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1
L E A D E R  A N D 

T E A M  E X P E C TAT I O N S

George R. Boggs

Colleges are complex and dynamic organizations characterized by 
nearly constant interactions among individuals and groups of peo-
ple. The interactions can be positive or negative, and sometimes they 

can be disruptive. Interactions are affected by campus climate, but over time 
they can shape the climate and the culture of an organization. Leaders have 
a significant influence over organizational interactions through their own 
behavior and through the expectations they communicate to the members of 
their executive leadership team.

The top college administrator can have a variety of titles; for clarity, 
in this chapter I refer to this leader as the college chief executive officer 
(CEO). This chapter focuses primarily on the college executive leadership 
team (i.e., the team of administrators who report directly to the CEO) but 
many of the principles also apply to other college teams. For any team to 
be effective, the leader’s communications and expectations must be clear, 
and they must be aligned with the leader’s own behavior and actions. 
People pay attention to what leaders do perhaps even more than to what 
they say, so leaders need to model the behavior they expect from others.

If leaders expect team members to be reliable, fair, and compassionate, 
for example, they must exhibit those qualities. If they want these qualities 
to permeate the organization, leaders must hold team members accountable 
to these expectations. Ideally, college administrators should exercise judg-
ment that is fair, dispassionate, consistent, and equitable, and they should be 
honest and reliable in all they say and do. Actions and decisions should be 
well thought out and in alignment with the institution’s mission and values. 
Confidences should be kept, but in today’s collegial environment, college 
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team leadership in community colleges2

business must be transparent, and records need to be accessible. Leaders 
should not assume that these values will be pervasive without their consistent 
attention to expectations of team members.

Modeling

Because those at the top set the tone for the entire institution, it is critical for 
community college leaders to set an example of integrity, fairness, openness, 
and consideration. It is not sufficient for a college CEO to be strong, well 
connected, and intelligent; a successful leader must also be ethical (Wallin, 
2007). As the leaders of the executive team, college CEOs in particular must 
model ethical and fair behavior, and they must communicate this expecta-
tion to their leadership team.

Ethical values are tested frequently, especially for those in positions of 
influence. For that reason, it is important for leaders to think seriously about 
ethical values before they are faced with difficult and ambiguous dilemmas 
that are all too common. Leaders should thoughtfully develop their own per-
sonal code of ethics that guides their behavior and decision- making before 
discussing ethical expectations with their teams.

Haden and Jenkins (2015) describe nine virtues that they believe lead-
ers must have to be exceptional: Humility, honesty, courage, perseverance, 
hope, charity, balance, wisdom, and justice. Most people have experienced 
leadership that is lacking one or more of these virtues. Leaders who have big 
egos and do not give credit to others, who are dishonest, who lack the cour-
age to deal with difficult issues, and who blame others for problems rather 
than addressing them are all too common. Their behavior negatively affects 
the organizations they are supposed to lead.

Values and virtues are reflected in not only how leaders interact with 
people but also how they confront wrongdoing. When the leader becomes 
aware of a behavior or a practice that can be classified as bullying or harass-
ment or that unfairly or inappropriately discriminates against students or 
employees because of their gender, race, religion, or sexual preference, the 
leader must take corrective action. College processes must be fair to all 
concerned, and unacceptable behaviors or practices cannot be tolerated.

Modeling positive virtues is important for everyone but especially for 
leaders and leadership teams. Leaders are human and sometimes make mis-
takes. Sometimes plans do not work out the way they were intended. Leaders 
who exhibit positive virtues can survive difficulties and still be effective. 
Although leaders are not expected to know everything, they must inspire 
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3leader and team expectations

trust and give people the confidence that the college leadership will do what 
is right for the organization and its people.

Participatory Governance and Leadership

Today’s community college leaders need to be inclusive and collegial in their 
leadership styles. Authoritarian leaders may have been needed when colleges 
were founded, but to be successful in today’s environment, leaders must 
involve people in the decisions and plans that will affect them. Most com-
monly, colleges involve stakeholders through internal participatory or shared 
governance committees.

