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Abstract of the Dissertation 

Leadership Transition and the Development of the Top Management Team: 
A Case Study in Higher Education 

 

This qualitative, bounded, single case study centered on the process of building 

and leading the top management team during a presidential transition at a private, not-for-

profit, coeducational, faith-based university in the United States. Specifically, the 

research concentrated on the dynamics of rebuilding a leadership team in a turbulent 

environment under a new president. 

The primary source of data was semi-structured, in-person interviews with the 

new president and nine out of 10 top management team members. Detailed interviews 

provided comprehensive and extraordinary first-hand access to the team construction and 

leadership process. Other data sources, including relevant artifacts, documents, and press 

releases, were collected and analyzed to provide important details about the case context. 

Major findings and conclusions are discussed in relation to the literature on 

leadership and top management teams. Five conclusions provide practical 

recommendations from the president’s vantage point: (1) the president recognized the 

necessity of restructuring her team in order to meet the board’s mandate; (2) in a highly 

turbulent institutional environment, the president constructed a diverse executive-level 

team with very limited resources; (3) the president’s communication and leadership style 

reflected a high degree of emotional intelligence that contributed to her overall 

effectiveness; (4) the president provided structure and a defined role, which enabled and 

guided the team to more effectively implement its mission; and (5) the president’s 

coaching assisted in (a) managing conflict, (b) developing trust, and (c) enhancing the 

team’s learning. 
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Recommendations for future research and implications for both theory and practice 

are presented to conclude the study. Senior leadership teams are essential to the success 

of their organizations. Therefore, it is important that those charged with executive 

leadership give priority to the important task of systematically assessing and building the 

leadership team, particularly under new leadership. In this study, the new president 

completely overhauled the team, and her personal leadership style, which involved a high 

level of emotional intelligence along with personal coaching of the team, attracted others 

to join. The use of coaching in senior leadership teams in higher education seems to be 

emerging as a new area for theory development.  
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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

Although senior leadership decisions were once thought of as the purview of one 

person in a command and control structure, many organizations are now managed by and 

through the executive or top management team (TMT). This senior leadership group 

significantly impacts an organization’s performance (Finkelstein, Hambrick, & Cannella, 

2009; Nadler & Spencer, 1998). Decisions at this level dramatically shape the 

organization’s internal and external strategy and affect organizational culture, reputation, 

resource allocation, and operational frameworks for decision making (Finkelstein et al., 

2009). Senior leadership teams are now charged with making complex decisions in 

volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous internal and external environments (Ancona 

& Nadler, 1989; Bennett & Lemoine, 2014).  

The rationale for establishing teams at any level is “to create synergy—to increase 

coordination across functions and activities so that the performance of the whole is 

greater than the sum of its parts” (Ancona & Nadler, 1989, p. 20). Pearce (2004) 

contended that “the more complex the task, the lower the likelihood that any one 

individual can be an expert on all task components” (p. 49). Thus, project, virtual, 

temporary, permanent, self-managed, and leadership teams now form the “heart and soul 

of organizational life and productivity” (Marquardt & Horvath, 2001, p. 5).  

Leadership studies have traditionally and almost exclusively focused on the chief 

executive as the command and control leader rather than on the executive leadership 

team. Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) study was the first work to examine the executive 

team as a separate and distinct unit of analysis and resulted in the introduction of upper 



2 

echelon theory. Several researchers have argued that TMTs do not function as true teams 

(Hambrick, 1994, 2007; Hambrick, Cho, & Chen, 1996), but rather engage in “bilateral 

relations with the CEO” (Hambrick, 2007, p. 336).  

TMT research has grown and has revealed that these teams have distinct issues 

and dynamics that are different than those of other work teams. The salience of the 

external environment, the complexity of the tasks facing the team, and the increased 

visibility of team members as symbolic sources of institutional leadership all contribute 

to a more complex dynamic in TMTs (Ancona & Nadler, 1989). Further, the individuals 

who are TMT members often display high individual needs for power and achievement 

(pp. 22-23), which can make the TMT particularly competitive. 

Successful teamwork is challenging and does not come naturally to most 

organizations or many leaders. True leadership teams, like many other kinds of teams, are 

interdependent, bounded, and have stable membership (Nadler & Spencer, 1998; 

Wageman, Nunes, Burruss, & Hackman, 2007). However, the decision to implement a 

true team structure at any level requires planning, skill development, and attention to both 

team content and team process issues (Nadler & Spencer, 1998; Wageman et al., 2007). 

Edmondson (2012) recommended that “particular attention should be paid to the role of 

leadership” (p. 80) to ensure successful teaming.  

TMTs typically comprise those who hold leadership roles in their own units, and 

these leaders may or may not hold a more organizational-level view of their 

responsibilities. The chief executive officer (CEO) or president functions as both a 

member and as the team’s ultimate decision maker (Nadler & Spencer, 1998, p. 18). In 

terms of leadership style, the CEO is often responsible for being the team’s builder and 
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developer, as well as its leader. Performing these complex roles requires significant, 

effective teamwork leadership skills “without giving up any personal effectiveness as an 

individual leader and an institutional leader” (Nadler & Spencer, 1998, p. 20).  

When CEO/presidential-level leadership transition occurs, it often signals 

significant turnover in the TMT (Keck & Tushman, 1993). Whether that turnover is 

voluntary or at the behest of the new CEO, the turbulence at the top can be very 

disruptive at a time when the organization is already dealing with change and uncertainty. 

There is little literature, either in theory or in practice, to guide this important transition 

task for CEOs, and what does exist is not explored within the realm of the higher 

education industry, which has unique governance structures and issues. 

Leadership and Teams in Higher Education 

As an industry, higher education exists in a turbulent environment with calls for 

rapid adaptation and change. The scholarly literature and professional publications in 

higher education administration are replete with issues related to the complex leadership 

challenges in the changing environment of the university. “The profound nature and rapid 

pace of the changes occurring in our society will demand corresponding transformations 

in social institutions such as the university if they are to continue to serve future 

generations” (Duderstadt, 2000, p. 3).  

The Chronicle of Higher Education’s (2014a) survey of 350 college presidents 

detailed their myriad challenges, from “declining enrollments and stressed budgets to 

incorporating new technology, especially online learning, into traditional educational 

structures” (p. 4). Chief financial officers in higher education corroborate these concerns 

and report that demographic vagaries, rising competition, changes in financial aid 
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sources, stretched financial models, and shrinking endowments put many of their 

institutions at great risk for financial survival (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2014b). 

Leading these institutions forward has never been more challenging.  

The shared governance structure found in higher education leadership is unique. 

Power and decision making are often diffused and distributed among several constituents, 

such as the board of trustees, the president, the administrative team or cabinet, schools 

and deans, the faculty senate, and various governance boards (Gayle, Tewarie, & White, 

2011; Gentle & Forman, 2014; Martin, Samels, & Associates, 2009; Selingo, 2013). This 

governance structure influences many facets of university life, including how leadership 

and leadership teams are constructed and how they function. Duderstadt (2000) posited 

that “while shared governance engages a variety of stakeholders in the direction of the 

university, it does so with an awkwardness that tends to inhibit change and 

responsiveness” (p. 239). 

In addition to the myriad environmental challenges in higher education, there are 

also significant demographic changes occurring in the American college presidency that 

impact the role and composition of the executive team. There is a marked increase in 

first-time presidents, and overall presidential terms are becoming shorter in duration. As 

the institution’s CEO, the president functions in a highly complex leadership role that 

requires “intellectual rigor, administrative finesse, and social acumen in equal measure” 

(American Council on Education [ACE], 2012, p. 1). “The presidency has become more 

complex, more time-consuming, more externally focused, and more driven by the need 

for more funding” (ACE, 2012, p. 32). Selingo (2016) called the college presidency “the 

job nobody can seem to keep” due to its complex and wide-ranging responsibilities, 
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especially the increased focus on external constituents and the pressure to engage in 

major institutional fundraising.  

Further, the pipeline for new presidents and senior administrators is in jeopardy. 

The American college presidency is aging and an increase in retirements is predicted 

(ACE, 2017). More than half of presidents are expected to leave their posts within the 

next 5 years (ACE, 2017, p. ix), and Martin et al. (2009) indicated that there is a growing 

shortage of highly qualified individuals to fill senior positions, particularly in smaller, 

financially stressed colleges. Further, women and racial and ethnic minorities are 

underrepresented in college presidencies (ACE, 2017). Selingo (2016) noted that the 

traditional pipeline to the presidency is running dry, with just 30% of sitting provosts 

interested in becoming a president. As a result, executive search firms and boards are 

looking outside of higher education for those with significant financial leadership 

experience, rather than those with an academic portfolio. Thus, the learning curve for 

new presidents and their senior leadership team appears to have become significantly 

shorter and steeper, precisely at the same time that the work has become more complex 

and demanding, both internally and externally. 

New university presidents often have particular challenges, including “facing 

difficult problems for which their successors were unable to provide suitable answers” 

(Birnbaum, 1992, p. 85). Goldstein, Miller, and Courson (2014) noted a significant 

learning for new presidents is that they “require great teams to succeed” (p. 8) in these 

complex environments. The early days of a new presidency are important ones and often 

involve institutional restructuring (Birnbaum, 1992), as well as setting strategic vision, 

goals, and leadership strategy. For new presidents from outside of academia, the 
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transition to the academic and shared governance culture marks an enormous cultural 

shift, which may suggest that they need strong senior leadership teams to provide wisdom 

and counsel about the culture, values, and leadership. Yet, there is little information 

available to guide university presidents on how to construct, lead, and use their TMTs.  

