman, 2000, 2007).2 His work reminds us how easily and naturally humans satisfice even in life-and-death situations. It also illustrates the costs. Multiple studies of autopsies, for example, find that about 15 percent of all diagnoses are wrong, but usually not because of gaps in medical expertise (Groopman, 2007). More often, errors results from flawed sensemaking: ignoring information and test results that contradict whatever notion the doctor has already settled on.

What’s at stake for academic leaders is illustrated in a story from Groopman’s work (2007). He tells about a patient he calls Ann Dodge. At age twenty, Ann developed a serious eating disorder—every meal produced pain, nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea. Over time, she saw some thirty doctors in a variety of specialties, and there was general agreement. Ann had a psychiatric condition, anorexia nervosa with bulimia. The problem was in her mind, the doctors concluded, but still very dangerous and potentially deadly. Doctors prescribed a series of treatments, including diet, drugs, and talk therapy. Her doctor told her to consume 3,000 calories a day, mostly in easily digested carbohydrates like pasta. Over fifteen years, she kept getting worse. In 2004, Ann was hospitalized four times in a mental health facility in hopes that close supervision of her food intake might enable her to gain weight. Nothing worked.

Finally, at her boyfriend’s insistence, Ann traveled to Boston to see a highly recommended gastroenterologist, Dr. Myron Falchuk. Ann was reluctant, and her primary care doctor advised that the trip was unnecessary since her problem was so well understood. But Ann went anyway. Falchuk had reviewed Ann’s records and knew what all the doctors had concluded. But he put the information aside—literally pushing the tall stack of folders and reports to the far side on his desk—and asked Ann to tell him her whole story again. As she did, Falchuk listened with a fresh mind and felt the story didn’t quite add up. Something was missing from the picture. In particular, he wondered why Ann wasn’t gaining weight if, as she insisted, she really was consuming as much as 3,000 calories a day. Well, he wondered, what if she couldn’t digest what she was eating? He did more tests, and eventually concluded that Ann suffered from celiac disease—an intolerance of the gluten commonly found in grains like wheat, rye, and barley. Ann Dodge was being poisoned by the pasta diet her physicians had prescribed to save her. As soon as she shifted to a gluten-free diet, she began to gain weight. In Ann’s view, Dr. Falchuk was a miracle worker. From our perspective, Dr. Falchuk illustrates the power and importance of reframing in helping us transcend the limits in our automatic sensemaking.

Here’s the point. When a doctor encounters a new patient, he or she tries to frame the patient by matching symptoms and selected pieces of information to patterns that the doctor has learned through experience and training. The process is quick and automatic: it begins with the first look at the patient when the physician enters the examining room. Doctors frame patients all the time.

“I’m sending you a case of diabetes and renal failure,” or “I have a drug addict here in the ER with fever and a cough from pneumonia.” Often a doctor chooses the correct frame and all the clinical data fit neatly within it. But a self-aware physician knows that accepting the frame as a given can be a serious error. (Groopman, 2007, p. 22)

Expert clinicians can often determine what’s going on with a patient in twenty seconds. It’s simple pattern recognition, honed by training and experience. But sometimes they get it wrong. One source of error is anchoring: doctors can lock on to the first answer that seems right. “Your mind plays tricks on you,” says Groopman, “because you see only the landmarks you expect to see and neglect those that should tell you that in fact you’re still at sea” (2007, p. 65). Another source of distortion is a doctor’s own needs and feelings. Operating under time pressures and wanting to be helpful, physicians want to arrive at a diagnosis and prescription as quickly as possible. They feel competent and successful when they do. The same is true for academic administrators. Look at how readily Nancy Turner’s colleagues offered her advice. They wanted to help. She expected nothing less.