Participatory governance committees bring together representatives of 
the college’s constituent groups. They provide an avenue for an administra-
tor to obtain valuable advice from those who are most knowledgeable about 
specific aspects of the college or district while also providing an opportunity 
for employees and students to have a say in recommendations that will affect 
them. Recommendations for changes in policies and procedures or new poli-
cies and procedures are best brought before a governance committee before 
being forwarded to the CEO or the board for action. Involving governance 
committees prior to seeking board approval also demonstrates to the trustees 
that the leadership team values stakeholders’ opinions.

Generally governance committees are made up of a specific number of 
representatives either appointed or nominated by the constituent groups. 
Employee unions as collective bargaining groups with special legal status 
are not usually considered constituent groups for the purpose of participa-
tory governance. Leaders should be careful not to confuse a leadership team 
and a participatory governance committee. Leaders who add constituency 
group membership to an executive leadership team in an attempt to appear 
to be collegial will limit the effectiveness of the team. The membership of a 
leadership team should be defined by the administrators who report to the 
leader, perhaps augmented by additional administrators who have significant 
responsibilities.

The Executive Leadership Team

College CEOs should not take a loyal and effective administrative team for 
granted. It is often assumed that college administrators should work to satisfy 
the CEO and not the reverse. However, it can be a significant mistake for 
a leader to ignore the needs and development of administrators, especially 
those who form the executive leadership team.
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team leadership in community colleges4

College CEOs are in vulnerable positions. They are dependent on oth-
ers to give them advice and to represent them accurately to faculty, staff, 
students, and the community. Moreover, they cannot lead their colleges 
singlehandedly. They must depend on teams of competent and dedicated 
executive administrators. In many ways, the success of the CEO depends on 
the effectiveness of the executive leadership team.

In addition to being the executive team leader, the college CEO is also 
the team coach. Just as an athletic team coach does not make the plays, 
leaders should not be solving all the problems or doing the jobs of the 
administrators who report to them. Instead, the leaders should facilitate 
the problem- solving work of the team members and help them to see the 
advantages and disadvantages of alternate courses of action.

Continuing the sports analogy, Acebo (1994) found college executive 
teams to be more like basketball teams than baseball or football teams. 
In baseball, coaches give directions to players through complex signals. 
Batters are told whether they should take a pitch, bunt, or swing away. 
Base runners are told whether to stay put or try to steal a base. In football, 
the quarterback huddles with the players before the next play pattern. 
However, in basketball, the plays move too quickly for the coach to give 
frequent direction to the team, so the team must be able to function with-
out precise direction by the coach.

In an organization as complex as a college, not every decision can be 
made in team meetings. The team members must be able to function on 
their own, but the decisions must be coordinated in much the same way as 
the plays of a basketball team. That means the members must share a com-
mon mission and values, and expectations must be clear. Just as basketball 
teams practice plays, college leadership teams should discuss scenarios and 
situations and how values and virtues can guide behavior.

Team Diversity

Sharing a common mission and values does not mean that teams should 
not be diverse. In fact, healthy teams have members who have different 
perspectives and knowledge sets. Teams with members of different eth-
nicities, genders, backgrounds, and so on are stronger teams. Diversity in 
ways of thinking is also important for a team. The most vital teams are 
made up of members who bring a range of skills, abilities, and talents to 
their assignments.

There are several methods for assessing leadership styles or ways of 
approaching issues that can be helpful to leadership teams. Assessing the 
leadership styles of team members can help them know how to best relate 
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5leader and team expectations

to one another. The four frames of leadership introduced by Bolman and 
Deal (2013) can provide valuable insights into how leaders act and how they 
approach issues. The frames define leaders according to strengths in struc-
ture, human resources, politics, and symbolism.

Structural leaders emphasize rationality, analysis, logic, facts, and data. 
They are likely to believe in the importance of a clear organizational structure 
and well- developed management systems. Human resource leaders empha-
size the institution’s people. They believe in the importance of coaching, 
participation, teamwork, motivation, and good interpersonal skills. Political 
leaders believe that managers live in a world of conflict and scarce resources. 
They emphasize the importance of building alliances, networks, and coali-
tions to secure the outcome they desire. Symbolic leaders believe in the 
importance of vision and inspiration and make use of symbols and stories in 
ways that give people hope and meaning.

