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Chapter One: Introduction
Statement of the Problem

The presidency at public higher education institutions is at a crossroads. External
pressures for accountability and performance expectations are escalating at a faster pace than
previously experienced (Thelin, 2011). For example, Bataille, Asfaw, and Jackson, (2013; see
also Kezar, 2009) described more than 60 performance challenges current presidents face in this
era of accountability and noted general mistrust of the academy’s ability to meet the needs of
graduates, employers, and society at large. Thus, in an era of increased performance goals for
higher education, those expecting more from the academy are skeptical about the capability of
the academy to meet those expectations. In fact, meeting these external expectations can often
be in conflict with the internal cultural norms of higher education institutions.

A factor amplifying the conflict in these internal and external expectations is the
substantial turnover of presidents. Recent studies show that 52 percent of sitting presidents
across the nation intend to retire within five years (ACE, 2013). Moore and Burrow’s survey
(2001) of presidents for all categories of higher education institutions showed that it takes
significant time and experience in office for presidents to become sufficiently acclimated to have
a meaningful impact on their institutions. As Moore and Burrow reported, 75 percent of all
sitting presidents indicated that after being acclimated, their greatest period of effectiveness was
between their fifth and eighth years in office.

Longevity in the presidency also is directly related to the ability by presidents to weather
the extraordinary pressure of the position. In 2001, Moore, a former president of Indiana State
University and past president of the Society of College & University Planning (SCUP), observed

that recent surveys by the American Council on Education (ACE) indicated 50 percent of all



college presidents remain in office less than five years. Fewer than one in five presidents stay
more than a decade, with the average tenure at seven years (ACE, 2011).

In Presidential success and transition: Beginning, ending and beginning again (2001),
commissioned by the American Association of State Colleges & Universities, (AASCU), Moore
concludes:

The frequency with which the college presidency turns over today makes the subject of

presidential succession and transition important to those who are concerned about the

welfare of our institutions of higher learning and those women and men who serve in the
office of president. The implications of presidential turnover are significant—mnot only
for those personally affected, but also for those who live, work, and learn daily on our

college and university campuses. (p. 1)

Five factors underscore the importance of devising practical and relevant acclimation
plans to navigate an institution’s culture and politics if new presidents, in partnership with key
stakeholders, are to achieve effectiveness. First, turnover is accelerating with the aging of sitting
presidents. In a 2014 report, The American Council on Education (ACE) found that 92 percent
of all presidents are over the age of 65 (Holt, 2014). In his doctoral dissertation, Scott (2011)
calculated that at the current rate of turnover some 13,000 persons could fill the presidency of an
American higher education institution between 2010-2019. This rate is double that of the 1990s.

Second, chief academic officers—those who might be assumed to be the most prepared
candidates and who traditionally advanced to the presidency—now hold 34 percent of all
presidencies. However, a Gallup Poll conducted of chief academic officers by Inside Higher
Education in late 2013 found just 23 percent were strongly considering pursuing presidencies
(Jaschik, 2014). An explanation for this decline in the traditional pipeline for the presidency was
reported by ACE President Molly Corbett Broad in 2006 when she noted that 45 percent of chief

academic officers said they would not pursue a presidency because they found the position to be

unappealing.



Third, trustees are turning with increasing frequency to “outsiders” from business, elected
office, or other government agencies to lead higher education institutions (Bataille et al., 2013;
Chema, 2012; Sanaghan et al., 2008). In a national survey of 750 presidents conducted in 2005,
Rita Bornstein reported that 23 percent came to the position from outside academia. This
percentage indicates a surge in the number of “outsider” presidents to academia during the past
decade. Earlier, in an analysis of six major higher education association reports conducted
between 1986 and 1995, Birnbaum & Umbach (2001) found that 11.5 percent of presidents came
from outside academia. In 2011, ACE found “outsiders” to academia stood at 20 percent. This
substantial increase in higher education “outsiders” being hired as presidents could be influenced
by trustees from the ranks of business who believe that adopting for-profit sector practices in
higher education will produce institutional efficiencies (Quinn, 2007).

Fourth, recent surveys show substantial numbers of new presidents were startled by the
challenges of the modern presidency. For example, in 2010 Bornstein reported that 59 percent of
new presidents felt underprepared for the complexities of the position. Two years later, Cook
(2012) found that a large minority of new presidents were confused or surprised when they
encountered unanticipated, troubling components of the position. A 2011 ACE survey of 1,600
college presidents indicated that 20 percent did not have a clear understanding of the campus.

