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1

1
C H A L L E N G E S , 

O P P O R T U N I T I E S ,  A N D  A 
V I S I O N  F O R  C H A N G E

Providing effective leadership for sustainable change is seldom about 
being the foremost subject-matter expert in one’s field, the most vocal 
person in the room during meetings, or the most creative thinker in 

the department or college. It is also generally not about being the most senior 
person in the unit, having solutions to propose for every problem, or being 
eager to assert one’s authority in decision-making situations. Rather, provid-
ing the leadership necessary to achieving and sustaining meaningful change is 
fundamentally about being dedicated to making a difference, understanding 
the processes of personal and organizational change, facilitating engagement 
and collaboration, and pursuing clear and shared purposes and aspirations 
for the academic or administrative unit in which one plays an influential 
role. These knowledge and skill sets are the central themes of this book, and 
the aim is to provide insight and practical guidance for individuals who are 
motivated to pursue positions of leadership in higher education.

A Critical Role for Leaders at This Moment in Time

The challenges confronting those currently serving in higher education lead-
ership roles and those who aspire to do so are many. As has become quite 
apparent to all of us, the issues facing higher education have been amplified 
by threats to public health and safety unprecedented in our lifetimes as well as 
by deepened concerns about racial equity, social justice, and educational and 
economic opportunity. While these concerns and the values of which they 
are emblematic are of broad societal concern, colleges and universities have 
distinctive responsibilities for providing leadership relative to foundational 
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2  IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE CHANGE IN HIGHER EDUCATION

values—responsibilities that call for leaders with a clear sense of purpose and 
unique blend of knowledge, skill, and organizational vision. 

Controversies about the merits of science versus “common sense,” 
expressed concerns about alleged ideological bias in educational and research 
processes, and disagreements regarding conversational “safe space” and free-
dom of expression are further reminders of the complexities of upholding 
critical values. Fundamental principles related to inquiry, critical thinking, 
democratic processes, civil discourse, and thoughtful compromise have also 
been increasingly challenged by partisan politics, tribal entrenchments, and 
contested views of “facts.” 

Of broader concern are questions about the value of higher education 
and the discernible shift from perceptions of higher education as a public 
good to a view that its benefits are essentially personal, and consequently 
its financing should be primarily an individual matter rather than a societal 
priority. Moreover, issues of access, affordability, assessment, and the appro-
priate role of colleges and universities in workforce preparation and as facili-
tators of social and economic mobility persist as concerns.

It is tempting to perceive the present moment as uniquely problematic to 
the future of higher education, yet many of the issues confronting the acad-
emy are not new ones. To some extent, they rise and fall in their prominence 
and visibility with the ebb and flow of news cycles, predominating politi-
cal ideologies, and broader societal trends. That said, if public and political 
 discourse are any indication, these challenges to higher education do seem to 
be converging and intensifying. 

Although there is no shortage of pressing concerns, the possibilities can 
be as energizing as the challenges are vexing. Indeed, this can be an oppor-
tune time for meaningful contributions and impact by those dedicated to the 
purposes of higher education and to the advancement of its aspirations. In 
addressing these realities, it will be important for colleges and universities to 
reinvigorate their role as standard setters in their commitment to apolitical 
inquiry and constructive engagement, and to facilitate difficult conversations, 
collaboration and compromise, and the education of the next generation of 
leaders dedicated to these same goals. Realizing these aims will likely require 
a variety of changes in the ways colleges and universities pursue and enact 
their core values. While higher education leadership has always been a com-
plicated undertaking, today leaders face a particularly unique confluence of 
challenges that need to be addressed in order to clarify and enhance the full 
range of higher education’s contributions within society.

Reflection and change are difficult undertakings for leaders and their 
colleagues in organizations of all types and in all sectors, and there is a 
widely shared perspective that change is particularly difficult in higher edu-
cation. When there has been an urgency for change within colleges and 
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CHALLENGES, OPPORTUNITIES, AND A VISION FOR CHANGE  3

universities, however, such as with the required pivot to virtual  technology 
during the pandemic, faculty and staff were able to do what was needed with 
remarkable speed and competence. Taking a longer-term view,  questions 
remain as to how to promote and sustain innovation when the driving 
force is what is possible rather than simply what is necessary. As with so 
many of the challenges confronting colleges and universities,  competent 
and dedicated leaders who are able to imagine future goals and aspirations 
and how to engage and energize colleagues to collectively  pursue them are 
indispensable.

Leading Change

Although it may not be difficult for leaders to think about the potential 
benefits of change in the abstract, those insights do not always translate eas-
ily or provide comfort as we struggle to deal with the actualities of change 
in the moment, whether in personal or professional situations. Even changes 
that we may enthusiastically anticipate and recognize as very positive—the 
prospect of ending a toxic relationship, moving into a new and promising 
job, or beginning a long-anticipated retirement, for example—can be stress-
ful experiences simply because of the disruptions to routine that accompany 
these transitions. 