Like physicians, daily life for academic leaders presents them with a continuous stream of complex and ambiguous stimuli. Like their medical counterparts, higher education professionals live in a world of time pressures, work overload, and high expectations. To make sense of diverse forms and sources of information, higher education administrators do what doctors do. They frame each situation by matching it with a familiar pattern. That means academic leaders depend on the completeness of the information they gather, on the depth and accuracy of their frames, and on their ability to appropriately apply those frames to make accurate sense of the current situation. Whether academic leaders realize it or not, they always have choices about how to frame and interpret their world—and their choices are fateful. If, for example, Nancy Turner focuses her energies on recruiting a new chief academic officer while faculty morale continues to plummet—and news of the growing dissatisfaction bombards sympathetic board members—she may find herself in a deep hole before she can benefit from a stronger top leadership team.

A central mistake for leaders in any context is to lock into limited and flawed views of their world. We see reframing—the conceptual core of the book—as an antidote. Reframing is the deliberate process of looking at a situation carefully and from multiple perspectives, choosing to be more mindful about the sensemaking process by examining alternative views and explanations. Nancy’s colleagues each framed her situation differently, and each got at a vital piece of a larger puzzle. Each bit of advice expressed the personal frame, the mental map, of its maker—and that is the beauty and utility in strategies that seek feedback from diverse others. Each colleague stretched Nancy’s original views of her campus and of her leadership options. Together they offered Nancy a larger understanding of her challenges than any one alone might have. In the language of this book, they helped Nancy to reframe.

Research has shown that leaders often miss significant elements in decoding the situations and opportunities that they face (Bolman & Deal, 2008b; Weick, 1995). They will nonetheless do the best they can with what they have. The risk is that they’ll do what Ann Dodge’s early doctors did—focus on selected cues and fit what they see into a familiar pattern, even if it isn’t quite right. Like Ann’s doctors, they may insist that their answer is correct and that there’s no need for further input or investigation—even if the diagnosis leads to options that don’t work. In those cases, they will often conclude that the problem rests in the behavior of others, just as Ann Dodge’s doctors blamed her for not following their advice rather than asking if their advice was flawed. Academic administrators may do no physical harm when they frame a situation incorrectly, but they can still damage their credibility, their careers, and their institutions. We’re all in trouble when our sensemaking fails us.

Learning for Effective Action

From the outside, it may seem that effective leaders have an uncanny ability to read situations quickly. Many do, but they weren’t born that way. They acquired their capacity from practice and experience. Effective leaders have learned powerful thought processes that enable them to register what is going on, reflect on it, assemble it quickly into a conscious pattern, and see the big picture. What Malcolm Gladwell (2005) calls the blink phenomenon is a learned form of rapid cognition. There is no shortcut to developing this kind of quick judgment—it takes effort, time, practice, and feedback.

Academic leaders can develop their skills in reframing—train themselves to see their role, work, and institution more broadly and from different perspectives. The images of academic leadership developed in this book are a good place to start. By learning how to think and act in such diverse roles as institutional architect, politician, servant, coach, prophet, artist, and diplomat, you can expand your mental maps and cognitive frameworks. The images build on more than a century of theorizing about organizations and about human behavior in them, and capture much of what we know about organizations as rational systems, human enterprises, political arenas, and theaters of worklife (Bolman & Deal, 2008b).

Paradoxically, learning to make deep, accurate, and quick situational diagnoses requires slowing down. When you are feeling overwhelmed by everything coming at you, slowing down is counterintuitive and hard to do. But it is vital. The next time that happens, stop and ask yourself some questions. What’s happening here structurally—how do institutional rules, roles, and policies contribute? What are the people issues at play? What are the political dynamics, and who are the key constituents to consider and reach? What’s the meaning of this situation and of the options to me and to significant others? With practice, the process of reframing takes on the characteristics of any well-learned skill: quick, automatic, largely tacit. Such skills emerge from active learning and from practice, and we suggest five strategies to help the process along. None is rocket science, but all are easier to espouse than to do well and consistently.


To build your reframing skills . . .