Although it may not be very likely to find one leader who is well bal-
anced in these four frames, it is possible to achieve balance and depth of 
styles in a team. These complementary skills and leadership orientations will 
help the team to view situations and challenges from a variety of perspectives. 
The quality of the team decisions should be better, and the advice to the 
leader should be more complete.

Selecting Team Members

The process of selecting its members is critically important to the effective-
ness of the leadership team. Most often, a new college CEO inherits a college 
leadership team, and it is usually wise to try to develop the existing team 
rather than immediately change it. However, over time, a leader will be given 
opportunities to replace team members or perhaps add to the team.

Mandel (2013) makes the case for the importance of hiring the right 
people to be on a leadership team. He believes that with the right people on 
the team, smart strategy, strong culture, and perfect execution tend to follow. 
In contrast, when mediocre people are on the team, strategy and culture are 
negatively affected, and perfect execution is unlikely. Mandel says that too 
many leaders fail to make the commitment needed to build a team with only 
the best people. More often, he says, organizations compromise.

Among the most critical decisions a college CEO makes is assembling 
executive team members. Most leaders welcome the chance to hire their 
own team members, even though a search committee often does most of 
the applicant screening, and a board of trustees actually does the hiring. 
Still, it is important for the college leader either to make the final decision 
or to make a recommendation to the board.
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team leadership in community colleges6

Even before the selection process starts, the college CEO should meet 
with the search committee, which should include representatives from 
the executive leadership team, to discuss the qualities sought in the new 
administrator (Boggs, 1995). This is the time to think about the skills, 
talents, expertise, and perspective needed, to not merely do the job but 
add depth and balance to the team. Teams can be made more effective 
by hiring leaders who have diverse and complementary sets of styles and 
talents. The executive team should also be diverse in gender and ethnicity. 
It is important for the administration of a college to reflect the diversity 
of the student body and the community. Hiring decisions provide the 
opportunity to balance the team.

When selecting new team members it is most important for the skills 
and talents of the prospective new team member to match the needs of 
the team and the college. The successful candidate must have values that 
are compatible with those of the team and the team leader. The philoso-
phy of the candidate must agree with the culture of the college. A col-
lege CEO should use all available means to determine whether a good fit 
exists before recommending a new executive leadership team member for 
employment. The cost of making a bad hiring decision is high for the col-
lege and the candidate (Boggs, 1995).

The CEO should develop interview questions that not only measure 
knowledge and experience but also probe beliefs, philosophy, style, and val-
ues. Mandel (2013) advises leaders to look for the following, in order of 
priority:

•	 Intellectual firepower
•	 Values
•	 Passion
•	 Work ethic
•	 Experience (p. 5)

Checking references is important, but it is usually most instructive to 
interview the references face- to- face during a site visit at the candidate’s 
current institution. The college CEO can schedule particular people for 
reference interviews. For example, it is usually helpful to talk to the can-
didate’s supervisor and to employees the candidate supervises. Colleagues 
of the candidate can also provide valuable information. Employee union 
and faculty senate representatives provide a valuable perspective of the 
candidate’s style and human relation skills. It is wise to remember that 
doing the right thing is not always popular, so it is sometimes necessary to 
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7leader and team expectations

find the basis for any negative comments that are picked up in a site visit 
or reference check.

When the college CEO makes a recommendation for employment of a 
new executive team member, it should be done with the confidence that can 
come only from a thorough evaluation of the finalists. The leader must be 
convinced that the recommended candidate is the best available person to 
meet the needs of the college and to add needed diversity, depth, and balance 
to the team. Without the necessary match, the best solution is to extend or 
reopen the search.

CEOs can also be on the lookout for people already at the college who 
have the potential for leadership. Succession planning, leadership devel-
opment, and mentoring programs give college leaders the opportunity to 
develop their own leadership teams. These programs can also improve 
trust levels at the college as they provide a venue for employees to learn 
together and to understand how everyone contributes to the success of the 
college.