However difficult managing change may be for us as individuals, these 
challenges pale in comparison to those associated with leading transitions 
in organizations. In fact, researchers who study organizational change find 
that only about 30% of these initiatives are fully successful in achieving 
their intended goals (Aiken & Keller, 2009; Kotter, 1995; Nohria & Beer, 
2000; Smith, 2002). Many of the same factors that make personal change 
 difficult—tradition, habit, and uncertainty about what lies ahead—also 
undermine change efforts within organizations.

Aside from unique situations such as those forced upon the academy 
by crisis events, organizational changes often meet with some degree of 
opposition. Resistance may be revealed through challenges to the need for 
the proposed change, expressed doubts about the availability of resources 
to effectively implement a new initiative, questions regarding the neces-
sity of undertaking a suggested change at a particular moment in time, or 
misgivings about the motives or capabilities of leaders proposing specific 
initiatives. 

Often, there is quite a mismatch between the circumspect reactions of 
those who are being encouraged to endorse and adopt a particular change com-
pared to the sense of enthusiasm and optimism of those leading that change 
effort. From the perspective of those initiating a new direction, structure, or 
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4  IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE CHANGE IN HIGHER EDUCATION

system, the task may seem to be one that simply calls for describing and 
managing a series of obvious steps to bring about the intended outcome 
(Conner, 1993; Kotter et al., 2011; Stobierski, 2020). To change advocates, 
the need for change is clear, the capability of those guiding the change is 
undisputed, the availability of resources is not considered a problem, and the 
envisioned outcome is perceived to represent an important contribution to 
the organization. 

As the initiative goes forth, however, challenges and resistance often 
emerge that may be frustrating to leaders who have a well-defined plan and 
who are confident in their ability to guide the effort (Aiken & Keller, 2009; 
Beer & Nohria, 2000). A flood of questions and suggestions often catches 
change advocates off guard and alters the pace of progress that they have 
envisioned. These interruptions may delay or stall the effort and can be exas-
perating to leaders; those who question or challenge the change may well 
come to be seen as blockers. This all-too-familiar series of events is eloquently 
captured by Machiavelli (1532) in The Prince: “There is nothing more dif-
ficult to take in hand, more perilous to conduct, or more uncertain in its 
success, than to take the lead in the introduction of a new order of things.” 

Leading Successful Change

There is no simple formula for successfully leading and sustaining change 
in any context, and particularly in higher education where the community 
is populated by bright and inquiring minds skilled in the art of challenging 
ideas. There are, however, principles and practices relative to change, col-
laboration, and organizational vision that can greatly enhance the prospects 
for effective outcomes. Each of these is a central theme of this book, and this 
and subsequent chapters are devoted to identifying and exploring the impli-
cations of three basic recommendations for leaders in their quest to advance 
change in their institutions:

1. Understand and leverage the dynamics of change. 
2. Lead collaboratively, and meaningfully engage one’s colleagues. 
3. Adopt and pursue a shared vision of organizational purpose and aspirations.

Understand and Leverage the Dynamics of Change

For those who study the process, change is recognized as natural and inevitable, 
an activity that occurs in various ways and settings at all levels of life—within 
cells, organs, individuals, relationships, groups, societies, and environments 
(Ackoff & Emery, 2006; Bertalanffy, 1968/2015; Miller, 1978; Mobus & 
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CHALLENGES, OPPORTUNITIES, AND A VISION FOR CHANGE  5

Kalton, 2015). Change processes operate at varying rates, sometimes slow 
and evolutionary and in other instances rapid and revolutionary. In all cases, 
the dynamics of change involve disruption, and in the domain of personal 
and social change those disruptions may well be inconvenient, unsettling, 
and uncomfortable (Thayer, 1968; Kuhn, 1962). 

Because of the continuous drive for harmony and stability in living 
 systems, change is generally regarded as a negative force and is met with 
resistance (Kotter, 2012b; Kuhn, 1962; Shakow, 1967; Thayer, 1968). 
However, concepts such as evolution, learning, growth, innovation, creativity, 
intellectual advancement, and social change are reminders of some of the very 
positive consequences that often result from what begins as a turbulent or 
disruptive event (Bertalanffy, 1968/2015; Kuhn, 1962; Ruben, 1978). 

These characteristics of change have clear consequences for the dynamics 
of organizations and for the challenges confronting leaders, in particular. 
Because change is typically experienced as a negative, popular and professional 
writings generally focus on the problems and symptoms of change and suggest 
strategies for overcoming resistance rather than emphasizing its positives 
and benefits (Bridges & Bridges, 2017; Burnison, 2020; Doerfel & Gibbs, 
2020; Kanter, 2020; Lewis, 2019; McCabe, 2020). A common aim of these 
writings is to identify actions that will help to foster adoption and overcome 
resistance to new ideas, actions, or behaviors within a group or organization 
so that they ultimately become accepted and normalized  practices  
(Rogers, 2003). 