Finally, failure to employ mentors to help new presidents navigate the challenges of
successfully acclimating to the culture and politics of their institutions is illustrated through a
comprehensive national survey by Perrakis, Galloway, Hayes, & Robinson-Galdo (2011). Fully
one-third of all presidents reported they did not have a mentor to help them prepare for their new

office or acclimate to it. Further, these same presidents did not seek advice from seasoned



presidents to assess the institution’s operational environment before they accepted an
appointment offer.
Significance of the Study

A comprehensive review of the literature found that a study on the acclimation practices
and challenges confronting new, first-time presidents at public, comprehensive master’s-level
institutions had never been done. This lack of research led to conversations with Dorcas Colvin,
the vice president for leadership development at the American Association of State Colleges &
Universities (personal communication, September 19, 2014), who committed to assisting this
study because it will be very useful in guiding the content of AASCU’s New Presidents
Academy and prospective presidents workshops.

An examination of results from a comprehensive literature review of articles related to
presidential acclimation in higher education shows there is little usable research directly relevant
to this study except for one journal article and two dissertations. Represented in the journal study
are aggregated results for institutions that include community colleges, liberal arts institutions,
four-year baccalaureate, doctoral, land-grant institutions, and religious or tribal colleges
(Perrakis et al., 2011). The Perrakis et al. (2011) article involved a national survey with
responses by 96 presidents out of a target population of 602 presidents, for a 16 percent response
rate. The low response prevented the disaggregating of data by institution type. The
dissertations were no longer timely, and focused on two-year colleges. They were conducted in
1984 (Emery) and 1996 (Murphree) and surveyed the acclimation practices of community
college presidents. Other surveys of presidential experiences and attitudes conducted by national
higher education associations, such as ACE and the American Association of Governing Boards

of Colleges & Universities (AGB), did not distinguish between public and private institutions



(Ewell, 2006). Further, these surveys did not distinguish responses between new, first-time
presidents and their more experienced peers.

In the past 30 years, 12 dissertations addressed presidential acclimation. However, eight
have focused on qualitative case studies of individuals or small groups of presidents, and four
have conducted quantitative national research. One of these studies was a meta-review of
presidential surveys used to identify those factors that contributed to a longer tenure. That author
(Smith, 2007) found candidates selected internally averaged 2.9 years longer in office than
“outsider” candidates in liberal arts and doctoral institutions. Smith was unable to determine a
reason for this advantage but did suggest that “good will” and knowledge of the institution may
have carried those presidents through difficult challenges. Tobias (2013) compared the attitudes
of male and female presidents about their perceptions of the most important personality attributes
required for a successful presidency. However, Tobias did not disaggregate her data by
institutional category or years in office.

Therefore, the information of “lessons learned” from the survey conducted by this
researcher will be of significance both for prospective presidents as they prepare for the
presidency and for new presidents who are still in an acclimation phase. Further, higher
education associations will find the survey significant in determining whether they should adjust
their curricula in presidential workshops in response to the needs and challenges that new
presidents reported they confront. The research also should be significant for trustees as they
establish selection criteria when choosing presidents, and for establishing performance
expectations as they collaborate with their new CEOs.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to learn about the acclimation experiences, attitudes, and



reflections of new, first-time presidents at public, regional bachelor- and master-level
comprehensive higher education institutions who have been in office between one and three
years.

This survey sought to learn: the actions these new presidents took to acclimate to the
policies, practices, people, culture, and politics affecting their institution; if there were
differences in perceived acclimation challenges between “insider” (CEOs selected from within
the institution) and “outsider” CEOs (those who come from a different institution or from outside
of higher education); if there were differences in acclimation approaches and attitudes between
male and female presidents; and if presidents varied their acclimation activities based on their
perception of the operational environment of their institution.

Research Questions

To achieve the purposes of this study, the researcher developed a quantitative survey of
37 items. The survey classified these items into five general categories of inquiry. The general
research categories and the relevant questions were:

1. Demographic profile of new, first-time presidents at regional, public comprehensive

institutions:
a. Who were the new presidents, (e.g., age, gender, time in the position, previous
position held and time in it, years worked, marital status, and ethnicity)?

2. Acclimation strategies and initial impressions of the presidency:

a. After accepting the position, what activities did new, first-time presidents engage
in to acclimate to the position and which actions were most helpful?
b. Were there differences between male and female presidents in the activities they

used in to acclimate?



With the benefit of 20-20 hindsight, which acclimation activities were found to be
helpful?
At the time they completed the questionnaire, what did they consider to be their

three major contributions and their three major frustrations?

3. Operational challenges:

a.