In practice, some presidents realize “the need to revitalize their cabinets and 

surround themselves with passionate peers who are forward-thinking, financially adept, 

creative, and most of all, collaborative” (Goldstein et al., 2014, p. 8). Thus, as part of the 

presidential transition, an important task for a new president is to construct and lead a 

strong, cohesive cabinet of senior staff to support and communicate the vision and 

leadership strategy (Trachtenberg, Kauvar, & Bogue, 2013). The size, composition, and 

expertise level of the TMT, or cabinet, can vary significantly according to the size and 

type of university, but typically this body will reflect the shared governance model found 

in higher education. Martin et al. (2009) posited that challenges include not only 

assembling a diverse group of solid leaders but also forming them into a cohesive team. 

“Effective presidents, even at vulnerable institutions, come to realize at some point that 

one of their greatest challenges is to lead the leaders” (Martin et al., 2009, p. 74).  

Failure to manage the complex dynamics of the president’s cabinet results in 

significant problems, including presidential derailments, which cost institutions valuable 

resources in time, money, and reputational costs (Trachtenberg et al., 2013). As higher 

education institutions cope with increasing external and internal pressures, the 

performance of the president and the top administrative team becomes imperative to 

institutional survival and presidential retention and success. However, there is very 

limited, and dated, literature to guide presidents on the important transition task of 
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forming and using their presidential cabinet effectively. TMT studies in other industries 

may provide some potential guidance in this environment, but little is known about how 

presidents take on this critically important leadership task in the unique environment of 

higher education. 

Statement of the Problem 

The American college presidency is changing dramatically as responsibilities 

have increased in scope and complexity; in turn, this has significant impacts on the senior 

leadership team. As in many other industries, top executives have noted that no one 

person could be expected to possess the breadth of knowledge and experience to be 

successful. As a result, the executive team has become increasingly involved in 

“responding to the complex and often changing external environment and managing the 

diverse yet interdependent units inside the corporation” (Ancona & Nadler, 1989, p. 19). 

It is clear that effective teamwork at the top impacts the quality of operational and 

strategic organizational performance (Ancona & Nadler, 1989; Menz, 2012). 

A strong senior leadership team is vital to both institutional success and 

presidential effectiveness. Trachtenberg et al. (2013) cautioned presidents to compose 

their leadership teams intentionally and to seek input from their vice presidents in the 

process, or the fallout can be problematic. Inexperienced or disingenuous team members 

can be disruptive to the senior leadership team and the institution when they fail to ask 

critical questions, do not provide honest or constructive feedback, or provide 

“uninformed or ill-informed guidance” (p. 42) to the president. For presidents, poor 

interpersonal or communication skills, difficulty adapting to institutional or community 



8 

culture and context, and inability to lead key constituents are cited as common derailers 

and have resulted in disastrous consequences (Trachtenberg et al., 2013, p. ix). 

Sweet Briar College is one such illustration. In 2015, the institution abruptly and 

unexpectedly announced plans to close within 3 months due to overall enrollment and 

financial difficulties. Upon hearing this news, faculty, senior administrators, staff, 

students, and alumnae rebelled and accused the president and the trustees of poor 

leadership and fiscal mismanagement. This group initiated a lawsuit and a lengthy 

investigation ensued. It revealed that the college’s financials had actually shown 

improvement in the years prior to the decision to close. Sweet Briar’s endowment and net 

assets had increased, while its debt load had decreased more than 40%. A subsequent 

court case revealed that millions of dollars had gone toward “unexplained expenses, even 

as the school supposedly struggled to stay alive” (Jacobs, 2015). The president and the 

board were dismissed and replaced, and a new president was quickly hired.  

The senior leadership team was quickly reconstituted to include previous 

administrative team members who were returned to their former positions as well as 

faculty, staff, and retirees who were tapped for new leadership roles. Sweet Briar College 

remains open, and “ultimately, the decision to close was defeated by a group of 

passionate alumnae, students, faculty, staff, and a tenacious county attorney who would 

not give up and see the College close without a fight” (Hurd et al., 2016).  

The Sweet Briar College example underscores the importance of the selection, 

composition, and functioning of TMTs in higher education (Eisenstat & Cohen, 1990; 

Goldstein et al., 2014; Yukl, 2013). Newly appointed college presidents generally receive 

latitude to fire and hire senior staff early in their terms (Birnbaum, 1992). Although there 
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is a growing body of literature on TMTs, higher education has been excluded from these 

studies. Because of the unique governance structure found in higher education, TMT 

studies in corporate or profit-making industries may have limited generalizability to the 

academic context. 

Thus, there is limited literature available, in either theory or practice, to guide the 

important strategic transition task of a new university president selecting and building the 

executive administrative team. This research study sought to gather detailed and richly 

descriptive information via a bounded case study, which may benefit new presidents and 

add to the TMT theory stream, particularly in higher education. 

Purpose Statement and Research Questions 

The purpose of this descriptive, bounded case study was to acquire knowledge 

and further understanding of how a new college/university president constructed and led 

her TMT (also known as the senior leadership team, executive leadership team, or 

cabinet). This study examined this essential dynamic between the new university 

president and the executive leadership team. The study was situated at the individual 

level and sought to explore how one university president engaged in building and leading 

the presidential cabinet during a time-bounded period at the beginning of her presidential 

term. Two research questions were explored: How did a new college/university president 

(with less than 3 years in office) construct the senior leadership team? How did he/she 

lead the senior team during that period? 
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Statement of Potential Significance 

This research has potential significance in several related but distinct realms. 

First, the study adds to the scholarly and practice-based leadership literature on new 

presidents in higher education. Demographic trends suggest that presidential turnover 

will increase, and the trend toward first-time presidents with limited higher education 

experience will rise (ACE, 2012). This study explored questions relevant to presidential 

leadership, particularly during the transition into a new leadership role. An important 

early task for a new leader is to construct and lead an executive team, and this study took 

a deep dive into one president’s approach to doing so.  

Because of the study’s focus on the interaction of the president and the executive 

team, both of these constituencies may benefit directly from this research. TMT studies in 

higher education are very limited, and “research on CEO leadership, TMT processes, and 

outcomes has been limited by the challenges of acquiring access to such teams and their 

processes” (Carmeli, Tishler, & Edmondson, 2012, p. 31). The ACE presidential survey 

(2017) noted that managing senior leadership team dynamics consumes a large 

percentage of a president’s time. A review of the literature revealed that there is little 

information to guide presidential transitions in the area of selecting and building 

executive team membership. By providing an in-depth study of the formation and use of 

one executive leadership team, the study offers practical insight and understanding into 

the process and suggests a model for how leadership teams can function effectively.  

The industry-specific focus in higher education, along with the case study 

approach, may also prove valuable to boards of trustees and presidential search 

committees in their important work envisioning and selecting an appropriate leader for 
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their institutions. In the competitive, challenging, and changing higher education 

environment where presidential turnover is predicted to rise, insufficient information is 

available to assist those charged with this very critical leadership task.  

Best practice and case history research can potentially guide these constituents as 

they seek to lead their institutions in challenging environments. In summary, this research 

sought to make a contribution to theory, and particularly to practice, in leadership studies, 

team leadership, and higher education.  

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this study includes two major constructs: 

leadership transition and TMTs (Figure 1.1).  

 

 
Figure 1.1. Conceptual framework. 

 

The leadership literature provides a framework for the exploration of the 

individual university president’s leadership style and philosophy and the leadership 
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transition. Early leadership theory, specifically the leader-focused literature found in the 

trait, behavioral, power, and influence styles, forms the basis for the emergence of 

collective leadership found in both the shared and distributed leadership styles.  

The exercise of power and influence tactics are important components in the 

success or failure of shared leadership (Kocolowski, 2010; Pearce, 2004). Pearce’s (2004) 

seminal contribution attributes this important change from individual to shared leadership 

to the shift to a knowledge economy (Pearce, 2004). As work has become more 

knowledge based, it has also become more complex, which has resulted in a shift to more 

team-based work (Hoch, 2013; Pearce, 2004; Pearce & Sims, 2002). Pearce (2004) stated 

that “shared leadership occurs when all members of a team are fully engaged in the 

leadership of the team and are not hesitant to influence and guide their fellow team 

members in an effort to maximize the potential of the team as a whole” (p. 49).  

The study’s context in higher education exposes an important leadership dynamic 

that must be considered: shared governance. Shared governance provides a “set of 

guidelines about the various roles and authority of the board, faculty, and administration 

in such things as academic decisions, budget decisions, selection of the president, and 

other operational decisions” (Bahls, 2015, para. 1). This dynamic strongly influences how 

power, influence, and leadership are exercised and distributed in higher education by the 

faculty, the university president, the executive team, and the board. In operation, shared 

governance is widely interpreted to mean very different things, particularly in the 

decision-making process, and often manifests as a deeply political process in higher 

education’s institutional life. This distinct contextual difference between business and 
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higher education can strongly influence the overall exercise of leadership, including at 

the cabinet table. 

Further, the role and function of the university president has been strongly 

impacted by the changing environment in higher education. Birnbaum’s (1989) seminal 

study on the college presidency found that most presidents identified with a traditional 

power and influence–oriented leadership style. In higher education, Bensimon and 

Neumann (1993) first noted a shift toward more team-oriented leadership as a result of 

environmental changes and pressures. These authors were the first to raise questions 

about a more shared leadership style in higher education that truly integrates and 

leverages shared governance. How this manifests in actual practice is not completely 

clear in the current literature.  