As an example, John Kotter (2012a, 2012b; Kotter & Cohen, 2002), 
a frequently cited author on the topic, lists eight steps to accomplish effec-
tive organizational change: establish a sense of urgency; create a guiding 
coalition; develop a vision and strategy; communicate the change vision; 
empower employees for broad-based action; generate short-term wins; con-
solidate gains and produce more change; and anchor new approaches in the 
culture. In a book targeted for corporate audiences, Korn Ferry CEO, Gary 
Burnison (2020), described what he regards as six essentials for effectively 
leading change: anticipate, navigate, communicate, listen, learn, and lead.

Comparable stages and recommended leadership strategies for each have 
also been described by Ruben et al. (2008) and recently refined in Ruben 
et al. (2021). Illustrated in Figure 1.1, the model identifies five steps: cap-
ture attention; foster connections and dialogue; promote and secure commit-
ment; motivate and guide action; and follow up to recognize achievements 
and foster integration within the culture of the organization. 

There is agreement among most academic authors and profession-
als that, although numerous steps are important for success in advancing 
changes of various kinds, the sequence and specific strategies to be utilized 
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6  IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE CHANGE IN HIGHER EDUCATION

by leaders may vary from setting to setting based on specifics of the situa-
tion. Moreover, these and other change leadership models typically come 
with the admonition that they do not constitute fool-proof formulas for 
success, but if thoughtfully applied, they can be extremely helpful for 
advancing change. 

Thinking more broadly, it is also important to keep in mind that view-
ing change efforts—and associated discomforts—solely as a problem can be 
very limiting. In this regard, it is beneficial for leaders and their colleagues 
to remind themselves that disruption and resistance have the potential to 
make a constructive contribution to the process of change within a system. 
The role of these factors in shaping perceptions and postures toward change 
has been discussed by writers commenting on the dynamics of change in a 
variety of contexts (Kuhn, 1962; Longman & Madsen, 2014; Parker, 2015; 
Rogers, 2003; Ruben et al., 2007; Ruben et al., 2008). As will be discussed 
in greater detail in the pages ahead, determining one’s appropriate role in ini-
tiating, guiding, facilitating, and coping with these dynamics is perhaps one 
of the most fundamental challenges that organizational leaders face.

A Continuum of Change Options

As a leader thinks about various perspectives on the change process and 
strategies they may want to adopt, there are various options to consider 
depending on the extent and speed of the changes that they hope to achieve, 
and the approach to leadership that is most appropriate given their goals. 
Figure 1.2 depicts a continuum of options available and some characteristics 
associated with choices a leader can make. As noted at the left end of the 
illustration, some change is inevitable and will emerge naturally within higher 
education organizations as they evolve in and adapt to their environments. 
Hence, one option for leaders is simply to let natural change take its course. 
If this approach is chosen—assuming no organizational or environmental 
crises occur—change will be predictably slow, and there are no guarantees 
that the path will lead in the desired direction. A leader’s choice to operate 
toward this end of the spectrum may be least contentious among colleagues 

Attention Connection Commitment Action Integration

Figure 1.1. Steps in the change process.

Source: Adapted from Ruben et al. (2008).
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CHALLENGES, OPPORTUNITIES, AND A VISION FOR CHANGE  7

because it comes with minimal disruption. However, it is also likely to be 
least satisfactory for a leader or an organization with specific goals in mind, 
and those opting for this strategy must have a great deal of patience as they 
wait and watch for natural outcomes to emerge.

To illustrate, consider a department chair, dean, or provost who is con-
cerned that changes in other institutions, the job market, or student career 
preferences may pose a threat to the future viability of particular programs 
or even their entire institution. Imagine further that the leader has identi-
fied a number of potential changes that could be introduced to mitigate the 
impact of these predicted threats. Adopting a strategy at the left end of the 
continuum would imply a decision to be patient, waiting while one’s col-
leagues come to recognize the same challenges the leader has been concerned 
about for some time. At that point members of the organization would 
naturally move (one hopes) to consider possible responses to the pending 
threat. While this may be a comfortable strategy in some respects for both a 
leader and their colleagues, the risk is that by the time collective awareness 
and a commitment to act have been realized, opportunities for preemptive 
adaptation have passed, and there may be no way to avoid the consequences 
of the predicted threat. Moreover, there certainly may be times—and this 
could be one of them—where a leader’s decision not to aggressively pursue 
what are seen as needed changes may become frustrating and troubling to 
some colleagues.

A choice to pursue radical and rapid change in this situation would 
move one to consider an approach toward the right end of the continuum. 
Although this alternative may be attractive in terms of organizational goals or 
aspirations for rapid and decisive change, this choice also comes with com-
plications. Considerable resistance is likely, especially if one is advocating a 

Figure 1.2. Continuum of organizational change.