In their view, which of the following terms best described the institutional
environment of their institution: turnaround, accelerating, realigning, sustaining?
Did their assessment of the operational environment affect their attitudes and
acclimation activities?

What problems or issues were encountered by the new presidents, and which were
most surprising?

Which person(s) or stakeholders were most helpful or presented the greatest
challenge during their first months in the position?

What actions did the new CEOs take to assess their direct reports, and if they
replaced them, how many, what processes were used, and would they now handle

it differently?

4. Preparation for the presidency:

What life and career experiences helped prepare them for the presidency?

Did the new CEOs have a mentor and, if so, in what ways was the mentor
helpful?

Had the new CEOs participated in any workshops or programs for aspiring or new

CEOs and, if so, which ones and in what ways did they help?

5. Personal observations about the presidency:



Of the possible outcomes that might result from a new CEQ’s actions, which ones
did the new CEOs most like?

Which commonly felt experiences of new presidents did they experience, and
how did they cope with stress?

Since accepting their first presidency, have they considered leaving the position in
the near future and, if yes, would they apply for another presidency?

With the benefit of hindsight, did they wish they had handled some actions (or
inactions) differently?

Did the new CEOs have an opinion about how long it would take them to
acclimate/transition into their new role? If so, what did they say?

What advice did they offer to “outsiders” selected to be president?

Based on their experiences, did the new CEOs offer any advice to other new, first-
time presidents?

Definition of Terms

To ensure consistency of understanding by readers, several terms were defined as they

are used in this study. The definitions are:

1.

New, First-Time Presidents. Individuals holding their first higher education

presidency who have been in office at least 12 months but not more than 36 months.

Chief Executive Officer (CEO). In this study, this term was used interchangeably

with “President” or “Chancellor.”
Acclimation. The attitudes and actions of new presidents to become accustomed to
the policies, practices, people, and internal and external politics associated with

their institution.



10.

11.

Culture. An organization’s shared values, beliefs, behaviors, and customs— often
rooted in history and expressed in decision-making — that are the criteria by which
an organization’s members assess a CEO’s performance.

Insider. A new president who was selected from within the organization.

Higher Education Outsider. A new president who was selected from a profession

other than public higher education.

External Outsider. A new president who was selected from a different higher

education institution.

Comprehensive, public master’s-level institution. A classification of institutions

used by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching to designate
public institutions that have a primary mission of undergraduate and master’s-level
teaching.

The American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU). AASCU is

a national organization of public colleges and universities that share a student-
focused teaching and learning-centered culture.

Institution. As used in this study, this term will be used interchangeably with
“college” or “university.”

Transition. Higher education researchers use the terms “acclimation” and
“transition” interchangeably to describe the processes and challenges for new
presidents. As used in this study, “transition” will be interchangeable with

“acclimation.”
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Delimitations of the Study

This study was delimited in two ways: One, it focused on the acclimation activities for
new, first-time presidents at public, comprehensive master-level institutions. Two, it surveyed
those new, first-time presidents who have been in office at least one year but not more than three
years.

Limitations of the Study

This study was limited by two factors. First, it relied on self-reporting. As a result, there
was no means to compare the responses of presidents with knowledgeable persons such as
trustees or faculty. Second, first-time presidents at AASCU institutions were very busy. Their
schedules influenced their ability or willingness to provide information.

Chapter Summary

The presidents of contemporary universities lead their institutions in an era of increased
tension as they face more exacting performance pressures and accountability standards than their
predecessors. Society at-large, elected and appointed policy decision-makers, trustees, and
faculty have conflicting expectations of higher education CEOs. This requires significant
leadership skills by new, first-time CEOs to navigate the cultural and organizational challenges
of complex institutions. Recent surveys show numerous obstacles to finding the skilled leaders
who can effectively advance the mission of higher education institutions, including an aging
presidency, an aversion by “front-line” provosts to become campus CEOs, and an increasing
frequency of trustees to pursue “outsiders” who, if they are not sensitive to the issues and culture
of higher education, will increase their likelihood of failure.

Because of this substantial shift in the higher education environment, new presidents

need to be astute in their acclimation processes. Yet, limited research has been conducted about
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the acclimation challenges and the “lessons learned” by new, first-time presidents. Further, no
acclimation study has been conducted that focused specifically on presidents at public, regional
comprehensive institutions. This research gap is addressed through this study and its results are
of significant value to prospective presidents, new presidents, trustees who hire presidents, and

higher education associations who conduct workshops for aspiring and new presidents.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
Introduction

The modern higher education presidency is a study in conflict. On the one hand, it is
considered to be a position of enormous stature and personal reward. On the other hand, it is
beset with extraordinary conflicts between its internal and external stakeholders that can place
CEOs in untenable positions. So intense are these tensions that presidents may easily make
missteps or be confronted with ethical quandaries as they acclimate into office. These tensions
can be magnified by what appears to be an ongoing redefinition of society’s fundamental
expectations of public higher education.