Trachtenberg, Kauvar, and Bogue (2013) provided significant insights into the 

executive level in their work on derailed university presidents. “Difficulty in adapting to 

a new industry, institution, position, or community, and failure to meet business 

objectives, such as budget numbers, fundraising goals, or student enrollments” 

(Trachtenberg et al., 2013, p. 130), as well as failure to effectively lead and communicate 

with the senior leadership team, were seen as common “derailers” for college presidents, 

regardless of the type of institution. These issues fill the pages of higher education’s 

publications and contribute to the environmental disruption being seen in the sector. 

This study was also rooted in the literature about teams, particularly executive 

teams and TMTs. TMTs are considered a specialized team type with its own stream of 

literature and theory. Upper echelon theory (Hambrick & Mason, 1984) was the first to 

examine the TMT as a separate and distinct unit of analysis, and it continues to stand as 
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the seminal theory in executive teams. This theory posits a strong connection between the 

attributes of the executive team members and organizational outcomes, particularly firm 

financial performance. Upper echelon theory has formed the basis of much of the 

research into TMTs and marks a shift in the literature from a singular focus on the heroic 

leadership of the CEO to the larger roles of other TMT members. Prior studies had 

focused almost exclusively on the role of the CEO with “limited research done on the 

linkages between top managers and the strategies they pursue” (Hambrick & Mason, 

1984, p. 196).  

Others have built upon upper echelon theory to consider the various functional 

roles on the executive team (Hambrick, 2007; Menz, 2012), environmental factors (Keck, 

1997), and team composition (Keck & Tushman, 1993; Menz, 2012). Nadler and Spencer 

(1998) provided a more practice-based model of executive team functioning and 

effectiveness. A critical difference from the work of Hambrick and Mason (1984) is 

Nadler and Spencer’s (1998) broader and more process-focused interpretation of team 

outputs, defined as “the team’s ability to effectively meet the demands of its role” 

(Nadler & Spencer, 1998, p. 23).  

Birnbaum (1992) posed the question of whether academic leadership is improved 

through the use of the executive team. Bensimon and Neumann’s (1993) seminal work in 

team leadership in higher education found that the leadership group or team as a unit of 

analysis is largely undescribed, unexplored, and unmentioned in higher education (p. 16). 

“Assembling a diverse group of solid leaders is just the first challenge for the president’s 

team. Forging them into a cohesive team is even more challenging” (Martin et al., 2009, 

p. 74).  
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It is well documented that the team leader’s style influences team construction, 

development, and functioning. This study also relied on the general teams-based 

literature stream to explore both functional and dysfunctional team characteristics. 

Advantages of teamwork include creation of more ideas, increased ownership of product, 

increased commitment and motivation, refining and baking of raw ideas, sharing of risks, 

transfer of expertise, and social support (Edmondson, 2012, p. 5). Teams are most 

successful when the work requires a wide range of skills, views, or expertise, has highly 

interdependent components, needs extraordinary creativity or innovation, and would 

benefit from commitment building for decisions, implementation, and/or execution of 

plans (Nadler, 1998). Edmondson (2012) concurred and added that teaming is especially 

important “when complex information must be processed, synthesized, and put to good 

use quickly” (p. 25).  

Summary of Methodology 

The research questions required a qualitative approach, designed to lead to rich, 

descriptive data. A single, bounded, descriptive case study approach was utilized, which 

allowed for an in-depth exploration of one situation, including the ability to focus on 

process issues rather than outcomes (Merriam, 2009). Case study methodology is 

particularly applicable in research that poses how and why questions related to a 

contemporary event (Yin, 2009) and was specifically chosen because of its usefulness in 

this type of research. 

A site was purposefully selected (Merriam, 2009). The site was a private, 4-year 

university whose current president had been in office less than 3 years. The research 

questions also required that the president was leading the senior leadership team during 
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the time of the study. Because of the sensitive nature of the topic, confidential site 

selection, voluntary participation of subjects, informed consent, and strict anonymity 

were critical in the completion of the study. 

Data were collected primarily through semistructured interviews with the 

university president and the current cabinet members. The president participated in two 

90- to 120-minute, in-person semistructured interviews spaced 5 weeks apart. The 

president’s interview questions are found in Appendix C. Nine out of 10 cabinet members 

also participated in a semistructured, in-person, individual interview. These interviews 

varied in length from 60 to 100 minutes. The cabinet members’ interview questions are 

found in Appendix D. All interviews were recorded, transcribed, member checked, 

organized, and coded in the data analysis process to determine themes in the data. 

Further, I maintained written field notes and a reflexivity journal during the data 

collection process. All interviews occurred on this university’s campus between August 

20 and October 7, 2017.  

Other data sources, including relevant artifacts, documents, and press releases, 

were collected and analyzed and provided important information about the context of this 

case study. The methodology utilized for the study is presented in greater detail in 

chapter 3.  

Limitations 

The research contained limitations that imposed restrictions on the study. First, 

the study was limited by the practical choice of identifying a single, representative case at 

a private, 4-year college or university that had installed a new president 1 to 3 years prior 

to the data collection process. Because little information is available to guide new college 
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presidents in the formation of their teams, the industry-specific context was important 

and was selected purposefully to make the study bounded, clear, and manageable.  

Second, the study was limited due to the methodology chosen. Identifying, 

selecting, and enlisting the participation of the site posed another significant limitation 

for the study. It is well documented that access to TMTs has been a significant 

impediment to learning more about their processes and functioning (Neatby, Aube, & 

Rioux, 2013; Carmeli et al., 2012; Carpenter, Geletkanycz, & Sanders, 2004; Hambrick 

& Mason, 1984; Kozlowski & Bell, 2003). However, the participants in the study were 

highly engaged in the interview process and generous with their time and viewpoints. 

Third, although the use of case study methodology offered rich, descriptive 

information in this very specific area of interest, it also had a significant limitation: the 

lack of generalizability to other situations (Yin, 2009). This is a limitation in the 

methodology; however, the study may still serve to strengthen theoretical foundations on 

building executive teams, as well as provide a more practice-based focus for current and 

future presidents and executive team members. 

Fourth, since the interview process inherent in case study design depends upon 

the self-awareness and self-report of the participants, this could be seen as a potential 

limitation in the study. A review of available literature on interviewing elites provided 

significant guidance in conducted these interviews. This limitation was partially 

addressed by the use of multiple sources of data, including available documents and field 

notes, to attempt to triangulate and verify the veracity of self-report. Various narratives 

emerged in the interviews, and a high level of consistency was observed across several of 

these narratives. 
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Finally, this, and all research, is subject to the personal and professional lenses 

and biases of the researcher. As an experienced higher education administrator, I was and 

am aware of certain limiting beliefs and biases that both motivated and limited my 

approaches to this study. Use of appropriate trustworthiness techniques in qualitative 

research were employed to identify, consider, and modify these biases. This issue is more 

fully explored in chapter 3. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Table 1.1 defines the key terms used throughout the study. 

Table 1.1 
Definition of Key Terms 
Term Definition 
College/university 
president 

A college or university chief executive officer (ACE, 2012). 

Presidential cabinet A college or university top management team (also known as the senior 
executive or senior leadership team) whose membership can vary by 
institution. Cabinets typically include “all individuals whose presence is 
necessary to ensure that institutional deliberations are comprehensive, such 
as all vice presidents and all those whose work directly connects to the 
president, such as chief of staff, college or university counsel, and the 
public relations officer” (Middleton, as cited in Martin et al., 2009, p. 65). 

Shared governance A set of guidelines and practices in higher education systems used to 
characterize both fiduciary responsibility and academic decision making; a 
formal system of collaborative decision making between administration, 
boards of trustees, and faculty in higher education (Burke, 2010). 

Top management 
team (TMT) 

“The dominant coalition of the organization, in particular, the top 
managers” (Hambrick & Mason, 1984, p. 193). 

Work teams Groups that “(a) are composed of two or more individuals, (b) who exist to 
perform organizationally relevant tasks, (c) share one or more common 
goals, (d) interact socially, (e) exhibit task interdependencies (i.e., 
workflow, goals, outcomes), (f) maintain and manage boundaries, and (g) 
are embedded in an organizational context that sets boundaries, constrains 
the team, and influences exchanges with other units in the broader entity” 
(Kozlowski & Bell, 2003, p. 6).  

Servant leadership A leadership theory that places service to followers as primary and 
fundamental to accomplishing shared objectives. Leadership behaviors 
include “nurturing, defending, and empowering followers” (Yukl, 2013, 
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Term Definition 
p. 349) and building trust through encouragement and support (Greenleaf, 
1970). 

Shared leadership “Shared leadership occurs when all members of a team are fully engaged 
in the leadership of the team and are not hesitant to influence and guide 
their fellow team members in an effort to maximize the potential of the 
team as a whole” (Pearce, 2004, p. 49).  

Distributed 
leadership 

Three common premises are found across the distributed leadership 
literature: leadership is an interactive and emergent property across a 
network of individuals, leadership boundaries are open, and expertise is 
distributed across many, rather than few (Bennett, Wise, Woods, & 
Harvey, 2003).  

Knowledge 
economy 

“Production and services based on knowledge-intensive activities that 
contribute to an accelerated pace of technical and scientific advance, as 
well as rapid obsolescence. The key component of a knowledge economy 
is a greater reliance on intellectual capabilities than on physical inputs or 
natural resources” (Powell & Snellman, 2004, p. 199). 

