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1

PA RT  O N E

I N T RO D U C T I O N  TO  T H E 
E C O LO G Y  O F  S T U D E N T 

A F FA I R S  L E A D E R S H I P

Higher education is facing some of the most complex challenges it 
has ever seen, and its need for strong and innovative leadership is 
essential and compelling. Student affairs as an organizational unit 

within higher education has become a critical component of the higher edu-
cation mission and leadership team (Ambler, 1993; Hirt, 2006; Sandeen, 
1991). As this role has gained a stronger voice and increased visibility in the 
higher education arena, student affairs as a whole has become more complex 
and more central to the success of higher education institutions and to the 
welfare and success of students.

In this institutional role, student affairs is increasingly strapped with 
new and complex challenges, creating even greater demands for effective 
leadership. As society has changed, so have the challenges facing student 
affairs leadership. These challenges currently include reduced funding and 
greater demands on available resources, provision of varied and new services 
for a more diverse student population, student and family expectations for 
expanded and 24/7 availability of services, and new concerns for safety and 
security. In addition there are challenges of increasing involvement and col-
laboration with the academic mission to ensure student success as well as a 
heightened sense of urgency to enable student retention, minimize the time 
to graduation, and facilitate graduation and student satisfaction, all while 
keeping increased costs in check.

As we look to the future such challenges will become more complex, 
and new challenges will likely emerge. In this increasingly demanding and 
 volatile environment student affairs leadership development is a critical 
concern, requiring greater attention to what is needed to enhance student 
affairs leadership effectiveness for the future. This book is intended to aid in 
advancing our understanding and practice of student affairs leadership.
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2  STUDENT AFFAIRS LEADERSHIP

Enhancing leadership effectiveness is greatly reliant on the research and 
application of research related to leadership development and practice. His-
tory has substantially documented that leaders are not born; rather, they are 
crafted from applied theory to practice through experience. Much of what we 
know about leadership and the application of leadership within student affairs 
has been adapted from corporate settings or from theoretical ideas that have 
been generally and broadly applied to the concept of student affairs leader-
ship. While these ideas and applications have been helpful, they have been less 
than ideal in addressing the leadership development needs of student affairs 
leaders. Such works are useful, but they have to be translated to the context of 
higher education and student affairs. This translation can be misleading and, 
in some cases, erroneous within the student affairs environment in particular.

The area of contextual leadership research and practice is an important and 
emergent area for understanding and practicing leadership (Kezar,  Carducci, 
& Contreras-McGavin, 2006; Stogdill, 1974). More recent research related 
to leadership in the context of organizations indicates that the context of 
leadership is a central component of effective leadership (Antonakis, Avolio, 
& Sivasubramaniam, 2003). It has also been demonstrated that the context 
of higher education is very different from the context of corporate and gov-
ernment organizations (Birnbaum, 1988; Kezar et al., 2006). This work is 
intended to help address some of this gap in our understanding of student 
affairs leadership in the context of student affairs organizations.

Most of the current higher education and student affairs leadership 
research and writing do not focus directly on the contextual nature of organ-
izational leadership. Many recent texts focus on a singular, specifi c area of 
leadership, such as relational theory, social justice approaches to leadership, 
collaboration, or change. These works do not deal directly with the contex-
tual nature of institutional leadership, especially from the microanalysis level 
of various environmental contexts. This work is intended to help address 
some of this gap in our understanding and practice of student affairs leader-
ship in context. Through this exploration we hope to gain insights into how 
leadership actually works in various contexts.

While the idea of “leadership in context” is not really new, this work’s 
focus on a different way of viewing leadership in context is novel. It does 
not focus solely on the behavior and values of leaders as individuals, but 
rather on how positional leaders interact with their environments to engage 
in leadership. This is an exploratory work based on qualitative research that 
seeks to understand student affairs leadership practice in context and to take 
this understanding and apply it to enhancing leadership effectiveness. In 
the  body of this book we take the fi ndings from the exploration of the 
leadership- environment interaction of 24 highly successful senior student 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE ECOLOGY OF STUDENT AFFAIRS LEADERSHIP  3

affairs offi cers (SSAO) and apply them to guide others in understanding how 
leadership can be enhanced.

This work was intentionally designed to be distinct from other works by 
exploring leadership as viewed through a lens of ecological theory and apply-
ing this view to everyday leadership practice. (The ecological perspective is 
explored more fully in Chapter 2.) From this ecological perspective we view 
leadership as a transaction that involves leaders engaged with the members 
of the organization and the existing contextual environment. Each of the 
players within higher education organizations, including the positional lead-
ers and other organizational members, has different roles, but all have an 
infl uence on how leadership is perceived and addressed within the ecological 
context of the organization. Leadership effectiveness emerges when the inter-
actions between the players and the ecological context are in harmony as they 
interact with the leadership process.

We use the concept of ecology to frame our interest in leadership by 
focusing on SSAOs as positional leaders. We explore the infl uence of the 
varied environmental components as the SSAOs describe their engagement 
in  leadership. These positional leaders’ interactions, viewed as the execution 
of leadership from the ecological perspective, are believed to depend on their 
personal characteristics engaged with the characteristics of both their institu-
tional and divisional environments. Leadership has been heavily researched, 
but little is known about how leaders actually engage in daily interaction 
within the context of varied environmental factors.

This work is built on the fi ndings of a comprehensive research study of 
24 SSAOs and their experiences engaging leadership in their varied organi-
zational roles (see Chapter 13). Through the SSAOs’ experiences we examine 
the contextual arena of leadership and the strategies and challenges these 
leaders face in navigating the environments that greatly impact their ability 
to be successful leaders. We utilized an ecological framework for organizing 
and understanding the contextual dimension of these leaders’ experiences 
and apply existing leadership literature and research to the student affairs 
context. This research study was supported by a grant from the National 
Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) Foundation.