To explore these premises, this chapter is divided into six parts. The first reviews the
literature by identifying keywords that describe the processes and challenges of presidential
acclimation. The second part explains the difference in accountability criteria between CEOs in
business and in public higher education. The third part of the chapter outlines the competing and
often conflicting expectations of presidents by such key stakeholders as decision-makers,
trustees, and faculty. The fourth part of the chapter reports the practices that are followed to
prepare prospective presidents and to assist new CEOs in acclimation. The fifth section of the
chapter analyzes the “lessons learned” in CEO acclimation in business and industry and their
applicability to higher education. The last section of this chapter outlines the acclimation
processes and strategies available to new higher education presidents by consultants, researchers,
and experienced presidents.

Part One: Literature Review Process
The literature review for this project focused on two areas: literature about the challenges

and pathways to successful acclimation by new university presidents and by CEOs in business
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and industry. These two sectors were selected to determine “lessons learned” from business and
industry that are transferable to public higher education. The literature on CEOs was especially
relevant given the increased importance public policy decision-makers and trustees have placed
on public higher education to operate “more like a business.” Materials for this study relied on
four resources: scholarly journals, dissertations, higher education association periodicals, and
books. I used the following search engines: Ebsco Academic Search Complete, ProQuest
Dissertations, and JSTOR. In addition, I added Google Scholar for sources describing
acclimation for higher education presidents. Publication dates ranged from1984 through 2015.

The literature on the modern higher education presidency is extensive, particularly
concerning the environmental climate of greater external and internal accountability. However,
few sources provided insight to new campus CEOs, who are often outsiders, on how to quickly
address operational challenges while adjusting to the internal and external politics of institutional
cultures. Search terms I used for CEO acclimation were:

CEO/presidential acclimation in business and industry.

CEO/presidential transitions in business and industry.

CEO/presidential leadership and performance.

I quickly learned that the literature provides broad advice about challenges and pathways
for “acclimation,” learning how to be effective as a president in a new environment. However,
the literature, while providing theories about CEO acclimation, does not align recommendations
to a specific environment. For example, the literature on higher education leadership in
acclimation would recommend evaluating senior executives as crucial, but not specify criteria for
conducting the evaluation. However, the business literature on acclimation dealt extensively

with prioritizing actions and providing the tools to realize those actions. Consequently, relevant
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literature about new CEOs in public higher education regarding acclimation is ill-defined, and
thus limited.

In comparing two different social sectors—academe and business—subtle differences in
terminology must be recognized. In both sectors, “transition” is used interchangeably with
“acclimation.” In business, the assumption is that transition also means “succession,” or a
“hand-off”— from the current CEO to the new CEO. This succession generally refers to an
internal candidate who is groomed and selected as the new CEO. In the literature on
acclimation in higher education, however, neither “succession” nor “hand-off” are common
practices.

Another consideration in analyzing the literature about attitudes and challenges faced by
higher education and business CEOs is that the literature did not differentiate between new
versus experienced CEOs. In fact, I found only one peer-reviewed article that addressed the
acclimation of new higher education CEOs. In addition, regarding higher education, a search of
ProQuest, the dissertation abstract index, unearthed only twelve dissertations that in some way
even remotely addressed acclimation over a twenty-year period. However, higher education
association publications provided numerous narratives and general recommendations regarding
acclimation. My most time-consuming research activity required searching the reference lists of
peer-reviewed journal articles, books, and higher education association articles. This exhaustive
search identified 86 books, studies, or association articles either directly or indirectly addressing

2 ¢¢

“succession,” “acclimation,” or “transitions.” None were directly related to acclimation of

presidents at four-year, public, comprehensive universities.
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A similar, exhaustive review of the literature on business CEO selections, acclimation, or
succession provided greater depth on tools, tactics, and environmental analysis than the higher
education literature.