 
 

Summary 

This chapter detailed the research problem and delineated the purpose, potential 

significance, and limitations of the study. In addition, the research questions, conceptual 

framework, methodology, and definition of important terms were introduced and 

summarized. Chapters 2 through 5 review relevant scholarly literature in leadership and 

teams, the data collection and methodological approaches utilized, the study’s findings, 

and results, interpretations, conclusions, and recommendations.  
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CHAPTER 2: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 The purpose of this chapter is to review the existing literature relevant to this case 

study. The conceptual framework for this research is based on two primary constructs: 

leadership and teams.  

The first section reviews conceptual and empirical work in leadership theory. This 

literature stream is quite broad, but this review restricts its discussion to those theories 

that are relevant to both individual leadership attributes (trait theory) and leadership in 

teams. A discussion on higher education leadership theory follows, which includes a 

review of the literature on shared governance and university presidents.  

The second section, teams, begins with an overview on teams. This is followed by 

a review of the theoretical, conceptual, and empirical work on top management teams 

(TMTs) and higher education and executive leadership teams.  

Methods of Review 

 Multiple search methods were used to conduct this literature review between 

2015, when the preliminary planning for this study began, and 2018. Sources for the 

academic literature included Google Scholar, ABI/Inform, Academic Search Premier, 

Dissertations and Theses Online, JSTOR, ProQuest, and the WRLC Libraries Catalog. 

Key word searches included top management teams, executive teams, executive groups, 

senior leadership teams, university presidents, higher education leadership, team 

leadership, and university cabinets in various combinations. Once seminal works were 

identified, publications citing these studies were searched. This allowed the literature 
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search to become more precise and yield more relevant data. Further, data gathering 

included conversations with faculty, advisors, and professionals in higher education 

leadership positions. Professional organizations in higher education, such as the 

American Council on Education (ACE), also yielded more practice-based resources that 

proved helpful.  

Leadership 

The research questions are from the vantage point of the new university president, 

and this section presents the evolution of leadership theory as it relates to this study. The 

review begins with a discussion of trait leadership theories, which focus primarily on the 

traits of a single command and control–type leader. The development of behavioral, 

relational, and participative types of leadership explores power and influence tactics in 

groups. Theory development evolves into ways to enlist others in making important 

leadership decisions, which has particular applicability to this study.  

Trait Leadership Theories  

Trait theory, which emerged in the early 20th century, frames leadership as 

resident in a person with specific attributes. Later, trait theory also attempted to identify 

skills and values along with individual-level traits and attributes. It is important to note 

that this early trait theory development focused more on character traits and individual-

level attributes (Yukl, 2013, p. 135)—in essence, who leaders are. The skills and values 

orientation that is also part of later trait theory examines what leaders do, accomplish, 

value, and believe. The values orientation re-emerged later and was more heavily 

developed and explored in ethical leadership theories.  
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Methodological and conceptual limitations are noted in trait theory. This phase of 

leadership theory development was often not guided by clear theory and was limited by 

looking at single traits, rather than combinations of traits. Contextual and relational 

approaches are lacking, as the early theory looks at simple, linear relationships. However, 

there are important implications for manager/leader effectiveness, and this approach did 

influence leadership development programs and contribute to later work in job-person fit.  

Various types of research in trait theory have sought to ascertain whether certain 

skills and abilities predict whether an individual will either pursue a leadership-level role 

or emerge as a formal or informal leader in a group (Stogdill, 1974). In addition, the 

research examined the relationship between traits and skills of individuals in management 

and leadership roles to ascertain their leadership effectiveness (Bass, 1990). As the 

research stream developed, studies on derailed leaders sought to examine where and how 

these leaders became ineffective and what actions and behaviors leaders engaged in that 

caused them to fail.  

“While research shows that the possession of certain traits alone does not 

guarantee leadership success, there is evidence that effective leaders are different from 

other people in certain key respects” (Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991, p. 48). In essence, 

some traits increase the likelihood of leadership, but effectiveness as a leader is not 

guaranteed. Traits that have been associated with leadership effectiveness include high 

energy, stress tolerance, internal locus of control, emotional maturity, personal integrity, 

moderately high achievement orientation, self-confidence levels, and a somewhat low 

need for affiliation (Yukl, 2013, p. 139). This research also produced a broad taxonomy 
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with three leadership skill domains: technical, interpersonal, and conceptual (Yukl, 2013, 

p. 148).  

The trait perspective showed only one dimension of leadership and began to 

expose missing dimensions, particularly in the interpersonal and situational nature of 

leadership that is covered in later perspectives. Thus, just having certain traits, values, or 

skills is not enough to define or demonstrate effective leadership. Trait theory is not 

absent from later perspectives, but it is no longer seen as the sole measure of leadership.  

Behavioral, Power, and Influence Theories 

The power and influence theories began to shift the focus from the central, born-

to-lead individual leader to how power, participation, and influence exist in the leadership 

role and in relation to others. This set of leadership theories also began to examine how 

power exists within systems (Katz & Kahn, 1978; Schwandt & Szabla, 2007). However, 

these theories continue to emphasize leader behaviors and actions, particularly in terms of 

exercising power and influence tactics. Tannenbaum, Weschler, and Massarik (1961) 

stated: 

We define leadership as interpersonal influence, exercised in situation and 
directed, through the communication process, toward the attainment of a specified 
goal or goals. Leadership always involved attempts on the part of a leader 
(influencer) to affect (influence) the behavior of a follower (influencee) or 
followers in situation. (p. 24) 

Lewin, Lippitt, and White (1939) contributed one of the earliest theoretical works 

noted in the shift from trait theories to behavioral theories. This was one of the earliest 

studies examining the impact of various leadership styles on group behavior, particularly 

related to reactions to social in-groups and out-groups. One of the main findings of this 
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research was that leader behavior could shape culture (Weisbord, 1987, p. 83), and 

Weisbord (1987) noted that the term group dynamics was coined by Lewin, Lippitt, and 

White in their early work.  

The exploration of power and influence tactics in groups led to the development 

of participative types of leadership that involve enlisting the aid of others in making 

important decisions (Yukl, 2013, p. 105). As part of the leader role, one holds the right to 

make particular types of decisions in organizations (Yukl, 2013, p. 186). Thus, leaders 

exercise a decision procedure continuum from autocratic, consultation, joint, and 

delegation tactics (Yukl, 2013, p. 106). Yukl and Falbe (1990) explored participative 

directionality to include downward, lateral, upward, and external influences. The 

potential benefits of participative leadership include “higher decision quality, higher 

decision acceptance by participants, more satisfaction with the decision process, and 

more development of decision-making skills” (Yukl, 2013, p. 108). The emergence of 

participative leadership sets the stage for group, team, shared, and distributed leadership 

theories.  

Relational Leadership Theories  

The relational leadership theories, particularly charismatic and transformational 

theories, marked a historical shift toward more emotional and symbolic processes in 

leadership theory development (Yukl, 2013). Although leader behavior is still very 

important, these theories highlight the increasing importance of social exchanges, 

relationships, and social processes in leadership. The role of followers and group 

members also becomes increasingly important, which is a major development in this 

stream of leadership theory.  
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Logically, relational leadership has roots in the dyadic, socially constructed 

relationship between subordinate and leader. Dansereau, Graen, and Haga (1975) are 

credited with this vertical dyad linkage theory, which formed the underpinnings of 

leader-member exchange (LMX) theory. LMX has a more dyadic emphasis and examines 

the role-making process between leader and each individual subordinate.  

Burns’s (1978) work in transformational leadership theory espouses that leaders 

inspire others toward a shared vision and common purpose. A central feature of 

transformational leadership is trust in the leader and a belief that the leader can help the 

individual and the organization achieve and transform. Leader behavior in 

transformational leadership not only communicates vision, but also takes action toward 

implementation of the vision (Baum, Locke, & Kirkpatrick, 1998).  

Charismatic and transformational leadership share a focus on visionary and 

inspirational leadership, with an emphasis on the interaction between leader and follower. 

However, the literature notes significant differences between them related to the role of 

the leader and the intent. In charismatic leadership, the leader role is considered “larger 

than life” and more consistent with a great man theory type, with a leader-centric power 

orientation. In contrast, the transformational leader role embraces a style that works 

among followers, rather than over them, and uses influence tactics to develop the 

relationship with followers.  

Servant and spiritual leadership models comprise the ethical leadership theories, 

which consider the role of followers as critically important. Servant leadership 

(Greenleaf, 1970) sees service to followers as both primary and fundamental to 

accomplishing shared objectives. Leadership behaviors include “nurturing, defending, 
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and empowering followers” (Yukl, 2013, p. 349) and building trust through 

encouragement and support. High integrity behaviors based on social good and 

responsibility, stewardship, and social justice are the hallmarks of servant leadership. 

Similarly, in spiritual leadership theory, the leader role focuses on the spiritual meaning 

of the work as a way to enhance follower motivation (Yukl, 2013, p. 350). This type of 

leadership is found most often in the nonprofit and volunteer sectors, as well as in 

education.  