Evolutionary,
Natural, Emergent

Change

Incremental,
Continuous
Improvement

Radical and
Transformational

Change

Requires Patience Requires
Mandate,
Consensus,
or Resources
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8  IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE CHANGE IN HIGHER EDUCATION

change that will be perceived as a challenge to accepted practice or tradition. 
Even with choices that involve less extreme change, the extent of personal, 
professional, and organizational disruption can be problematic. Dealing with 
obstacles created by transformational change efforts can be a tedious and 
time-consuming process, one that requires patience as well as active engage-
ment and perseverance—and missteps along the way may jeopardize the 
realization of the intended outcomes.

As illustrated in Figure 1.2, what might be considered a kind of mid-
point is a continuous improvement approach, which emphasizes the value of 
instituting a sustainable process for continuing review, strategy formulation, 
planning, outcomes assessment, and incremental advancement (Baldrige 
Foundation, n.d.; Hobcraft, 2017; Karathanos & Karathanos, 2010; Lassiter, 
2017; Ruben, 2016, 2020; Ruben et al., 2021a). 

Many change leadership options are available along the continuum, 
each with trade-offs in terms of costs and benefits (Beer & Nohria, 2000). 
The selection among various strategies should take account of a number of 
considerations, including the extent and urgency of the need for change, 
the anticipated support available from colleagues and other  critical stake-
holder groups, and an assessment of the likelihood that potential threats can 
be transformed into opportunities. Other factors that may be important 
for leaders to take into account include the anticipated costs and benefits 
of particular strategic choices, the potential array of obstacles and sources 
of resistance, and the degree of competence and resources required to over-
come impediments. 

Another consideration is the number of change efforts to be undertaken 
simultaneously. Overloading the system with multiple initiatives can be tax-
ing and confusing, and may limit the energies, focus, talents, resilience, and 
time needed for the success of each (Doerfel & Harris, 2017; Jeske, 2019; 
University of California Statewide Leadership Collaborative, 2019). This is 
a particular concern when several major initiatives are proceeding through 
the same stages of change at a similar point in time. Attention to issues 
of sequencing and staging by leaders is an important part of planning, as 
 discussed in chapter 4, this volume.

Most planned change efforts cannot be successfully achieved and sus-
tained by a leader alone, absent colleagues who will support and follow. Even 
with somewhat modest proposals for change, extensive analysis,  planning, and 
skill are likely to be required to motivate colleagues, anticipate the range of 
possible reactions, develop a shared vision of the goal and its importance, and 
implement effective responses to resistance that may arise. If the advocated 
directions and articulated rationale do not resonate with one’s colleagues, if 
resources are insufficient, if incentives are lacking, and if those promoting 
change lack sufficient credibility and leadership skill, any number of problems 
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CHALLENGES, OPPORTUNITIES, AND A VISION FOR CHANGE  9

and impediments to success are predictable (Anderson & Anderson, 2001; 
Ruben & Gigliotti, 2019, 2021). 

Ultimately, a leader’s decision about how to approach change efforts 
should take into consideration factors such as how a particular change initia-
tive relates to other leadership priorities, how colleagues and superiors are 
likely to respond to the initiative, the extent and intensity of resistance that 
is predicted, how many other major change initiatives are being undertaken 
or anticipated, and perhaps even how long the leader expects to be in this 
position in relation to the expected time necessary to bring about the desired 
change, as well as other factors noted previously. 

Lead Collaboratively and Engage Colleagues

Efforts by scholars and professionals to identify essential leadership capa-
bilities have been extensive to say the least. In the years 2010 2019 alone, 
approximately 50 different focal themes were addressed in the pages of The 
Leadership Quarterly (Gardner et al., 2020). The breadth and diversity of 
these multiple themes are reflected in writings of leadership in general, 
as well as in the scholarship of higher education. For example, Bolman 
and Gallos (2011) identified a number of roles they believe are required 
for effective leadership, including analyst, architect, compassionate politi-
cian, servant, catalyst, coach, prophet, and artist. In Leadership in Higher 
Education, Kouzes and Posner (2019) suggested that higher education lead-
ers need to model the way, inspire a shared vision, challenge the process, 
enable others to act, and encourage the heart. Each of these descriptions 
of roles, attributes, and recommended behaviors, and those of other writ-
ers, point to the need for well-developed proficiencies in communication 
and collaboration (Longman & Madsen, 2014; Parker, 2005; Ruben et al., 
2021a). When considering leadership in higher education settings, com-
petencies in these areas are particularly critical. Colleges and universities 
are complex enterprises, populated by many talented, highly educated, and 
accomplished thinkers who are experts in their fields. Each person comes 
to their work with the expectation of being respected for their educational 
accomplishments and professional acumen and having their ideas and 
expertise respected and valued. In this context, engaging and affirming the 
capabilities of one’s colleagues in establishing and pursuing common pur-
poses is essential to leadership. 