Occasionally, it may be necessary to remove someone from the team and 
reassign that person to other responsibilities or even to terminate employment. 
According to Mandel (2013), leaders have to do what most people find dif-
ficult, that is, removing those who can’t do the job well enough and who resist 
efforts to improve. Ousting a team member is one of the most difficult deci-
sions for a college CEO to make, and it should not be considered lightly. Such 
a change should be contemplated only when a team member behaves unethi-
cally, is unable or unwilling to perform job responsibilities, is disruptive to the 
operation of the team, or does not respond adequately to recommendations for 
improvement. Even then, legal and political consequences should be consid-
ered. It is important for the leader to check with legal counsel to be sure that 
individual rights are protected and that the college will not incur unnecessary 
legal expenses.

The college CEO must be sure the board of trustees will support the deci-
sion to remove an executive team member, and the CEO should prepare the 
board for a potential period of unrest on the campus, especially if the admin-
istrator who is removed is popular with faculty and staff members or with stu-
dents or in the community. If the team member is reassigned to a different 
position, the person may very well remain with the institution for some time, 
so the CEO should show whatever consideration is necessary to ease the transi-
tion and to avoid embarrassing the employee. The leader must be careful about 
what is said publicly about reassignment or employment termination of a team 
member.

Once the team members are in place, the CEO must clearly define the 
expectations for members’ behavior, evaluate the performance of the team and 
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team leadership in community colleges8

the individual members, and provide opportunities for professional develop-
ment and team building. Team members should be complimented for their 
contributions toward the effectiveness of the team. Corrections should be 
made in private between the individual team member and supervisor.

Expectations

Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) conducted an experiment in a public ele-
mentary school in 1965, telling teachers that the students who were assigned 
to them could be expected to be growth spurters, based on the students’ test 
scores. Sure enough, the students demonstrated advanced academic growth 
during the school year, even though the test was nonexistent and the students 
designated as spurters were chosen at random. The factor that made the dif-
ference in the advancement of the students was that the teachers expected 
more from them.

Expectations can be powerful motivators for a team, and a lack of clearly 
communicated expectations often leads to serious problems. The team leader 
as coach should communicate expectations clearly and often. Leaders should 
talk about their expectations for honesty, ethical behavior, fairness, legality, 
respect, courtesy, civility, cooperation, visibility, courage, balance, and schol-
arship. All of these are important characteristics of sound leadership.

If team members are not honest in their dealings with people, or if their 
behavior is considered to be unethical, the college leadership will not enjoy 
the level of trust needed to be effective. College leaders must be honest and 
data informed to keep a college from being politically divided. Lack of atten-
tion to fairness and legality can lead to unnecessary legal challenges and costs 
for the college. However, the threat of a lawsuit should never keep college 
leaders from doing what is right.

Leadership team members do not have to be best friends, but they should 
respect each other and treat each other civilly. Some college CEOs encourage 
a competitive climate among team members, with the belief that competi-
tion will bring out greater effort. However, most leaders want their executive 
administrators to be on the same team and to realize how interdependent 
they are. Team members should cooperate and collaborate with each other 
and be institutional advocates, not just narrow constituency advocates.

It is all too easy today for college administrators to become trapped 
by their inbox and never leave their office. However, it is important for 
team members to be visible on campus, in the community, and statewide 
and nationally. Leaders should schedule time to get out of the office and 
talk to faculty, staff, and students so they are familiar with current issues 
and can accurately portray leadership plans and decisions. Attendance at 
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9leader and team expectations

community events is important for the college to maintain community sup-
port. Involvement at the state and national levels helps keep leaders informed 
about emerging issues and provides visibility for the college. CEOs must 
communicate their expectations for involvement in campus, community, 
state, and national organizations to all members of the leadership team.

Not all leadership decisions will be popular, but leaders need the courage 
to do what is right for the institution. Confronting faculty and staff with data 
that show the need for improvement may not be comfortable, but leaders 
need the courage to do it and the common sense to engage the faculty and 
staff to help develop plans to do a better job. Leaders who disparage the col-
lege and have all the answers will not get the necessary buy- in from others 
to accomplish anything. Communicating negative information to a board of 
trustees takes courage, but boards need to know the truth to address issues 
before they get out of hand. The team leader should ask the team members 
to be courageous enough to do what is right for the college and its students, 
and then the leader needs the courage to support the team members.