The Tables below demonstrate that an exhaustive search of the literature was conducted
in two phases. First, a categorical search using the term “leadership” yielded a significant body
of literature regarding the general topic of the study. However, a customized search revealed
scant literature dealing directly with relevant information describing the relationship between the
selection, transition, or acclimation of new CEOs in higher education and business, in

relationship to the contemporary challenges they confront.
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Table 1
Broad Search Results of the Literature about Higher Education Presidents’ Acclimation Activities, and Final Results
Applicable to the Study
Search Engine/ Key words Initial Key Word  Peer-reviewed  Additional Key Broad Search Applicable
Source Title Results Articles Words Results Results to Research
Project
Ebsco Academic College 2,149 2,097 And Transition 42 6
Search Complete Presidents
College 3,175 786 And Leadership 18 1
Presidents
And Leadership 27 2
And Transition
And Acclimation 0
JSTOR College 6,258 6,257 And Acclimation 0
Presidents
And Acclimation 0 1
University 10,452 10,299 And Transition 101 1
Presidents
And Acclimation 1
College 252 250 And Transition 45 articles 5
Leadership 3 books
ProQuest University 94 And Acclimation 0 12
Dissertations Presidents
And Transition 0
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Table 1 (Cont.)

Broad Search Results of the Literature about Higher Education Presidents’ Acclimation Activities, and Final Results

Applicable to the Study
Search Engine/ Key words Initial Key Word  Peer-reviewed  Additional Key Broad Search Applicable
Source Title Results Articles Words Results Results to Research
Project
American 250 And Acclimation 0 9
Council on
Education And Transition 68
Presidency
Periodical
Association of 466 And Transition 29 18
Governing
Boards And Acclimation 2
Trusteeship
Periodical
Google Scholar College 149 And Transition 1 18
President
And Acclimation 1 1
University 178 And Transition 1 12
President
And Acclimation 3 0
Total 23,423 19,689 342 86
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Table 2
Broad Search Results of the Literature about Business CEOs’ Acclimation Activities, and Final Results Applicable to the Study

Search Engine  Key Words Initial Key Word  Peer-reviewed  Additional Broad Search ~ Applicable to
/Source Title Results Articles Key Words Results Research Project
and Results

Ebsco Academic CEOs 161,803 8,814 And Acclimation 1 0

Search Complete
And Transition 36 2
And Succession 65 13
Strategies

JSTOR CEOs 335 And Succession 18 18

And Acclimation 0

And Transition 0
ProQuest Dissert CEOs 212 Acclimation 0
Transition 0
Succession 12 2

Total 162,350 8,814 132 35
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Part Two: Differences in Accountability Criteria Between CEOs in Business

and In Public Higher Education

The review of the literature as described in part one reveals five areas of challenge for
contemporary CEOs in higher education and business. Part Two focuses on differences in
accountability between CEOs in higher education and CEOs in business. An impediment to
integrating the literature between the two sectors is that their foci are different. In business, the
focus is on profit. So the accountability for a business CEO is almost exclusively external.
Critics point out that this ignores the implications of the internal culture on a CEO’s success, but
nonetheless the literature affirms the emphasis on external accountability. Contra wise, the
literature on higher education CEOs stresses internal accountability. However, critics recognize
the powerful influence of external accountability on higher education, and point to the
misalignment between internal and external stakeholders regarding the social purpose of public
higher education.

Where the two social sectors diverge is in the scale of misalignment between internal and
external stakeholders. In business, success is measured strictly through profit and stockholder
reaction to those profits, external criteria. In public higher education, consensus about clear-cut
criteria for measuring a CEQ’s success is lacking. In short, the literature on business CEOs
offers limited “lessons” on how to manage the internal culture of higher education. According to
the literature, university presidents exist in an internal world of relentless observation in which
their personal behavior is often subjected to criticism.

Despite the differences in how the literature for each sector approaches the external
environment, the literature addresses commonalities. In both sectors internal constituent groups

closely observe the public demeanor of presidents and rapidly pass judgment on whether it is
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appropriate. In both sectors external stakeholders unrealistically assume presidents carry
extraordinary personal and organizational power. They also presuppose that presidents possess
the broad managerial competencies needed to easily resolve any problem or to capture any
opportunity. These differences between internal and external stakeholder expectations for both
types of CEOs can often result in clashes, with both audiences insisting that their point of view
should prevail. These conflicts place extraordinary pressures on first-time presidents, who often
are outsiders. They are expected to quickly and effectively assess and act on internal operational
challenges without making a fatal misstep as they lead their institutions.
Part Three: Competing and Conflicting Expectations of Higher Education CEOs
by Trustees, the Faculty, and Elected Officials

Part Two addressed twin problems. The first problem was the integration of the business
and higher education literature regarding criteria for evaluating external CEO performance. The
second problem was the powerful influence of the internal environment in evaluating CEOs in
higher education, an influence that is not addressed in the business literature. This section
explores areas of conflict between internal and external higher education stakeholders:
presidents, state policy leaders, trustees, and faculty. Also addressed is the succession pipeline,
which is of major consequence for successful acclimation in the higher education presidency. A
significant difference between the two social sectors is that succession in business is a major
theme in business literature. This is a criterion that should be of concern in higher education, but
it receives little attention in that sector’s literature.