The necessity of this approach is underscored in many reviews of unsuc-
cessful organizational change initiatives. While technical and resource con-
siderations and a lack of adequate training are often among the first factors 
to be offered up as explanations for failures, further analysis reveals that 
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10  IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE CHANGE IN HIGHER EDUCATION

inadequacies in leader communication and engagement, an inattention to 
organizational culture, and the consequent absence of collective commitment 
are often more fundamental problems (Fullan, 2001; Jeske, 2019; Kotter, 
1995; Ruben et al., 2008; University of California Statewide Leadership 
Collaborative, 2019).

In the vast majority of cases, the collective wisdom of a group of tal-
ented individuals will add to the insight and problem-solving capability 
of the  relatively smaller number of individuals serving in formally defined 
administrative roles. Moreover, the literature of leadership has made it abun-
dantly clear that the singular influence of any leader is easy to romanticize 
and that it is in fact limited in a number of respects (Meindl, 1995). What 
may appear to be the sole result of effective leadership in any organization is 
generally as much the product of the motivations, efforts, and investments 
of colleagues who follow and play supportive roles as it is of the efforts of its 
leaders (Küpers, 2007; Ruben & Gigliotti, 2019, 2021; Ruben et al., 2021a). 

This view of leadership also recognizes that, in ongoing organiza-
tional dynamics, it is often difficult to differentiate the roles of leaders 
and  followers. Both roles are fluid and reciprocal; together, leaders and 
their  colleagues co-create the influence through which outcomes emerge 
(Hernandez et al., 2011; Platow et al., 2017; Ruben & Gigliotti, 2019, 
2021; Ruben et al., 2021a). Particularly in higher educational settings, for-
mal leaders, regardless of their level or position, are seldom the sole source of 
influence. Much of the work within colleges and universities takes place in 
committees, task forces, and advisory groups often facilitated by individuals 
exercising influence through their informal positions within these groups 
rather than through formally delegated authority (Farris, 2020; Lawrence & 
De Lisi, 2017, 2021; Melear, 2013; Ospina et al., 2020). For all these rea-
sons, competencies in collaboration and communication are beneficial for 
those serving in formal leadership roles or aspiring to be influential as infor-
mal leaders. Moreover, these capabilities are valuable at all levels and across 
varying academic and administrative functions.

A Continuum of Leadership Options

Figure 1.3 presents a very simplified characterization of a continuum of 
approaches available to leaders. The distinctions between points along the 
continuum as noted here extend the classic taxonomy advanced by Lewin 
et al. (1939) in which he differentiated authoritarian (autocratic), participa-
tive (democratic), and laissez-faire leadership styles, and similar descriptions 
offered by Scouller (2011) and various other authors. 
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CHALLENGES, OPPORTUNITIES, AND A VISION FOR CHANGE  11

At one extreme is a directive approach where a leader comes to a situa-
tion with answers and a preference for top-down influence, centralized con-
trol, oversight, and a mandating style, sometimes stereotypically described 
as a masculine style of leadership (Parker, 2005; Tarallo, 2018). At the other 
extreme are consensual, bottom-up approaches where leaders see their role as 
posing questions, listening, empowering others to define directions, allowing 
a consensus to emerge through collegial decision-making processes, and tak-
ing care not to become the sole “owner” of decisions. This latter approach, 
which includes a number of behaviors more often associated with what have 
sometimes been described as feminine styles of influence, is characterized by 
supportiveness, efforts focused on listening, and a commitment to under-
standing and serving colleagues and coworkers (Fairhurst, 2001; Greenleaf, 
2002; Merchant, 2012; Parker, 2005). 

What is collaborative leadership in this book occupies the central area of 
the continuum, where leadership approaches are strategic, facilitative, nego-
tiating, and aimed at realizing advantages of a blend of the directive and 
consensual strategies. Along with other characteristics discussed in detail in 
chapter 3, the collaborative style also embodies a dual focus on tasks and 
relationships. The focus on tasks to be completed is basic to goals related 
most directly to productivity, and an emphasis on individuals and relation-
ships generally contributes to outcomes related more directly to inclusion 
and morale. Blending behaviors from both ends of the continuum offers an 
approach that can be beneficial for leaders and their colleagues across a broad 
range of organizational goals and situations (Abrams, 2018; Johnson & 
Hackman, 2018; Kezar, 2014; Kotter, 1999; Merchant, 2012; Northouse, 
2022; Parker, 2005). 

Figure 1.3. A continuum of leadership options.

Consensual Collaborative

● Bottom-up
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Directive
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12  IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE CHANGE IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Collaborative Leadership in Higher Education

For higher education institutions, in particular, collaborative leadership has 
many benefits. This approach respects the expertise, experiences, and indi-
vidual identities of colleagues, affirms traditions of collegial problem-solving, 
and contributes to the goals of inclusion and shared ownership of an agenda 
for advancement (Kezar, 2014; Parker, 2005; Ruben et al., 2021b). 