College leaders must protect their own health and the health and well- 
being of their team members. College leadership jobs are stressful and can be 
all consuming. Team leaders should communicate their expectation for team 
members to protect their health and fitness and strive for balance in their 
lives. Leaders need to get ahead of their calendars and block out time for fit-
ness, family, spiritual renewal, and recreation. Unless time for these activities 
is scheduled, professional activities and commitments will fill the calendar. 
Leadership team members also should be reminded that they are leading a 
scholarly institution. It is desirable for them to see themselves as scholars as 
well as leaders. They can remain engaged in their discipline or perhaps study 
leadership or ways to improve student learning.

The CEO should also communicate that team members are expected 
to express their own high expectations to faculty and staff in their areas. 
These expectations should be in alignment with those of the leadership team 
and with the mission and goals of the college. Employee evaluations should 
document progress toward meeting individual and college goals, recognize 
and commend exemplary achievements, and make necessary recommenda-
tions for improvement.

Communication

Although communication among members of the college executive lead-
ership team is not usually as intense as it is for an athletic team during 
a contest, it is nonetheless just as important for success. The executive 
team members are, among other things, the eyes and ears of the CEO, 
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who should know, at least in general terms, what the issues, problems, 
and concerns of the campus community are. The CEO should never be 
sheltered from the truth, no matter how unpleasant it may be. Similarly, 
the CEO is obligated to pass along information to team members so they 
can do their jobs as effectively as possible and to be sure board members 
are appropriately informed.

Communication at a college takes many forms: oral communication 
in group or one- on- one meetings, telephone calls, or voicemail or written 
communications like e- mail, text message, letter, circulation, or memo-
randa. Each of these forms of communication has its advantage. Letters, 
memoranda, and published newsletters are more formal and less immedi-
ate. Given the high degree of individual responsibility of leadership team 
members and the many demands on their time, voice mail, text messages, 
e- mail, and social media have taken on greater importance.

Electronic and voice messages are transmitted immediately and can 
be read or listened to at the convenience of the recipient, eliminating the 
problems associated with telephone tag or trying to find the time in a busy 
day for a meeting. Messages can be sent to one or more team members at 
the same time. While traveling, team members can stay in touch though a 
laptop computer, electronic tablet, or cellular telephone.

The CEO must always be aware of the type of communication from 
team members. If team members seem to be constantly seeking detailed 
directions, they may be afraid of what might happen if they take a risk and 
fail. If they constantly bring problems to the leader for solutions, they are 
inviting the CEO to do their jobs. The leader, of course, cannot afford to 
accept such an invitation. Instead, the CEO should ask team members to 
communicate their own ideas for solving problems. The CEO can make 
suggestions or guide a team member, but if the leader makes all the deci-
sions, the team will not function. The CEO should create an environment in 
which team members are encouraged to take calculated risks in the process 
of decision- making.

Team members should also be encouraged to communicate regularly 
with people outside the executive leadership team. An effective college func-
tions on the flow of accurate information. The executive leadership team is 
not in competition with other teams at the college. Rather, it is the duty of 
the executive leadership team to be sure that the various teams and individu-
als at the college function at their best, and sharing information is essential 
to that purpose. Communication in the form of handwritten notes is often 
effective in recognizing the contributions of the college’s people.

In the course of their administrative duties, executive team members will 
have access to information that would otherwise be inaccessible. Although 
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it is the responsibility of administrators to promote open communications, 
some items must be held in confidence. Team members must develop a good 
sense of issues that can be communicated and those that must be held in 
confidence. If any uncertainty arises, team members should check with their 
supervisor before sharing information. When executive team members com-
municate, they must be sure what they say is accurate.

The leadership team should also have a clear communication plan in 
place to addresses crisis situations, especially issues of safety and security. The 
plan should address how communication will take place and who is respon-
sible for contacting internal constituencies such as department offices, stu-
dents, and employees as well as external groups such as law enforcement, fire 
and safety organizations, health and mental health organizations, media, and 
community organizations. The communications plan should be practiced 
and incorporated into the way the college does business (Boggs & McPhail, 
2016).

Team Meetings

Most of the work of the executive leadership team will occur outside team 
meetings; however, meetings serve some valuable purposes. They provide the 
opportunity for group discussion, problem- solving, and planning. Meetings 
can also coordinate the activities of the team. Meeting together, the executive 
leadership team can be a powerful advisory body for the college CEO.