Externally, trustees, external stakeholders who often are appointed by governors, are
becoming increasingly activist by imposing on presidents their views about a business culture of

management. Trustees, in considering the nature of the academy, can tilt toward workforce
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development more so than the liberal arts. These views often conflict with the cultural norms of
higher education as represented by faculty, internal stakeholders who object to categorizing
higher education solely as a business and tilt toward the value of the liberal arts and intellectual
quality of life. Regardless of the pathway to the campus CEO’s office, Bowen and Shapiro
(2002) pointed out that prospective and new presidents must be astute about how they will be
perceived by trustees, faculty, and key federal and state decision-makers who regulate public
institutions.

Trustees are not alone in using external criteria to measure CEO performance. In
accordance with national goals, today’s executives are expected to increase the number of
students who graduate, who find good jobs, and who have done so with minimal student debt.
These output measurements are in response to federal and state public policy objectives of
maintaining America’s global competitiveness. At the same time, external stakeholders believe
that these goals can be achieved with diminished resources. In effect, the goals of external
stakeholders for higher education are in conflict, and come at a time when states’ tax support to
educate students has dropped significantly (Bryan & Matthews, 2008; Mettler, 2014;
Postsecondary Education Opportunity, 2013; Smerek, 2013). Faculty oppose these external
output measurements as the most crucial criteria for assessing graduates’ preparation for the
workforce and for life. They insist education imparts intangibles that are difficult, if not
impossible, to measure adequately. These intangibles—critical thinking, richness of intellectual
life, civic engagement, and life-long learning—are the essential outcomes of education and
manifest themselves throughout life (Ewell, 2006; Ewell, et al., 2011; see also Lumina

Foundation, 2011).
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Complicating the internal environment are inherited executives who comprise the Top
Management Team (TMT). Not only do CEOs struggle with conflicts between opposing views
of external and internal stakeholders, but they also are caught between competing views of
internal stakeholders. A reason for conflicts with the TMT is the difference in the culture of
decision-making. New presidents, particularly if outsiders, may bring a different taxonomy for
making decisions than the one used by incumbent executives (Dalton & Kesner, 1985; Karaveli,
2007; Neumann, 1991: Singell & Tang, 2013; Tushman & Rosenkopf, 1996). As a result,
presidents who cannot balance these competing interests are criticized for their perceived
shortcomings in management skills by all of the institution’s primary stakeholders: faculty,
public policy decision-makers, business leaders, the media, and political activists—and their
TMT (Archibald & Feldman, 2011; Association of Governing Boards, 2012; Levin, 1988;
MacTaggart, 2012; see also Trombley, 2007).

This daunting picture of the internal and external challenges for contemporary presidents
is not new. In 1998, Princeton University President Harold Shapiro offered this stark and

sympathetic observation:

Indeed, it is commonplace at this point to observe that, for good or ill, many people
believe that the reality for many contemporary presidents consists of either reacting to the
unpredictable or trying to reconcile the conflicting demands of various citizens and
patrons of the university community. As a result, many observers have concluded that
the university or college president’s job is largely symbolic and his or her influence, if
any, sporadic, as the pace and direction of activity are determined by events over which
the president has little control (89; see also Tichy, 2014).

One of the consequences in the clash between internal and external stakeholders is that
the traditional pipeline for CEO succession is disrupted. Logically, the Chief Academic Officer
(CAO) is poised, because of experience in the academy, to assume a presidency. However,
CAO:s are reluctant to seek a presidency because major stakeholders pursue different visions for

the CEO. Thus, those “front line” executives most qualified to lead are not applying for the
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presidency (ACE, 2013; Jaschik, 2014). The importance of this disruption to the traditional
pipeline to the university presidency will become clearer when reviewing the literature on
acclimation success rates of internal presidents versus external presidents.

Having provided an overview of the tensions among these stakeholders and a major
consequence of that tension, the review will now address separately the issues of particular
concern to each of the three critical groups: trustees, faculty, and external decision-makers. This
analysis is needed because each group has particular interests and objectives by which it assesses
the effectiveness of presidents. These interests and objectives are often in conflict with each
other, particularly within groups. Thus, the next section explores these intra-group conflicts.