This work is about the engagement in leadership as an interactive pro-
cess within varied environmental contexts. It does not assume that leaders 
have control over the environment or can mold it through their execution 
of skills and strategies; rather, this work explores how leaders engage their 
environment through interactions with it. This also includes an analysis of 
the transactional process itself—in this case, a transactional process among 
the leader, the organizational members, and the various components of the 
organization’s environment.
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4  STUDENT AFFAIRS LEADERSHIP

It assumes that leadership in these varied environments may present dif-
ferent challenges and require different competencies and different skills and 
strategies depending on the context within and outside of the various envi-
ronments. It explores how leaders choose to use their past experiences, their 
training, and their personal characteristics to set priorities and divide their 
energy to engage in their perceptions of leadership within their environmen-
tal transactions.

This work does not assume that senior positional leaders (here, SSAOs) 
are solely responsible for the successes or failures that occur within their 
responsibilities. It also does not assume that leaders have full control over 
perceptions of their effectiveness as leaders. It does, however, assume that 
perceptions within the organization may in fact be the reality for many in 
an organization. These perceptions can have considerable consequences for 
success of a senior positional leader. This work is based on the perceptions of 
the study’s SSAOs and their interactions with their leadership environment. 
It does not assess if these perceptions are accurate or in harmony with other 
organizational members’ perceived reality.

Descriptions and Format of the Chapters of This Book

Part One of this book opens with a description of the importance of context 
in understanding leadership. Chapter 1 presents a brief history of leadership 
theory and research as related to student affairs. It shows how and why this 
present exploration of leadership practice is built on previous leadership ideas 
and practices and discusses how leadership practice evolved into the present 
emphasis on “context.”

Chapter 2 presents the ecology approach to viewing leadership and the 
model that was used in the analysis of the various participants’ perspectives. 
Chapter 3 presents a general discussion of leadership viewed through the 
eyes and experiences of the SSAO participants in the study. It introduces the 
participants and describes their values and views of their general leadership 
engagement in their contextual environments.

Part Two (chapters 4 through 10) focuses on the specifi c areas of inter-
action in the organizational environment. The various chapters discuss the 
analysis of the participants’ experiences of engaging in leadership within each 
 contextual area. The insights about leadership gained as crafted through 
the lens of subenvironments are discussed, including cultural, social, physi-
cal, legal and political, resource, and ethical environments. Each chapter 
addresses how the participants engaged in leadership within these various 
contexts and how these engagements formed the basis of their leadership 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE ECOLOGY OF STUDENT AFFAIRS LEADERSHIP  5

within the organization. Specifi c components of each area of the environ-
ment and the interrelationship of the leaders and their contextual environ-
ment are also explored. At the end of each chapter the authors consider how 
the experiences of the SSAO participants inform the practice of leadership 
and how leadership actually works. Chapter 10 presents the interaction of 
SSAOs within the broader context of the organizational subenvironments, 
institutional types, and key personal attributes, as well as a summary of the 
ecological perspective of their leadership.

Part Three considers the future of student affairs leadership. Chapter 11 
focuses on the ideas related to organizational readiness and ability to adapt 
to change, and the participating leaders’ interactions with the change process 
within their organizational context. It discusses the relationship the lead-
ers have with leading and navigating change in their organizational context.
Chapter 12 presents the study participants’ perceptions of current and future 
leadership issues within their organizational context. It includes how the par-
ticipants view the future of leadership within student affairs. It goes on to 
present the voices of the researchers regarding their perceptions of elements 
of the discussion that appear to be missing from the voices of the SSAO par-
ticipants. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications of the 
ecological model related to the future of student affairs leadership.  Chapter 
13 presents a summary of the specifi cs of the study, methodology, and analy-
sis process that form the book’s foundation.

It is hoped that through this work the role of the SSAO as a leader 
in higher education can be better understood and that the engagement in 
leadership in this context can be portrayed in ways that provide guidance 
and insights for future practice. We hope that this work will serve to educate 
current and future leaders about the importance of understanding the con-
textual environment and how it impacts effective leadership.

This book is intended to provide guidance for current and aspiring higher 
education organizational leaders, specifi cally those who work in the context 
of student affairs. It is intended to be used in graduate preparation programs 
and other staff development programs aimed at organizational leadership 
development. It is anticipated that this work will add to the literature on 
leadership in student affairs organizations and present a new perspective on 
leadership not present in current leadership texts used by both graduate stu-
dents and practitioners.

In summary, this book illuminates the voices of SSAOs for understand-
ing the ecological framework for exploring and understanding leadership in 
context. Leadership behavior in this work is a function of leadership of per-
sons and institutional characteristics in a dynamic reciprocal transactional 
relationship with the contextual environment within an organization. These 
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6  STUDENT AFFAIRS LEADERSHIP

contextual infl uences include the cultural environment, social environment, 
physical environment, legal and political environment, resource environ-
ment, and ethical environment. From our analysis and understanding of these 
transactional relationships emerges a portrait of the ecology of  leadership 
that helps to demonstrate how strategic comprehension and engagement 
with the various environmental components of the organization can help 
achieve leadership success. We begin this exploration by briefl y examining 
the history and development of leadership theory and research both gener-
ally and more specifi cally as they apply to student affairs leadership. This 
summary will set the stage for our exploration of student affairs leadership as 
viewed through an ecological lens and presentation of the implications of this 
understanding for the practice of effective leadership.
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