Shared and Distributed Leadership 

Shared and distributed leadership are two theory streams that impart the 

philosophy that leadership is the responsibility not of one heroic leader, but rather of a 

collective and social process (Bolden, 2011). At times, the terms have been used 

interchangeably, even though the literature notes important conceptual and theoretical 

differences between them. Fitzsimons, James, and Denyer (2011) described one such 

critical difference:  

In the team-based literature, the conversation was about how to develop from self-
led teams (no leader) to collective leadership in the team (everyone a leader). In 
the education sector, the challenge was to move leadership away from the top of 
the organization to create leadership practices throughout the organization. 
(p. 314) 

Shared leadership. Shared leadership is an emerging leadership perspective that 

embraces the value of diversity in perspectives, experiences, and styles. Kocolowski 

(2010) noted that an integrative, cohesive, and consistent definition of shared leadership 

has been “elusive” (p. 24), but most scholars have cited the definition in Conger and 

Pearce’s (2003) seminal work: “dynamic, interactive influence process among individuals 



27 

in work groups in which the objective is to lead one another to the achievement of group 

goals” (p. 286). Bergman, Rentsch, Small, Davenport, and Bergman (2012) posited that 

shared leadership exists in self-managing project and decision-making teams and noted 

that empirical research supports that it is an important predictor of team outcomes and 

success.  

Other definitions have included reference to the sequence and directionality of the 

influence process. Pearce and Sims (2002) stated that “the concept of shared leadership 

might be thought of as ‘serial emergence’ of multiple leaders over the life of the team” 

(p. 176). Kocolowski (2010) noted that “a review of the literature reveals shared 

leadership as a relational, collaborative leadership process or phenomenon involving 

teams or groups that mutually influence one another and collectively share duties and 

responsibilities otherwise relegated to a single, central leader” (p. 24). Hoch (2013) did 

not view shared leadership as “mutually exclusive to other leadership forms and 

behaviors” but as something that “can be engaged in simultaneously with other leadership 

approaches, such as vertical leadership” (p. 160).  

The emergence of shared leadership has been attributed to the shift to a 

knowledge economy (Pearce, 2004). Pearce (2004) defined knowledge work as “work 

that requires significant investment in, and voluntary contribution of, intellectual capital 

by skilled professionals” (p. 47). As work has become more knowledge based, it has also 

become more complex (Pearce, 2004). As Pearce (2004) accurately asserted, “The more 

complex the task, the lower the likelihood that any one individual can be an expert on all 

task components” (p. 49). As a result, knowledge work is increasingly orchestrated in 

teams (Hoch, 2013; Pearce, 2004; Pearce & Sims, 2002).  
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Pearce (2004) stated, “Shared leadership occurs when all members of a team are 

fully engaged in the leadership of the team and are not hesitant to influence and guide 

their fellow team members in an effort to maximize the potential of the team as a whole” 

(p. 49). The exercise of power and influence tactics are important components in the 

success or failure of shared leadership, especially since it requires more participation and 

support than a traditional, hierarchical structure (Kocolowski, 2010; Pearce, 2004). 

Shared leadership arrangements present complex challenges where “the agents of 

influence are often peers of the targets of influence” (Pearce & Sims, 2002, p. 176). 

However, it is not realistic, or likely attainable, for team members to possess and 

demonstrate equal levels of influence (Kocolowski, 2010, p. 28).  

Shared leadership arrangements still require vertical leadership as a necessary part 

of the decision-making process. Pearce (2004) delineated the need for vertical leadership 

to provide the initial team design, including selection of members, processes, vision, 

resources, and boundaries (p. 48), but noted that a study of self-managing work teams 

found high levels of dissatisfaction and lower levels of decision making when vertical 

leaders “routinely exercised power or stepped too firmly into the decision-making 

process” (p. 54). Hoch (2013) also noted that shared leadership and vertical leadership 

are not mutually exclusive (p. 160). 

 Shared leadership has both benefits and limitations, and several studies (Hoch, 

2013; Pearce, 2004) reported that this style is positively associated with team 

effectiveness. It appears that the ability to draw from diverse perspectives, experiences, 

knowledge bases, and talent (Kocolowski, 2010) is a major strength of shared leadership. 

Clear communication, an understanding of both individual and team roles, and a 
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willingness to share and collaborate are commonly cited as critical factors in the success 

of shared leadership.  

Distributed leadership. Distributed leadership is another form of collective 

leadership that refutes the single, heroic leader perspective (Bolden, 2011). As with other 

emergent forms of leadership theory, a comprehensive and absolute definition is elusive 

and “would fail to capture the complexity and inherent paradoxes” in the term (Bolden, 

2011, p. 256). Instead, the literature has often discussed the conditions and situational 

enactment of distributed leadership forms and addressed what distributed leadership is 

not. Bolden (2011) emphasized the interactive and dynamic relational processes of 

individuals in groups and noted that the directionality of that influence can vary laterally, 

horizontally, or vertically. Bennett, Wise, Woods, and Harvey (2003) highlighted three 

common premises found across the distributed leadership literature: leadership is an 

interactive and emergent property across a network of individuals, leadership boundaries 

are open, and expertise is distributed across many, rather than few. Mayrowetz (2008) 

described distributed leadership as a situated and interactive activity and not as a role or 

role-based phenomenon, which is common in other leadership theories (p. 426).  

Distributed leadership theory and practice are found and studied in the education 

literature stream, and most of the work and theory building has been situated in 

elementary and secondary schools (Bolden, 2011; Burke, 2010; Mayrowetz, 2008; 

Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2004). The school, rather than the team, is the most 

frequently cited unit of analysis in distributed leadership literature, which underscores 

one of the major differences between shared and distributed leadership theory 

(Fitzsimons et al., 2011).  
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Bolden (2011) noted that distributed leadership is “somewhat limited by its 

restriction to particular contexts and locations, which leaves it somewhat detached from 

the wider leadership literature, with the apparent juxtaposition with ‘shared leadership’ a 

particular area of concern” (p. 264). Bolden (2011) added that shared leadership has 

made inroads in popularity in the past decade, but still seems restricted mainly to 

particular geographic and industry sectors and is particularly popular within educational 

policy in the United Kingdom (p. 256). However, because it has been studied 

predominantly within the realm of school leadership, it remains an underdeveloped and 

understudied leadership perspective in the wider organizational behavior realm (Burke, 

2010; Gronn, 2002; Mayrowetz, 2008). 

This shift from the individual, heroic leader perspective to a more fluid, systems-

focused, collective, and emergent leadership process is a major strength of both the 

shared and distributed leadership literature (Bolden, 2011). It opens up greater 

possibilities for various contextual forms of leadership theory and suggests that 

leadership can be seen as both an individual and collective phenomenon (Gronn, 2002).  

Higher Education Leadership  

Shared governance, a particular form of leadership that is found in higher 

education, is explored in this section. That is followed by a review of the literature on 

university presidents. 

Shared Governance  

An understanding of the governance structure in higher education is vital for 

understanding its leadership issues. Shared governance is defined as the “structure and 
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process of authoritative decision making across issues that are significant to external as 

well as internal stakeholders within a university” (Gayle et al., 2011, p. 16). Birnbaum 

(1992) noted that trustees, faculty, and administrative staff are the three most prominent 

groups in higher education impacting governance issues (p. 57).  

There are wide differences in types of colleges and universities: nonprofit and for-

profit, private and public, 2-year and 4-year, and research and nonresearch entities. 

Although colleges and universities are often described as operating under a system of 

shared governance, there is a lack of agreement in the literature on what shared 

governance means or actually is in practice (Gayle et al., 2011; Ginsberg, 2011; Olson, 

2009). The term is interpreted differently, not only by the type of institution and its 

location, but also by the constituency. Birnbaum (1992) noted that governance systems 

“evolve as unique reflections of institutional history, values, and accidental interactions” 

(p. 178) and manifest the culture of the institution. 

Historically, the term shared governance originated with the American 

Association of University Professors’ 1915 declaration of principles, as well as the 

formal “Statement of Principles of Academic Freedom and Tenure” in 1925. These 

declarations further evolved into guidelines about the management of the academic 

institutions “in terms of the collegial, participatory involvement of their stakeholders for 

the selection of administrators, preparation of budgets and policies, curricular issues and 

development of student learning” (Burke, 2010, p. 52). Burke (2010) stated, “The 

foundations of shared governance and academic freedom are aimed at protecting faculty 

from administrative hierarchies” (p. 52).  
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Today, the term is typically used to characterize both fiscal responsibility and 

academic decision making, and a formal system of collaborative decision making 

between administration, boards of trustees, and faculty. However, the distribution of 

power and decision making is widely interpreted and often unclear, with some 

constituents expressing concern that this leads to the “corporatization of higher 

education” (Burke, 2010, p. 52). Since there is such inconsistency in both interpretation 

and operationalization, shared governance can often become divisive (Gayle et al., 2011; 

Ginsberg, 2011). Some authors have suggested that this lack of agreement contributes to 

a silo mentality, slow decision making, and a divided and dysfunctional culture in higher 

education (Weary, as cited in Martin et al., 2009; Gayle et al., 2011).  

University Presidents 

Demographic and research trends in university presidents. Smerek (2013) 

noted that most of what we know about the college presidency is informed by a limited 

number of presidential studies by Birnbaum (1989, 1992), memoirs of retired college 

presidents, and more recent writings on derailed presidencies. Current practitioner-based 

information mirrors the larger conversation in higher education about the increasing 

complexity of the presidential role, including an emphasis on fundraising, budgeting, 

community relations, and increased oversight by governing boards (ACE, 2012, 2017). 