Collaborative leaders exercise influence through messages, strategies, 
processes, and structures, to be discussed in more detail in chapter 3. Each 
of these options can be beneficial to leadership effectiveness when utilized 
constructively with transparency to engage, empower, energize, and mobilize 
others in the pursuit of shared purposes and priorities, and to help colleagues 
further develop organizational and leadership capabilities (Ruben, 2018; 
Ruben et al., 2021a; Ruben & Gigliotti, 2019).

Through a collaborative approach, leaders can meaningfully engage col-
leagues in defining aspirations, priorities, plans, as well as in operational 
decisions of various kinds, depending on the needs, individuals, goals, 
and situations at hand. The important point here is that there are many 
ways for colleagues to be actively and meaningfully engaged in leadership 
functions beyond simply the role implied by traditional discussions of the 
leader- follower relationship. For example, Heimans and Timms (2018) 
listed a number of more active and constructive collaboration opportuni-
ties. Their list is adapted and expanded here for the context of higher educa-
tion leadership:

 volunteering: offering to become engaged and provide input
 affiliating: participating or joining a group or initiative
 sharing: proposing content or ideas
 linking: providing connections to the ideas and resources of other 

individuals, groups, or organizations
 synthesizing: summarizing and integrating ideas or proposals
 inventorying: collecting and organizing current practices and approaches
 adapting: repurposing or remixing other people’s content or ideas
 producing: creating or delivering content or assets 
 standard-setting: espousing, upholding, or reinforcing particular norms 

and values 
 endorsing: supporting or validating
 reviewing: studying and comparing options

The collaborative approach and the possibilities for multiple engagement 
roles and shared leadership such as those listed above also recognize the great 
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value of embedded and ongoing team- and community-building, and leader-
ship development.

While leadership influence processes may be quite direct and forthright, 
collaborative leadership may also take the form of “leading from behind,” 
where a leader conceives of their role as creating a culture and opportunities 
for collective leadership, as opposed to playing a dominating role in 
direction-setting (Hill, 2008; Hodges & Welch, 2018; Mandela, 1995). 
There is no one-size-fits-all prescription for collaboration that applies 
universally across situations and individuals. Rather, it is a philosophy, a 
concept, and a set of principles to be translated into relevant practice by 
present and aspiring leaders who are committed to the values and  benefits 
the approach embodies. 

Effectively implemented, collaboration leads to an increased quality in 
decision-making and a shared commitment that is vital to development and 
implementation of change efforts of all kinds, as will be discussed in greater 
detail in chapter 3, this volume. Specific ways in which leaders can translate 
a commitment to collaborative leadership into practice in fundamental areas 
such as strategy development, planning, stakeholder relations, program and 
service development, and faculty, staff, and cultural advancement, will be 
explored in subsequent chapters. 

The Intersection of Change and Leadership Options

Figure 1.4 depicts the intersection of leadership and change options. The 
shaded rectangle in the center of the figure is intended to highlight the area 
where collaborative leadership is most beneficial, and often essential. The 
suggestion being made here is that collaborative leadership is of potential 
value in a very broad range of situations. Exceptions include circumstances 
where dramatic, top-down mandates are judged to be necessary—such as 
decisions associated with evacuating a campus due to a flood, fire, or health 
emergency. This type of event would be located at the upper-right corner 
of the figure. Even in these situations there is a compelling case to be made 
for engaging colleagues in decision-making to the extent conditions permit. 
This is especially critical if there is a need or desire for broader acceptance 
and support in the implementation of decisions, as was the case, for example, 
with promoting the adoption of social distancing, masking, or vaccination 
on university campuses (Ruben et al., 2022). 

In nearly every imaginable circumstance, some forms of collaborative 
leadership and colleague engagement can be valuable. Generally speaking, 
the more that is at stake, the greater the investment of resources required, 
the larger the number of people who will be affected, the more significant 
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the decision or change being contemplated, and the broader support is 
required for successful implementation, the greater the benefits of collabora-
tive leadership. 

In so many situations, the challenge of initiating “good ideas” pales 
in comparison to the collaborative task of implementing them (Bridges & 
Bridges, 2017; Johnson, 1999; Kotter, 1995, 2012b; Nohria & Beer, 2000). 
Wherever new initiatives need to be understood, embraced, and “owned” by 
others, collaborative approaches are extremely important to successful out-
comes (NACUBO, 2011; U.S. Department of Education, 2006). 

Looking once again at Figure 1.4, and thinking in terms of changes 
where a leader sees little of a critical or pressing nature at stake, consen-
sual leadership and emergent change—which intersect at the lower-left 
corner of the figure—can still be useful. Even in such cases, the costs of a 
more intentional collaborative approach may be minimal compared to the 
potential benefits. Additionally, in virtually all instances of planned change, 

Collaborative Change
Leadership Strategies

Evolutionary/Natural
C

onsensual/B
ottom

-up
D

irective/T
op-dow

n

Leadership Influence O
ptions

Radical/Transformational

Continuum of Organizational Change

Figure 1.4. Intersections between leadership and organizational change options.
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collaborative involvement is useful in after-the-fact reviews of the way a situ-
ation was handled, lessons that can be learned, and applications that can be 
made to analogous situations.