1. Embrace the life of a reflective practitioner

2. Be aggressive in seeking growth opportunities

3. Actively and regularly solicit input from others

4. Anticipate and practice the future through data gathering and scenario building

5. Step outside your comfort zones and “break frame”





Embrace the Life of a Reflective Practitioner

A consistent research finding on professional effectiveness is that those who learn best, lead best. “Leadership and learning,” according to John F. Kennedy, “are indispensable to each other” (Kennedy, 1963). Publicly modeling engagement in learning as a daily professional imperative is a mode of leadership in and of itself (Preskill & Brookfield, 2009). For higher education administrators, this suggests developing skills as a reflective practitioner (Schön, 1983). Leadership problems in higher education are complicated and rarely have one “right” answer. No one can anticipate and prepare for all that might arise on a college campus, but we can all get better at learning from our experiences. Skillful academic leadership depends on reflection-in-action (Schön, 1987): the capacity for leaders to think deeply before taking action, to reflect on how things are going as they act, and to continue learning throughout their professional careers. Over time, reflecting on what we do also teaches us about our preferences, comfort zones, predictable responses, and trigger points. It’s easier to break habits when we know what they are.

Be Aggressive in Seeking Growth Opportunities

One of the best ways to learn is to take on new challenges and to be deliberate in determining how you will use these opportunities to build leadership capacities. Leadership is more a performing art than a science. Like artists, leaders can enhance their skills by regularly practicing their craft and honing their talents. A key quality among successful executives is a dogged tenacity in learning about themselves as leaders and managers and in seeking rich and varied opportunities for professional development (McCall, Lombardo, & Morrison, 1988). “Learning is not attained by chance,” reminds Abigail Adams (1780), “it must be sought for with ardor and attended to with diligence.” Don’t be afraid to experiment—stretching oneself broadens life and work skills. It can be risky: you may not learn as quickly as needed, and you can find yourself in over your head. Think carefully before you leap, and then keep an open mind. We learn from failure as well as success, and sometimes learning is even easier when the going is rough (Dotlich, Noel, & Walker, 2008).

Actively and Regularly Solicit Input from Others

We are all human and limited in our framing of the world around us. But that need not derail our leadership effectiveness. Constituents can teach us a lot about leading and about our organizations if we encourage them. They can offer alternative ways to view situations and help to identify our frame gaps and tendencies, as Nancy Turner’s story illustrates. Skillful leaders routinely seek information and advice from diverse others. They thank them for their honesty through nondefensive listening, and they acknowledge constituent contributions to successful outcomes. Such conversations will broaden our perspectives and diagnostic skills. We learn about the preferences and tendencies of those around us and strengthen our capacities to work with them. The respect that we show others in seeking their participation and involvement will only deepen their commitment to our organization and to our leadership success.

Anticipate and Practice the Future: Data Gathering and Scenario Building

The future is hard to anticipate, but that doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t try. A powerful way for academic leaders to clarify their thinking and to test assumptions is to develop their own scenarios or stories about how specific leadership choices might play out over time. Scenario building has been used in industry for a long time—a way to “rehearse the future” and anticipate the impact of a host of forces. There’s plenty of advice out there on how to build scenarios if you want a more structured method (for example, de Geus, 1991; Schwartz, 1991; van der Heijden, 2005). Strategic planners approach the process as though a science. Or it can be a more informal and playful process of looking ahead (Heracleous & Jacobs, 2008). Our goal is to encourage you to craft alternative stories for yourself about possible futures based on different choices and assumptions. Your organizational sagas may identify interesting plot twists, winners, and losers—things you’d want to know before facing them at work!

Take Nancy Turner’s case. Her colleagues suggested a number of different leadership paths. She might pick a few and construct alternative scenarios about each. She could envision one story, for example, where she started with creating a vision, and another where she started by getting the right team in place. Playing each out, she might find that one seems much more promising, that her two paths converge eventually, or even that she can see ways to do both at the same time. In any event, the process of projecting will help her to think and to communicate more clearly about possible futures for her college. She will be better able to predict and to prepare for the twists and turns of different paths going forward. She will also lessen the risk of losing her way—or her footing—in the face of unanticipated challenges.