However, access to presidents and TMTs has been cited frequently as a significant 

impediment to learning more about their processes and functioning (Carmeli et al., 2012; 

Carpenter et al., 2004; Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Kozlowski & Bell, 2003; Neatby et al., 

2013). 
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ACE’s (2017) most recent presidential leadership survey provides a glimpse into 

the demographics of the contemporary college presidency. The average age of college 

presidents has steadily risen in the last decade to 62 years of age, with 58% of current 

presidents aged 60 or older. Further, the percentage of presidents over age 71 has more 

than doubled in recent years, from 5% in 2012 to 11% in 2016 (ACE, 2017, p. 7). 

However, the length of service in college presidencies is declining significantly, with 

presidents “serving an average of 7 years in that position, down from an 8.5 year average 

in 2006” (ACE, 2012, p. x).  

Racial and gender diversity is still lacking in the American college presidency. 

Women now comprise 30% of university presidents nationally, but the percentage of 

women presidents in private universities is only 19.7% (ACE, 2017). Only 17% of 

current presidents identify as being a racial/ethnic minority (ACE, 2017, p. ix). A 

majority of presidents surveyed stressed the importance of addressing racial and gender 

bias in their institutions, but only 45% of institutions indicated that initiatives were in 

place to attract a more diverse faculty (ACE, 2017, p. ix), which is often the pipeline for 

future presidents. 

In fact, 81% of current presidents had prior experience as faculty members, which 

is an 11% increase in just 5 years. However, the percentage of presidents entering the role 

from outside academia decreased from 20% in 2012 to 15% in 2017. The 2017 ACE 

report concluded that “by prioritizing experienced presidents, colleges and universities 

further skew the pool of candidates toward white men” (p. ix).  

In general, presidents continue to focus their time and attention on financial issues 

at their institutions, including budget and fiscal management and fundraising. Enrollment 
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management, a key revenue generator, also occupies a significant amount of time for 

presidents. However, fewer than 20% of current presidents indicated that strategic 

planning was an area of focus (ACE, 2017). This may indicate a more short-term focus 

on fiscal management in many institutions. 

Between the turbulent financial environment and the current demographic profile, 

turnover in the university presidency is predicted to rise. This could pose a significant 

opportunity to diversify the presidency in many institutions.  

Individual vs. team leadership style in universities. In terms of leadership style, 

Bensimon and Neumann (1993) noted that American organizational life is dominated by 

the idea of solo, one-person, heroic leadership and that the American college presidency 

is no exception (p. 2). Birnbaum (1989) concurred and, in his seminal study on the 

college presidency, found “a majority of the presidents held what might be thought of as 

a traditional view of leadership” (p. 133). As a part of this work, Birnbaum (1989) 

theorized a definition of presidential leadership “as a process of influence directed 

towards the achievement of goals” (p. 130). Consistent with this view, a majority of 

presidents in Birnbaum’s research identified with a traditional power and influence–

oriented leadership style. 

In terms of what university leaders do, Birnbaum (1989) noted that presidents see 

their most important role as setting institutional goals and then moving people to action in 

support of those goals (p. 129). Although all presidents in this seminal study expressed 

that goal setting was an important leadership function, a theme emerged about the locus 

of the goals. “But regardless of where goals arose, this group saw leadership as a group, 

rather than an individual, phenomenon. The leader’s role was not to direct the group, but 
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to facilitate the emergence of the pluralistic leadership latent within it” (Birnbaum, 1989, 

p. 133). Bensimon and Neumann (1993) attributed this shift from vertical to team 

leadership to the changing financial environment in higher education: “It is only as 

resources have become scarcer and survival tougher that the truth of how leadership 

really happens has started to show through the cracks in organizational life” (p. 2). 

McLaughlin (1996) also acknowledged that “higher education needs to find new ways to 

make institutional leadership more of a shared responsibility, rather than an assignment 

given solely to the president” (p. 17).  

Current environmental challenges. With the industry trend toward shorter 

terms, presidents now have a more condensed time frame to establish and implement 

their vision and strategies, even though “the intractability of many of the dilemmas facing 

higher education also invariably means that the quick resolutions to problems that the 

institution sought with its new leadership will not be forthcoming” (McLaughlin, 1996, 

p. 16). As presidents take on extraordinarily broad and complex responsibilities, a 

significant shift in where the president’s time is spent and who receives attention has 

been noted in the literature. In the 2017 ACE presidential survey, the top three issues 

consuming the president’s time were reported as budget/financial management, 

fundraising, and managing the senior leadership team (p. 42). Significant time and 

attention is now spent on external constituents and issues, particularly on fundraising and 

financial issues, and the president is no longer expected to be serving in a solely 

academic role (Cohen & March, 1974; McLaughlin, 1996).  

“Although universities have resisted change for centuries, change is coming” 

(Olson & Presley, 2015, p. 31). Expanding technology, significant demographic changes, 



36 

decreasing governmental support with increasing regulation, rising operational costs, and 

reduced revenues have threatened longstanding business models. Financial pressures 

have produced unprecedented institutional closures (Goldstein et al., 2014). These 

revolutionary environmental changes are presenting exceptional challenges for senior 

leadership. 

Stemming from these financial demands, board pressure has intensified, calling 

for “quicker, more decisive action on the part of presidents, sometimes ignoring the 

concept of shared governance with the faculty” (Goldstein et al., 2014, p. 1). Presidential 

terms are shorter, and experienced leaders are sought to fill critical positions in senior 

leadership. Expectations have been raised for senior leadership teams in higher education, 

and presidents are “rethinking the compositions of their cabinets and reshuffling 

responsibilities” (Goldstein et al., 2014, p. 8). Essential competencies now include proven 

problem-solving skills, business acumen, superior communication skills, effective team 

management skills, and commitment to teaming and teamwork (Edmondson, 2012; 

Goldstein et al., 2014).  

Leadership effectiveness in any context is complex. Trachtenberg et al. (2013) 

noted that leaders in higher education have an additional requirement for leadership 

effectiveness and success: an understanding of the nature of the academic enterprise 

(p. 2), which includes the ever-changing dynamics of shared governance. “A college or 

university must be business-like in many of its functions, but it is not a business” 

(Trachtenberg et al., 2013, p. 2). This one issue alone is often debated in higher education 

circles, particularly regarding the role and function of administrators vs. faculty. Ginsberg 

(2011) posited that “most administrators are not especially talented, nor are most 
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especially qualified for their leadership positions” (p. 17). He noted that the ranks of 

professors in administrative positions is dwindling and gradually being taken over by 

professional administrators who lack an understanding of the character or purpose of the 

university. Ginsberg (2011) summarized one of the major philosophical issues in shared 

governance: “Administration thinks teaching serves the university, not the converse” 

(p. 170). 

Presidential derailments. The body of literature about leadership derailments 

(Bowen, 2011; Hollenbeck, 2009; Trachtenberg et al., 2013) focuses on the success and 

failure factors in the presidential role. Trachtenberg et al. (2013) detailed the 

characteristics of effective and ineffective presidents, noting that effective presidents 

demonstrate the ability to model interpersonal intelligence and build constructive 

relationships, make developmental investments in colleagues, and place the welfare of 

others before their own welfare.  

Trachtenberg et al. (2013) cited “difficulty in adapting to a new industry, 

institution, position, or community, and failure to meet business objectives, such as 

budget numbers, fundraising goals, or student enrollments” (p. 130) as two distinct 

“derailers” for college presidents, regardless of the type of institution. Personal 

shortcomings, such as personality and poor interpersonal skills (e.g., stubbornness and 

callousness) and ineffective communication styles were most frequently cited as the 

interpersonal reasons for presidential derailments. With a lack of agreement on the 

manifestation of shared governance in universities, failure to work within and adapt to the 

culture of the organization was also noted as a significant contributor to derailed 

presidencies.  
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One of the largest challenges for any college president is spearheading successful 

change initiatives in their institutions. It is common practice for new presidents to make 

significant and sweeping changes in their institutions within the first year of their 

presidency, including at the senior leadership team level. “At most universities, vice 

presidents and other executives are at-will employees and serve at the behest of the 

school’s leader” (Woodhouse, 2015, para. 3). Woodhouse (2015) also noted that new 

presidents are typically given the latitude to fire and hire vice presidents and other senior 

leaders. This is essential to developing strategy and realizing their vision for an 

institution. Many presidents will not accept a new presidency if they do not have the 

support of the board to institute this level of change. 

The results of The Chronicle of Higher Education (2014a) presidential survey 

reveal that “disruption is sometimes a rallying cry” (p. 4) that is initiated by the 

president’s office, while “well over half of all presidents believe that at least a moderate 

amount of disruption is needed in higher education” (p. 5). This is not incremental or 

gradual change, but disruptive change. Christensen and Eyring (2012) described how new 

entrants into higher education, such as online and corporate education models, have 

significantly disrupted the industry. They are able to deliver more affordable and 

innovative models that open higher education to larger numbers. Traditional universities 

“have spent the past century getting bigger” (p. 47), increasing the number of degree 

programs and options. “Through mutually reinforcing formal and informal systems—the 

institutional DNA so to speak—the university demands bigger and better” (Christensen & 

Eyring, 2012, p. 48). This presents a substantial challenge; change is vital to institutional 



39 

survival, but it is fraught with pitfalls that can cause the derailment of a presidency and 

threaten the very existence of the institution. 

The literature has also noted the increasing complexity in the presidential role, 

particularly around managing relationships with key constituents and leading others. 

“The ability to develop collaborative, constructive working relationships with a wide 

range of stakeholders—board members, faculty, staff, alumni, students, donors, the 

community, and political leaders—is essential” (Trachtenberg et al., 2013, p. 12). These 

constituents often have conflicting agendas and interests.  