A Clear and Shared Organizational Vision

The third recommendation for leaders is to adopt and engage colleagues 
in a collective vision of organizational purpose and aspirations to guide 
and shape their pursuits. Even with an understanding of the dynamics of 
change and appropriate competencies, without a clear and shared vision, 
the long-term aims and hoped-for impact of one’s leadership efforts may 
be quite limited. As noted, the most interesting or transformative ideas, 
advanced with great enthusiasm and competence, may fail to materialize 
and ultimately may fade from view, absent a common understanding and 
commitment to organizational aspirations. 

Academic versus Organizational Excellence

The phrase vision of excellence can refer to many things. In the context of 
higher education and this book, the reference is to a systematic and disci-
plined view of organizational excellence, its value, its components, why it 
matters, and how it can serve as a guide to effective practice. The excellence 
in higher education (EHE) framework to be discussed extensively in the 
pages ahead provides a robust guide for envisioning, achieving, and sus-
taining effectiveness in academic, professional, and administrative entities 
of all kinds. 

Of the various frameworks that are useful as a foundation for develop-
ing and collaboratively pursuing a shared vision of organizational  purpose, 
none has been more influential than the Malcolm Baldrige model, which 
provided the inspiration for the development of the EHE framework. 
Sponsored by the National Institute of Standards and Technology and 
named after Secretary of Commerce Malcolm Baldrige, the Baldrige perfor-
mance excellence framework was developed in 1987 to advance quality in 
organizations nationally (Baldrige Foundation, n.d.; Baldrige Performance 
Excellence Program, n.d.; Brusoni et al., 2014; DeCarlo & Sterett, 1990; 
Hobcraft, 2017; Karathanos & Karathanos, 2010; Lassiter, 2017; Reimann, 
1992).1 The framework represents a synthesis of scholarly  concepts related 
to organizational theory and behavior, principles from the professional 
 literature, and collected insights from successful organizational and 
 leadership practices.2 
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EHE: The Framework and Components

The EHE framework (Ruben, 2016) provides an adaptation and extension 
of the Baldrige model. It was designed to offer a foundation for thinking 
specifically about leadership and institutional effectiveness in colleges and 
universities, adapting the general principles of organizational vision and per-
formance to the context and culture of higher education. As illustrated in 
Figure 1.5, EHE focuses on seven organizational themes that are founda-
tional elements in a guiding vision for an outstanding program, department, 
center, school, or for an entire institution. 

In addition to identifying seven critical components, the framework 
advances a view of the critical contributions of each of the elements to a 
generalized vision of organizational excellence and effectiveness within any 
higher education enterprise. The EHE framework provides a focus on organ-
izational change and collaborative leadership, stressing the need for shared 
ownership of aspirations and a commitment to the processes necessary for 
realizing them. Table 1.1 provides a brief summary of the seven themes in the 

TABLE. 1.1 
Dimensions of the Excellence in Higher Education Framework

Collaborative leadership to facilitate the creation of a clear and shared 
sense of organizational mission, aspirations, strategic priorities, and core 
values, including communication, community-building, and the meaningful 
engagement of faculty, staff, and students; reinforce the importance of 
disciplinary/technical and organizational leadership competencies; encourage 
the development and engagement of leadership at all levels; promote a 
commitment to continuous review, innovation, and constructive change; 
and emphasize the importance of social and environmental consciousness. 

1
Leadership

2
Purposes
and Plans

4
Programs

and Services

5
Faculty, Staff

and Workplace

6
Assessment
and Analysis

7
Outcome and
Achievement

3
Beneficiary and

Consituency
Relationships

Figure 1.5.
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Inclusive planning with strategies and plans that translate the organization’s 
purposes, aspirations, and values into clear, ambitious, shared, and measurable 
priorities, with goals that are understood, aligned, and effectively implemented. 

Strong relationships with beneficiaries, collaborators, and other stakeholders who 
benefit from or influence the success, reputation, and standing of the 
organization; attention to monitoring the needs, expectations, and satisfaction/
dissatisfaction levels of the groups served by the organization; operating 
practices that are responsive to these needs and expectations; and assessment 
processes in place to remain current with, anticipate, and be responsive to the 
changing needs of these groups. 

High standards and a commitment to regularly assessing and enhancing 
mission-critical and support programs, services, and other initiatives with a focus 
on effectiveness, efficiency, appropriate standardization, documentation, 
and regular evaluation and improvement, taking account of the needs and 
expectations of beneficiaries and stakeholders. 