Step Outside Your Comfort Zone and Break Frame

Albert Szent-Gyorgyi, the Hungarian-born, American biochemist who won the Nobel Prize in 1937, got it right when he noted, “Discovery consists of seeing what everybody has seen and thinking what nobody has thought” (Good, 1965, p. 000). Reframing is a step on the road to important discoveries for academic leaders. Expanding one’s frame of reference requires knowledge about alternative perspectives, appreciation for their potential contribution, and opportunities to practice looking at the same situation through multiple lenses. It also takes personal courage to break frame—to step out of one’s comfort zone and away from the crowd in seeking new options, proposing new explanations, or testing alternative responses. Frame-breaking can move mountains, and at times leadership requires just that. Consider a news story about a home intrusion that flashed across the wires in the summer of 2007 (Klein, 2007).

Imagine that you are with a group of friends enjoying dinner on the patio of a home in Washington, D.C. As you are finishing the jumbo shrimp and enjoying an excellent bottle of French wine, an armed, hooded intruder suddenly appears and points a gun at the head of a young female guest. “Give me your money,” he says, “or I’ll start shooting.” If you’re at that table, what do you do? Quietly hand over your wallet? Look for some way to resist? Something else?

You could try to break frame. That is exactly what one of the guests did when this happened on that warm July evening. As everyone around her froze, Cristina “Cha Cha” Rowan spoke up. “We were just finishing dinner,” she blurted out. “Why don’t you have a glass of wine with us?”

The young intruder hesitated for a moment then took a sip of the Chateau Malescot St-Exupéry and said, “Damn, that’s good wine.”

The father of the young woman being held at gunpoint encouraged the intruder to finish the whole glass, and Rowan offered him the bottle. The robber, with his hood down now, took another sip and then a piece of food from the table. He put his gun away in the pocket of his sweatpants.

“I may have come to the wrong house,” the intruder said before apologizing and backing away, carrying only the glass of wine.

“I was definitely expecting there would be some kind of casualty,” said the young girl’s father. “He was very aggressive at first. Then it miraculously just changed. His whole emotional tone turned.”

In one stoke, Cha Cha Rowan broke frame, transforming the situation for herself and others from “We might all be killed” to “Let’s offer our guest some wine.” Pretty dramatic. Sure. But there’s learning here for us all. Sometimes we just need a new perspective—and an opportunity to step back, take stock, and know that we have options. With calm and renewed confidence, we may find a route that gets us to a better place than we were before. An occasional skeptic has asked if the story is true. The news accounts say yes; but even if apocryphal, this tale still makes its point. When you see what everyone else sees but think differently about it, you’re on the path to finding more interesting possibilities and becoming a better, more creative leader.

Summary

Sensemaking is at the heart of leadership, and it is particularly vital in the complex and confusing world of higher education. It is a personal, interpretive, action-oriented process involving three basic steps: noticing things, interpreting them, and deciding what to do about them. Intuitively and automatically, we do this by trying to match current information and circumstances to learned patterns or frames. Often, that process works well enough—our take on the situation at hand tells us what to do, and we get results that are close enough to what we had hoped for. But sometimes, we get it wrong—we miss what’s really happening, frame incorrectly, misinterpret our options, and go down a path to failure. When the world doesn’t quite make sense and our actions keep producing the wrong results, it is time to reframe: to examine the world from alternative perspectives, looking for new ways to understand and for new strategies to move ahead.

Notes

1. For a deeper discussion of the links between sensemaking and effective action, see Gallos (2008c).

2. Relevant Groopman articles published in the New Yorker and other popular press outlets can be found at http://www.jeromegroopman.com/.
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