As an institution’s chief executive officer (CEO), the university president still 

functions in the model of heroic leader and is typically charged with both major 

fundraising responsibilities and leading his or her executive team to excel in a dynamic 

and uncertain environment. Although a university/college is a structurally and 

functionally complex organization, it is also very mission driven. And, as Trachtenberg et 

al. (2013) stated: 

Leading an organization that is both cultural curator and cultural critic in our 
society—an organization of multiple missions and goals, complex governance 
processes, multiple outcomes (not all yielding to easy measurement), and many 
stakeholders each with different expectations of purpose and performance—might 
commend equipping presidents with asbestos suits and body armor to handle fire 
and arrows launched by friends within and without. (p. 3) 

Trachtenberg et al. (2013) noted that the difficulty in building and leading a team 

and the inability to manage subordinates and develop staff set up presidents and their 

institutions for failure. Almost half of the derailed presidencies studied had major 

difficulty in building and leading a strong, cohesive cabinet of senior staff to support their 

administration (Trachtenberg et al., 2013, p. 12). Thus, it is evident that demonstrated 
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skill in building and managing a team and expert interpersonal skills are essential 

qualities for presidential and institutional success.  

Teams 

Overview 

In the current knowledge-based economy, companies are increasingly 

experiencing flattened hierarchies and utilizing cross-disciplinary collaboration to work 

more quickly and efficiently than at any other point in history (Edmondson, 2012). As a 

result, the use of teams has increased dramatically in recent years, and there has been a 

proliferation of academic and practice-based literature related to teams along with it. 

Marquardt and Horvath (2001) astutely affirmed that teaming is the “heart and soul of 

organizational life and productivity” (p. 5).  

The team literature is often organized by the type and function of the specific 

team. Kozlowski and Bell (2003) cited six team categories: production, service, 

management, project, action and performing, and advisory. As the nature of work 

continues to evolve, virtual, global, and temporary teams have been added to the list 

(Marquardt & Horvath, 2001).  

The TMT is often viewed as a special type of team in the literature (Hambrick & 

Mason, 1984), with its own research stream. Wageman et al. (2007) explained that, in 

executive teams and TMTs, the CEO maintains the critical leadership functions of 

defining scope, purpose, and norms. “A team that is interdependent, bounded, and stable 

is a real team” (Wageman et al., 2007, p. 44), and members share responsibility for the 

achievement of a collective aim, even while working in individual roles. Further, the 

executive team has bounded and stable membership, which allows strengths and 
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collective energy to be maximized (Wageman et al., 2007). However, access to TMTs 

has been a significant impediment to learning more about their processes and functioning 

(Carmeli et al., 2012; Carpenter et al., 2004; Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Kozlowski & 

Bell, 2003; Neatby et al., 2013).  

Team Definition 

The definition of work team varies across the literature, and some scholars 

differentiate between group and team. The most basic definition of team is “a group of 

people who get together to do something” (Nadler & Spencer, 1998, p. 4). Teams have a 

sense of themselves as an interactive unit, are jointly accountable for the performance of 

a function or activity, and demonstrate interdependent activity around a work flow or 

product (Nadler & Spencer, 1998, p. 4). Wageman et al. (2007) noted that defining 

characteristics of true teams are clear, stable membership boundaries and highly 

interdependent work functions. Kozlowski and Bell (2003) included these elements in a 

comprehensive and broad definition:  

Work teams and groups: (a) are composed of two or more individuals, (b) who 
exist to perform organizationally relevant tasks, (c) share one or more common 
goals, (d) interact socially, (e) exhibit task interdependencies (i.e., workflow, 
goals, outcomes), (f) maintain and manage boundaries, and (g) are embedded in 
an organizational context that sets boundaries, constrains the team, and influences 
exchanges with other units in the broader entity. (p. 6) 

Benefits and Limitations of Teams 

There are many documented benefits to teaming, but Edmondson (2012) stated 

that “these benefits fall into two categories: better organizational performance and more 

engaging and satisfying work environments” (p. 80). Weisbord (1987) particularly saw 

the benefits of teams in organizational change efforts:  
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Positive group experiences, based on mutual tasks, could alter the attitudes and 
actions of all those in a particular social system more quickly than individual 
awareness exercises. There are solid reasons, then, why groups, rather than 
individuals, became the focus for organizational change strategies. (p. 86) 

Nadler and Spencer (1998) noted that the use and success of teams depends on the 

nature of the task to be performed. Hackman (1998) stated: “Teams markedly outperform 

individuals, and self-managing (or self-regulating, or self-directed, or empowered) teams 

do best of all” (p. 245). Advantages of teamwork include creation of more ideas, 

increased ownership of product, increased commitment and motivation, refining and 

baking of raw ideas, sharing of risks, transfer of expertise, and social support 

(Edmondson, 2012, p. 5). Teams are most successful when the work requires a wide 

range of skills, views, or expertise, has highly interdependent components, needs 

extraordinary creativity or innovation, and would benefit from commitment building for 

decisions, implementation, and/or execution of plans (Nadler, 1998). Edmondson (2012) 

concurred and added that teaming is especially important “when complex information 

must be processed, synthesized, and put to good use quickly” (p. 25).  

Although teamwork offers many advantages, it may not be appropriate in all 

situations and can pose significant challenges. Teams can be ineffective, costly, or 

inefficient, especially when insufficient time and effort is spent on organizing and 

structuring team effort and processes (Hackman, 1998; Nadler, 1998). Further, some 

individuals are not well suited to teamwork and would not respond well to a team 

experience (Marquardt & Horvath, 2001; Nadler & Spencer, 1998). Weisbord (1987) 

remarked that “American individualism abhors herd behavior” (p. 87) and, as a result, 

“many people remain suspicious of group problem solving and teamwork” (p. 87). 
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Even in situations where teams are appropriate and utilized, there are often 

organizational and managerial impediments to their optimal performance. Hackman 

(1998) noted that teams require organizational structures and supports for a different kind 

of work style. Formation of trust presents challenges (Nadler & Spencer, 1998) in all 

team types, and teams often benefit significantly from coaching throughout their life 

cycle, particularly during their transition from an individualistic to a collective work style 

and culture (Hackman, 1998, p. 254).  

Team Success Factors 

Yukl (2013) delineated several important areas as determinants of team 

performance, which are directly linked to both the selection of the team members and to 

ongoing team leadership. These factors are commitment to task objectives and strategies; 

member skill and role clarity; internal organization and coordination; external 

coordination; resources and political support; mutual trust, cohesiveness, and 

cooperation; collective efficacy and potency; and member diversity (Yukl, 2013, p. 249).  

 The importance of trust in teams is particularly important and has been well 

researched. Nadler and Spencer (1998) noted that a low trust environment prevents teams 

from functioning and solving problems. Low trust manifests in delayed decision making, 

fear of ridicule (often manifested in excessive preparation for discussion and decision 

making), undercommunication among members, a general lack of follow through, and 

underleveraging of team capability (Nadler & Spencer, 1998, pp. 142-144). Lencioni 

(2002) stated that, because vulnerability is a key component of trust, team leaders must 

model vulnerability and create an environment that values it. Trust and vulnerability are 
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significant issues in all levels of team, but are particularly problematic at the executive, 

TMT level.  

“Trust lies at the heart of a functioning, cohesive team” (Lencioni, 2002, p. 195), 

and a high-trust environment “offers an executive team the opportunity to experience 

genuine communication that can result in aligned action” (p. 136). Nadler and Spencer 

(1998) theorized that trust can be built through active engagement in both structural and 

process intervention. Changes in membership, roles, and meeting frequency, and 

increased communication through individual feedback and coaching, have been noted as 

tools for building trust.  

 At the team level, Edmondson (1999) is credited with the seminal work in 

psychological safety, specifically as the construct relates to learning behavior in teams. 

Edmondson (1999) defined team psychological safety “as a shared belief that the team is 

safe for interpersonal risk taking” (p. 354), which includes the emotional dimension of “a 

sense of confidence that the team will not embarrass, reject, or punish someone for 

speaking up” (p. 354). This shared confidence includes collaborative behaviors, 

demonstrated by 

seeking feedback, sharing information, asking for help, talking about errors, and 
experimenting. It is through these activities that teams can detect changes in the 
environment, learn about customers’ requirements, improve members’ collective 
understanding of a situation, or discover unexpected consequences of their 
previous actions. (Edmondson, 1999, p. 351) 

Edmondson (2012) noted that psychological safety does not imply that teams 

need to be continuously cohesive and in agreement, or that its members need to be close 

friends or conflict free (p. 119). Conflict is inherent in teams, and Lencioni (2002) noted 

that ideological, rather than personality-focused, conflict in teams builds commitment, 
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clarity of purpose, and learning. Teams that become too cohesive will not engage in the 

truth-telling, “tough feedback and difficult conversations” (Edmondson, 2012, p. 118) 

that allow the team to learn from potential or actual errors and failures. In terms of trust 

and respect, Edmondson (2012) observed:  

In psychologically safe environments, people believe that if they make a mistake, 
others will not penalize or think less of them for it. They also believe that others 
will not resent or humiliate them when they ask for help or information. This 
belief comes about when people both trust and respect each other, and it produces 
a sense of confidence that the group won’t embarrass, reject, or punish someone 
for speaking up. (pp. 118-119) 

Without trust, most people will avoid saying or doing anything that will draw 

attention to themselves unless they are confident they are correct. Edmondson (2012) 

identified four image concerns that impact our willingness to speak up and take risks: 

being seen as ignorant, being seen as incompetent, being seen as negative, and being seen 

as disruptive (p. 121). Lencioni (2002) recommended honest dialogue to avoid ambiguity 

and allow team members to hold each other accountable for their process and results. 