Some ground rules are important for using meeting time productively 
and for enhancing the creative abilities of the team. The CEO should never 
call the team together merely to share information. Information sharing 
can be accomplished through much less time- consuming methods such as 
memoranda, voice mails, e- mails, or text messages. Time is valuable for this 
important group.

Because the executive leadership team is made up of members with 
demanding schedules, a regular meeting time should be established. Meetings 
can always be canceled or rescheduled. Meeting agendas with appropriate 
backup materials should be distributed enough in advance to allow the mem-
bers to prepare their thoughts.

The CEO has some important functions to play before discussing crit-
ical issues or engaging the team in problem- solving. The team should be 
clearly told whether the team as a whole will decide the final course of action, 
or if the CEO will determine it after listening to the discussion at the meet-
ing. Both kinds of decision processes can and should be used, depending on 
the situation. Recommendations and decisions must be motivated by doing 
what is right for the college in light of its vision statement, mission, goals, 
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team leadership in community colleges12

needs, and values. The team can also use Terry O’Banion’s (1997) criteria 
for decisions:

•	 Does this action improve and expand learning?
•	 How do we know this action improves and expands learning? (p. 9)

If the decision is to be made by the team, the CEO should indicate 
whether the decision will be made by consensus of the group or by vote after 
the case has been presented and discussed. Voting is more efficient, but con-
sensus usually yields more team support for the decision.

The CEO should try to create an environment in which it is permissible 
for members to react to the leader’s preliminary decisions without risk so 
long as members support the final decision of the team or the CEO. Even so, 
it is usually wise for the CEO to stay neutral, at least until a decision is about 
to be made. An early indication of judgment by the leader might inhibit the 
critical discussion that is necessary for the most informed decisions.

The CEO should try to keep the group on schedule, on task, and focused 
on the problem at hand. All members of the group, even those who seem 
most removed from the problem, should be encouraged to participate. No 
one should be allowed to dominate the discussion. Personal criticism cannot 
be tolerated, and no attempt should be made to assign blame to any team 
member.

For the executive team to function appropriately, it is essential for its 
members to respect their colleagues and behave courteously to one another. 
That is not to say that conflict or disagreement should not exist. In fact, 
disagreement is important for proper functioning of the team. When it is 
openly recognized, conflict can serve to test the merit of ideas against chal-
lenges. Conflicting opinions can stimulate other points of view so long as 
all members feel free to participate. In an effective team, divergent views are 
respected, disagreement is expected and encouraged, and criticism is con-
structive. An atmosphere that encourages divergent opinions but still main-
tains the integrity of the team is the most desirable.

The CEO should encourage members to try to influence the outcomes 
of discussions if they are professional in doing so. Strong opinions and heated 
(but civil) discussions are acceptable so long as the members can support, 
explain, and defend the final decision of the team or the team leader.

Finally, the CEO should bring the meeting to an effective close. 
Conclusions should be reviewed, assignments for specific team mem-
bers might have to be made, and time lines might have to be established. 
In subsequent team meetings, team members should spend some time in 
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self- evaluation. The team should view failures and mistakes as learning 
opportunities. Success should be acknowledged and celebrated.

Mission, Goals, Outcomes, and Rewards

Perhaps the most basic of the expectations for members of the executive lead-
ership team is to understand and support the college mission. Team members 
must also share a common vision for the future of the college. The colleges 
that are the most successful have developed a well- defined mission and a 
shared vision for the future. Leadership team members should be guided by 
a statement of values and should be sure that plans, goals, and decisions are 
aligned with the mission and vision statement.

The college mission statement defines the institution’s purpose for being, 
and the vision statement is a picture of what the institution is striving to be. 
The values are what the college believes in. The mission and vision state-
ments should emerge from an understanding of the educational and training 
needs of the communities served by the college. They should clearly lead to 
the strategic goals that everyone at the institution is committed to achieving.

The mission of the executive leadership team is to ensure the effective 
and efficient operation of the college, guided by the college’s mission, a 
shared vision for the future, and the expectations of the CEO. The team 
and its individual members should develop goals each academic year. To 
develop team goals, an extended meeting or retreat, preferably off campus 
and away from distractions, should be scheduled. A goal- setting retreat may 
also include team- building activities. Sometimes having an experienced facil-
itator conduct the meetings can be helpful; the CEO can then freely partici-
pate and observe the functioning of the team without having to be concerned 
about keeping the group on task.