Trustees set high expectations, yet remain disengaged. Strained relationships between
boards and presidents have become a topic of increasing discussion. Most higher education
association conversations on the challenged presidency, and particularly the acclimation of new
presidents, are informed by widespread popular surveys, books, and higher education periodical
articles. They recite a range of conflict areas between CEOs and their boards. They report that
trustees who come from the private sector are often frustrated with their perception that higher
education decision-making operates at too slow of a pace (Trow, 1998). Bataille et al. (2013)
offers that trustees’ over-stated performance expectations of new presidents also are inflamed by
the media, who create the false aura that dynamic presidents can quickly generate change.
Bataille et al. (2013) reported that college presidents now ask whether “trustees are watchdogs
for the governor, or do they want to help the university?” (p. 12). Writing earlier, Perrakis et al.
(2011) found through a national survey that presidents considered trustees to be among the top

three constituent groups that are the most difficult to work with.
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Business professor and corporate succession researcher Neil Tichy (2014) endorses the
concept that business executives who are appointed as trustees misunderstand the complexity of
higher education institutions.

Business executives all too often operate under the erroneous and occasionally fatal

assumption that presidents and deans are able to make reasonable unfettered and

unconstrained command decisions, just like senior executives in a for-profit institution or

a general in a military hierarchy. . . . College and university administrators may not, and

therefore should not, even attempt to behave like a general or a traditional CEO if they

know what is good for them (pp. 283-284).

More recently, Marla Holt in a 2014 article in The Presidency, reported that president-
board relationships continue in a downward spiral. She cited a Gallup Poll conducted by /nside
Higher Education that found 68 percent of presidents at public higher education institutions
would replace board members if they could. Even so, as one president, Renu Khato, advised,
presidents must acknowledge trustees’ authority regardless of their perspective. “No matter how
‘corporate’ or ‘out of academic line’ board members’ ideas may sound, it is imperative to respect
their views” (Q&A Minding the Gap, 2014, p. 11). These tensions point to the conflict between
CEOs and trustees who have the authority to direct the management of a higher education
institution even though they do not have direct experience in its operations. As an outcome of
trustees’ inexperience in managing higher education and their high ideals about how presidents
should function, CEOs are often caught between high expectations and a lack of specific
performance goals. For example, Morrill (2010) reported that only slightly more than half of
trustees (53%) regularly engage in a structured manner with their presidents on chief executive
performance.

As a consequence of the contradiction of trustees setting high performance expectations

while disengaging from their presidents, former President Judith Ramaley (2002), observed that

new presidents often struggle with understanding precisely what trustees or System heads expect
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of them (see also Bataille et al., 2013; Bowen & Shapiro, 1998). Ramaley, the former president
at Portland State University, the University of Vermont, and Minnesota State University,
Winona, asks new presidents:

Do you have a mandate? If so, from whom? When new leaders are hired, those who hire

them usually have intentions for what these new leaders must accomplish as well as a

model, often somewhat deeply buried in their thinking, about what the problems or

opportunities are and the right ways to go about addressing them. Most of us are
attracted to places that are seeking to accomplish the goals that we cherish. We often
assume that because we were chosen, the board or the person to whom we report must
have given us a mandate to move forward. But this is often not the case. It is important
to know clearly what you are expected to accomplish and whether there are any

expectations of sow you will do it (p. 69).

The Leadership Imperative, a monograph by the American Council on Education (2006),
encourages integrated relationships between trustees and presidents to resolve the acclimation
quandary for new presidents as posed by Ramaley. To strengthen a president’s relationship with
his or her board, ACE recommends that presidents build a clear, shared, mutual understanding of
expectations and culture; develop a strategic plan; and present a united front between presidents
and boards on contentious issues (Michaelson, 2013; see also Sanaghan et al., 2008).

Although boards may have difficulties in setting performance standards, they are
beginning to recognize that they need help in hiring the best qualified presidents. Unfortunately,
in seeking new CEOs, they want “perfect” presidents. Between 1998 and 2012 the percentage of
searches in which a board hired a consultant to assist them had jumped from 38 percent to 56
percent. Nearly 90 percent of four-year institutions now engage a search firm (Dowdall, 2012).
Higher education consultants indicate that boards expect prospective presidential candidates to
be empathetic to others, have extensive leadership preparation experiences, and have
accumulated widespread institutional operational expertise to contend with issues from a broad

perspective (Artman & Franz, 2009; Dowdall, 2012; Seal, Boyatzi, & Bailey, 2006; Shapiro

1998). To achieve this, trustees list the following skills to be critical competencies in CEOs:
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* informed organizational strategies;

* extensive resource management experiences;

* success in creating change;

* appreciation for the impact of globalization on American society;

* acollaborative spirit;

* exceptional communication skills;

* advocacy experience with external decision-makers;

* professionalism;

* entrepreneurship,

* emotional intelligence;

* social intelligence (Campbell et al., 2010; Skinner, 2010).