Engaged faculty, administrative, and professional staff with appropriate knowledge 
and skill and a workplace culture that encourages, recognizes, and rewards 
excellence, through attention to employee satisfaction, engagement, professional 
development, and pride, and the creation of a welcoming and inclusive 
community. 

Processes, methods, and systems for gathering, organizing, assessing, and 
analyzing organizational outcomes, trends, peer comparisons, and pertinent 
environmental factors, and making this information readily available within 
the institution to support data-informed decision making, evaluation, 
accountability, and planning.

Documenting and using information on outcomes, comparisons, and environmental 
conditions to track organizational progress, stimulate innovation and change, 
foster accountability, enhance coordination, and facilitate communication with 
internal and external communities. 

model. Detailed descriptions of each theme and ways in which collaborative 
leadership is useful in addressing them will be discussed in greater detail in 
subsequent chapters of the book. 

Priorities for Change, Collaborative Leadership, and Innovation

Those who are new to leadership positions in higher education institutions 
soon become familiar with the mixed blessings associated with decentral-
ized and loosely coupled organizations, the traditional commitment to 
shared governance, and the relatively few levers available for direct influence 
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(Harper & Jackson, 2011; Hendrickson et al., 2013; Powers & Schloss, 
2017; Weick, 1976). Each of these characteristics speaks to the necessity 
of collaborative leadership. Given these realities, it is often a leader’s vision, 
energy, capability, cooperative spirit, clear sense of purpose and priority, 
and organizational leadership capabilities that are the key ingredients for 
successful change and advancement. While numerous duties are associ-
ated with the positions held by formal leaders, their success in fulfilling 
these responsibilities depends upon their competencies in communication, 
engagement, collaboration, and the contributions of colleagues—at least as 
much as the direct influence their formal authority provides. 

As described so aptly by Ackoff (1998), “positive visions that can mobi-
lize transformations can be produced by idealized designs” (p. 28). EHE is 
a guiding framework that exemplifies the type of structure envisioned by 
Ackoff (1998). It builds on knowledge from the literature and the experience 
of professionals, synthesized in a manner that creates a compelling vision of 
excellence—precisely the kind of framework needed to inspire and orches-
trate meaningful changes of all kinds. 

Looking Ahead

A primary purpose of this book is to provide a conceptual and practical 
framework to assist leaders not only in reacting to myriad challenges but 
also to be proactive in converting these challenges into opportunities to 
strengthen their institutions and the role of the academy more generally. 
The circumstances confronting higher education call for leaders and col-
leagues who are committed to working with their colleagues to clarify and 
advance the effectiveness of their institutions in pursuing core purposes. 
This volume’s chapter 2 discusses specifics of the EHE vision of organiza-
tional effectiveness and the systems paradigm that can be most helpful in 
advancing these goals. 

Notes

1. The extensive array of evidence in support of the value of the Baldrige 
framework and program, summarized elsewhere (NIST, n.d.; Ruben et al., 2021a), 
includes the following: In 2009, the number of Baldrige web hits/downloads totaled 
2.2 million, and in 2013, when the Baldrige program celebrated its 25th anniversary, 
the number of state and local applications for recognition by the Baldrige program 
reached 15,000. By 2014, 10,000 national Baldrige examiners had been trained, and 
as of 2017, 25,000 individuals had attended Annual Baldrige Quest Conferences. 
Over the 34 years since the award was initiated, more than 1,715 organizations have 
applied, and 124 organizations have been recognized as exemplary by the Baldrige 
program (Baldrige, 2022).
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2. An overview of research exploring the benefits of the Baldrige model is 
summarized by Ruben (2020). This includes case studies, professional endorse-
ments, and leader testimonials highlighting the value of the Baldrige framework for 
assessing organizational performance and advancing organizational insight, learning, 
and practice across a broad spectrum of organizations and sectors (Foundation of 
the American College of Healthcare Executives, n.d.; Goonan, 2015; Goonan & 
Spence, 2015; Leist et al., 2004; NACUBO, 2011; Sorensen et al., 2005; Weeks 
et al., 2000). Various studies provide further evidence of the value of the Baldrige 
criteria for improving organizational effectiveness and performance. Organizations 
rated highly in terms of the Baldrige criteria have been shown to outperform other 
organizations financially and also report improved work processes, operational per-
formance, and reliability along with increases in employee engagement and job sat-
isfaction, customer and patient satisfaction, customer retention, broadened market 
share, and a heightened understanding of the linkages among organizational com-
ponents and functions. Studies of organizations adopting the Baldrige approach also 
point to reductions in costs, turnover, and customer complaints (Badri et al., 2006; 
Evans & Jack, 2018; Flynn & Saladin, 2001; NIST, n.d.; Peng & Prybutok, 2014; 
Prybutok et al., 2011; Ruben et al., 2007; Schulingkamp & Lathan, 2015; Shook & 
Chenoweth, 2012; Sternick, 2011). 
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