Team goals must align with the college’s mission and vision. They should 
be realistic but still challenging. Most important, they should be measurable. 
At the end of the year, measures of team goal attainment can be used to 
evaluate progress in what is otherwise an unending series of challenges that 
find their way to the executive leadership team. The process of developing 
team goals and evaluating progress reinforces the value of the team and the 
interdependence of its members.

After the team goals have been developed and approved, it is important 
to share them with the college and external communities. College constitu-
encies should know what the goals are and what their role might be in help-
ing to achieve them. External groups will likely be more inclined to support 
the college if they know what the college leadership wants to achieve.
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Individual team member goals should be developed by the team mem-
ber with the agreement of his or her supervisor. The goals will likely include 
important objectives for the area of responsibility of the administrator. Goals 
should also include areas for development or improvement for the individual 
team member. Again, the goals must be measurable, and they should be used 
in the personnel evaluation process.

A team leader should reward and recognize team members for their 
accomplishments and contributions to the success of the team. Leaders need 
to remember the adage to praise people in public but criticize them privately. 
Team goal accomplishments can provide an opportunity for the entire team 
to celebrate together. The team can recognize individual goal achievement 
publicly within and outside the team. Personnel evaluations should make 
note of a team member’s goal achievements. Supervisors, however, must rec-
ognize that extenuating circumstances often delay goal achievement, espe-
cially if the goals are ambitious.

Coaching and Leading

Like the head coach of a football team, the college CEO is held accountable 
for the success of the team. Head coaches can lose their jobs if they cannot 
develop winning teams, and so can college leaders. The success of the execu-
tive leadership team is not measured in wins and losses but in institutional 
effectiveness outcomes and goal achievement. The way the team operates is 
extremely important in establishing a climate for excellence throughout the 
college.

A successful coach empowers team members to perform well. Team 
members must be given opportunities for professional growth and develop-
ment; they need to be recognized publicly for their achievements and for 
their contributions to the success of the team and the college. Leaders should 
eliminate barriers to their success whenever possible and encourage team 
members to be professionally active by attending conferences, making pre-
sentations, and writing articles.

College CEOs should be ideal role models and mentors for the mem-
bers of their executive teams. The CEO is likely to be the most experienced 
leader on the team and draw on a variety of past experiences to help and 
advise team members. CEOs can help team members plan careers and pro-
vide them with the opportunities to gain experience that will enable them to 
move into higher levels of leadership. CEOs usually speak with pride about 
the colleagues who formerly worked for them and are now leading their own 
teams.
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Colleges can sometimes be hostile places. The leader must visibly sup-
port team members when they are unfairly criticized and when they come 
under fire for doing what is right for the institution. Doing the right thing 
can be unpopular. On the other hand, when a team member needs correc-
tion, the conversation should be held in private. The CEO can often help by 
offering advice to team members, clearly distinguishing between advice and 
directives.

Leaders must let team members do their jobs without detailed super-
vision or direction. Even when the task is done in a different way from 
how the leader would have done it, or if the decision is not exactly the 
same one the leader would have made, team members need this latitude. 
If the actions and decisions of team members do not place the college in 
financial or legal jeopardy and are not in disagreement with the institu-
tional mission, vision, and team goals, and if the team member is meet-
ing expectations for behavior set by the CEO, the team member should 
be allowed to do the assigned job without unnecessary interference. This 
confidence in team members is essential for the successful operation of the 
executive leadership team. Of course the leader should be informed and 
ready to step in if necessary to protect the college and its people, but this 
intervention should happen rarely.

In addition to responsibilities as coach, the CEO is also the leader of 
the team and the chief executive of the college. As team leader, the CEO 
must create an environment in which team members feel free to convey 
difficult and sensitive information to the leader, offer the leader advice, 
and even disagree respectfully within the confines of a meeting. The leader 
should not discourage open debate in meetings and must not shoot the 
messenger who brings uncomfortable news. Once a decision is made, 
however, it is important for each administrative team member to support 
the leader and the decision. This dual responsibility of being coach and 
team leader at once can be difficult, requiring continuous efforts by the 
CEO to be sure members know whether the CEO is acting as coach or 
as team leader. Executive teams are most successful if the members know 
each other and their leader well enough to interpret actions and state-
ments accurately.