This list demonstrates the idealism that boards bring to the search, but it can undermine
the ability to find an acceptable candidate. Yet identifying a candidate’s leadership capacity
remains a valid point. In recent years, for example, community college trustees are increasingly
following consultants’ advice to emulate the business sector in candidate screening processes.
They employ an Occupational Personality Questionnaire as a screening tool (Saslow, 2005) to
identify personality strengths and flaws in prospective CEOs. But regardless of the techniques
that boards of trustees adopt to find new CEOs, they can undermine objective evidence about a
candidate’s leadership qualification by remaining fearful of hiring “incomplete” sitting
presidents. Once the president is hired and demonstrates human flaws, trustees seek to hire a
new president without those flaws but, unable to avoid the inherent problem of “inperfection,”
they may hire replacements who prove to have other fatal flaws (MacTaggart, 2012; see also

Scott, 2011). This “flawed” philosophy of hiring the CEO is reinforced by lack of engagement
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with the acclimation process for the new CEO. In contrast to business boards of directors, higher
education trustees have marginal engagement in helping campus presidents to achieve success at
their arrival (Dowdall, 2012).

Faculty set high standards for presidential performance. Another critical
constituency for presidential success are faculty, whose support is essential to a successful
acclimation. Sanaghan et al. (2008) viewed this relationship as second in importance to trustees.
“Constructive faculty relationships are essential to any president’s success, but more so for new
presidents because the faculty will be watching more closely in the beginning than at any other
time” (p. 61). Research reveals the president-faculty relationship can be a difficult marriage.

For example, Perrakis et al. (2011) in their survey of 62 college presidents found that the greatest
dissatisfaction for presidents, in order, were relationships with faculty, legislators, and trustees.

Faculty expect much of their presidents. Search consultant Ellen Heffernan, however,
worries that faculty can be so concerned with seeking strong administrators who can address
internal academic program and operational issues that they often overlook qualified candidates
whose strengths lie in external relations (2014). Fleming says of faculty expectations:

The faculty represents the institution’s academic programs and its commitment to

academic values. Faculty are obligated to judge whether the missions of the creation and

dissemination of knowledge are being honored, whether a president is appropriately
concerned with curriculum and student development, whether essential conditions for
academic work are maintained, and whether the president operates in a manner consistent
with a collegial community. Faculty support is based in part on their perception of the

president’s effectiveness as the institution’s chief academic officer (2010, p. 58).

Further, in a 2010 survey of 602 faculty members, Fleming administered an Academic
President Behavior Inventory that evaluated 92 areas of CEO performance. The survey revealed

29 presidential missteps that can damage or destroy a presidency. Presidents are on the pathway

to failure with faculty if they break inviolable norms by representing the institution poorly to
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external groups such as regents and policy leaders; are critical of faculty or misrepresent their
concerns to trustees; manipulate faculty in areas they consider to be their province, such as
academic programs; fail to build external networks or lead fund raising; are inattentive, rigid or
inflexible in their opinions; exclude faculty from decision-making through the shared governance
process, or fail to deliver on promises; seek special privileges through student admissions,
administrative appointments, contracting with consultants, or extending business contracts;
mismanage finances; or exhibit moral turpitude through inappropriate relationships with staff or
students (Fleming, 2010; see also Bornstein, 2003).

As in the case of trustees, faculty may also demand unachievable expectations of
presidents.

Governors and Legislatures focus on higher education outcomes. The role of
American higher education as a social institution is granted by society: to set the standards for
awarding a degree, to create new knowledge to advance society, and to provide impartial
analysis of the critical issues confronting society. Over the past two decades our nation’s leaders
have substantially shifted the definition of what those objectives should be and whether higher
education is advancing the nation’s common good. Bataille et al. (2013) report that, “At public
campuses, college presidents face a slew of politically charged challenges due to the financial
structure of these institutions. State-level politics often influence the decision-making process”
(p. 11). As Princeton University President Martin Trow offered, accountability to governors and
legislators focuses on financial accounting and compliance with laws, rather than the quality of
the work being performed at public colleges and universities (1998, see also St. John, 2004).
Trow also contended that relationships with state and federal governments have outstripped all

other pressures in magnifying the complexity of the position. Responding exclusively to those