The leader must be aware of any behavior that undermines the effective-
ness of the team. For example, some team members may have been trained 
by prior experience to try to lay the blame for a problem on someone rather 
than try to solve the problem or determine how to prevent the problem 
from recurring. Teams that focus on placing blame will destroy the trust and 
morale of the team. The leader must guide the team to problem solve rather 
than to assign blame.
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Warding off unfavorable information is another behavior that will 
destroy the effectiveness of the team. No one likes bad news, but team 
members, including the CEO, cannot isolate themselves from unpleasant 
information, or they will find it impossible to solve problems before it is 
too late. Academic publications are full of stories about college leaders 
who were more interested in protecting the institutional image than in 
addressing difficult issues. Ignoring problems is never a wise course of 
action.

Shying away from change is another way to make a team ineffective. 
Change is difficult for many people, but being open to change is a pre-
requisite to effective teamwork and a healthy college. It is a good idea for 
some team members to question suggestions for change so the team can be 
sure to carefully consider the consequences for the organization. Change 
and the process for change must be carefully considered. However, leader-
ship teams must not fall into the trap of always favoring the familiar over 
new ideas.

Ignoring performance problems is yet another way of rendering a 
team ineffective. Team members know who is performing and who isn’t. 
The CEO must take the initiative and privately confront any team mem-
ber who is not living up to expectations before lagging individual perfor-
mance affects the effectiveness of the team.

Conclusion

Acting alone, college leaders simply cannot operate a college and plan for its 
future. Even the strongest of CEOs cannot have lasting influences on their 
colleges unless they can change the values and the vision of the institution’s 
people. Extending the college leadership to an effective executive team can 
make the difference between success and failure for the leader and between 
excellence and mediocrity for the institution. It is worth the time and effort 
for college leaders to develop and nurture an effective executive leadership 
team.

The leader sets the membership and the expectations for operation of the 
executive leadership team. Complementary styles, skills, and talents improve 
the health and vitality of the team. Hiring decisions provide opportunities 
to bring balance and diversity to the team. Membership should include, at 
a minimum, the executive administrators who report to the CEO. But the 
executive leadership team is not a governance committee that needs to have 
broad representation from all constituency groups. Instead, it is an admin-
istrative or leadership team, and discussions may include confidential and 
sensitive issues.

1968e2e1-9879-426c-9a19-54559f4faff8.indd   16 04/11/2019   13:45:26



17leader and team expectations

Effective teams must know their purpose and what is expected of them. 
They must know and use the college mission and vision statements in per-
forming their jobs. They must be able to think and act in ways that are 
aligned with institutional values and expectations, and they must cooperate 
across divisional boundaries.

Team members need to set individual and team goals and should be 
evaluated based on the outcomes. Leaders should recognize team members 
for their achievements and for their contributions to the team’s success. 
Communications among team members and between the leader and team 
members must be continuous. Communications to people outside the team 
should be open but guided by knowledge of what information must be held 
in confidence and what should be shared.

Executive leadership team members are in very visible positions. What 
they do and how they do it will be closely observed by members of the cam-
pus community. Members should be expected to be honest in their deal-
ings with people. They should find ways to make things happen within the 
boundaries of high ethical standards. Team members should care about the 
college’s people and let them know they care. They should involve people in 
their decision- making and planning. Team members should encourage and 
support innovation while seeking and rewarding good behavior. They need 
to confront unacceptable behavior appropriately.

Team members must tell the leader what they know and not just what 
they think the leader wants to hear. They should bring the leader ideas and 
not just problems. What is best to support and enhance student learning 
should guide the behavior and decisions of team members. Finally, team 
members must communicate their own high expectations to the teams they 
lead.

College CEOs have the responsibility to coach and to lead the executive 
leadership team. The proper functioning of the team and the development 
of its individual members should be primary concerns of the leader. In fact, 
maintaining and developing the team and creating the structure and envi-
ronment for its successful operation may prove to be the most important and 
rewarding responsibilities of college leadership.
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