Edmondson (2012) stated, “Psychological safety is about the perceived consequences of 

being yourself and being straightforward, even when the news is not good” (p. 124).  

At the heart of a psychologically safe team is the ability for the team and the 

organization to learn. In a knowledge economy, organizations that cannot learn and apply 

that learning quickly will not thrive in an environment of continuous change 

(Edmondson, 2012, p. 14). If the senior executive team is seen as the key driver of 

organization success, successful teaming, or the lack thereof, has major consequences on 

team dynamics and performance. 

Leadership style and behavior have been cited repeatedly as critical components 

in the success of teams at all levels, and especially in establishing team trust, risk-taking, 
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accountability, and psychological safety. Further, “teaming and its associated 

interpersonal behaviors support organizational learning, and require the right leadership 

mindset to optimize outcomes—this way of working allows employees to grow 

personally and professionally” (Edmondson, 2012, p. 43).  

In summary, higher levels of team trust and psychological safety have been 

shown to reduce risk in presenting new ideas in a safe climate (Edmondson, 1999), 

improve team learning (Edmondson, 1999), reduce risk in reporting errors, and serve to 

enhance a climate of innovation and process improvement.  

Top Management Teams 

Definitions 

A review of the literature reveals that the definition of the top management (or 

executive) team varies, based on the study and context. Hambrick and Mason (1984) 

broadly defined the upper echelon as “the dominant coalition of the organization, in 

particular, the top managers” (Hambrick & Mason, 1984, p. 193). Other definitions 

focused on specific functional roles and included the CEO and direct reports (Boeker, 

1997; Tushman & Rosenkopf, 1996); all executives above the vice president level 

(Geletkanycz & Hambrick, 1997; Hambrick, Cho, & Chen, 1996; Keck, 1997); and top 

managers involved in strategic decision making and identified by the CEO (West & 

Anderson, 1996). Carpenter et al. (2004) noted that, in some research studies, the 

“conceptual definition of the TMT is based on the particular outcome in question” (p. 

753).  

In higher education, Cohen and March’s (1974) seminal study of college 

presidents noted that the executive administrative group comprised “the chief academic 
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officer, the chief business officer, and the assistant to the president” (p. 49). Middleton 

(2009) noted: 

Contemporary cabinets typically include all individuals whose presence is 
necessary to ensure that institutional deliberations are comprehensive, such as all 
vice presidents and all those whose work directly connects to the president, such 
as chief of staff, college or university counsel, and the public relations officer. 
(p. 65) 

Upper Echelon Theory 

Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) work was the first to examine the TMT as a 

separate and distinct unit of analysis. This seminal work introduced upper echelon theory 

(UET), which emanated from the results of a literature review that revealed a significant 

gap in both theory and practice in TMT studies. Prior studies had focused almost 

exclusively on the role of the CEO, with “limited research done on the linkages between 

top managers and the strategies they pursue” (p. 196).  

Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) initial UET development was based on “executive 

cognitions, values, and perceptions and their influence on the process of strategic choice 

and resultant performance outcomes” (Carpenter et al., 2004, p. 750). The theory posited 

that observable demographic characteristics and psychological and cognitive factors 

serve to shape situational frames of reference, interpretation, choices, decisions, and 

strategies. Because these cognitions, values, and perceptions are not easily measured, the 

upper echelon perspective “invokes prior research on demography to suggest that 

managerial characteristics are reasonable proxies for underlying differences” (Carpenter 

et al., 2004, p. 750). This perspective claims that the “executives’ characteristics serve to 

filter and distort information in a three-step process: executives’ experiences, values, and 
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personalities affect their field of vision, selective perception, and interpretation” 

(Hambrick, 2007, p. 337).  

UET is based on two broad parts that are largely interdependent. This theory 

suggests, first, that top executives respond to situations based on their own interpretations 

and frames of reference and, second, that leaders and executives compose the 

interpretation of the situation through a mixture of their own experiences, personality 

type, and personal values (Hambrick, 2007; Hambrick & Mason, 1984). In turn, these 

greatly influence organizational outcomes (Hambrick & Mason, 1984), which, for the 

purposes of these early works, are largely measured in firm financial performance. In 

much of the TMT literature, firm financial performance is the predominant measurement 

of the success and effectiveness of the executive team (Kilduff, Angelmar, & Mehra, 

2000; Krishnan, Miller, & Judge, 1997; West & Schwenk, 1996), largely because the 

outcome is assumed to be a reflection of strategic decision making at the top of the 

organization. 

Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) landmark article set forth potential areas of study, 

as the paper’s aims included “to stimulate empirical inquiry into upper echelons” (p. 

198). Carpenter et al. (2004) postulated that this seminal work provided “both a 

theoretical perspective and a methodology” (p. 750); in essence, a framework for theory 

building that has grown in size, scope, and application since it was first published. In a 

comprehensive assessment of the work on UET, Carpenter et al. (2004) reviewed and 

analyzed literature streams that have examined and built upon the original propositions. 

Hambrick and others, in later works, have continued to refine and expand UET, and 

although there is a large body of literature about UET, some suggest that it lacks 
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integration (Carpenter et al., 2004, p. 752), or a comprehensive working definition of firm 

success. However, UET continues to be the predominant working theory available in the 

TMT literature. 

UET criticisms. One of the greatest limitations and challenges, as well as a 

recurring theme in the literature, is the limited access to executive teams as a unit of 

analysis and study (Carpenter et al., 2004; Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Neatby et al., 

2013). In their initial model, Hambrick and Mason (1984) accounted for this by 

suggesting that observable, more easily attainable demographic information, such as age, 

educational and employment background, and firm financial position, can be analyzed 

and extrapolated to build theory. Hambrick (2007) theorized that the “psychological and 

social processes by which executive profiles are converted into strategic choices still 

remain largely a mystery” (p. 337). Priem (1990) noted that “the distribution of both 

demographic characteristics and functional specializations within a TMT influences 

actions” (p. 470) and outcomes of the team.  

Hood (2008) pointed out that the role of followers is completely missing from the 

research: “Not acknowledging the impact or roles the followers play within any 

organization is the biggest weakness within this perspective” (p. 5). Although some of the 

later developments in his research stream attempted to broaden the research base, the role 

of employees/followers is not considered in the model, and this is a general criticism in 

much of leadership theory (Kellerman, 2013). 

A major criticism of UET is the focus on individual characteristics of leaders, 

even though the theory purports to study the executive team. As noted above, the original 

theory (Hambrick & Mason, 1984) seemed to neglect important issues of both team 
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composition and team dynamics, although some of these issues were addressed in later 

work. The original UET model was linear and utilized an input, throughput, output open 

systems model (Katz & Kahn, 1978, pp. 23-24), which focuses on the output of firm 

performance without much work on the process issues, such as power differentials, trust 

building, and conflict management, that are inherent in teams. Hambrick (2007) proposed 

that research in this area is essential and “there needs to be much more attention paid to 

the ‘structure’ of TMTs, to complement—and improve—our understanding of TMT 

composition and processes” (p. 337).  

TMT dynamics. One of the criticisms of the UET model was that the TMT, by 

definition, may not meet the working definition of a team. Hambrick (1994, 2007; 

Hambrick et al., 1996) acknowledged that some executive teams do not really function as 

teams, but rather engage in “bilateral relations with the CEO” (Hambrick, 2007, p. 336). 

Thus, an important contribution in Hambrick’s (2007) later work is an attempt to look 

beyond individual-level, demographic characteristics to examine behavioral integration.  

Behavioral integration is defined as “the degree to which a TMT engages in 

mutual and collective interaction—a behaviorally integrated TMT shares information, 

resources, and decisions” (p. 336). Until this point, Hambrick did not include collective 

interaction or structural team issues in the theory’s development. Hambrick (2007) 

acknowledged this gap and noted that work into the interaction of teams and subteams, 

and whether these teams are “explicitly or implicitly designated” (p. 337), could be an 

important next frontier in TMT research. Carmeli, Schaubroeck, and Tischler’s (2011) 

later research in team behavioral integration included CEO leadership style and noted 

“the importance of CEOs who exhibit empowering leadership in cultivating high quality 
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interactions among TMT members, manifested by their information sharing, joint 

decision making, and collaboration” (p. 407).  

TMT composition. A subset of the TMT literature examines issues of TMT 

composition, specifically the various and specific functional roles found in TMTs, as well 

as the environmental contexts in which they operate. Most studies in this research stream 

have focused specifically on whether the presence of one particular role (i.e., chief 

financial officer, chief information officer) has an impact on strategy and firm 

performance (Hambrick, 2007; Menz, 2012). These studies align with Hambrick’s earlier 

approaches to demographic characteristics of TMTs. Menz (2012) posited that “TMT role 

structure affects not only the relationships between those roles but also the demographic 

composition of the TMT” (p. 46). However, Menz (2012) also indicated that no explicit 

or consistent theoretical approach is noted in the functional role research.  

Siegel and Hambrick (1994) examined the role of the external environment in 

influencing interdependence in the TMT and concluded that environment factors were 

critical to executive team composition and functioning. Keck and Tushman (1993) noted 

that CEO succession is associated with dramatic change in the membership and tenure of 

the executive team, particularly in the years during or immediately after the change in 

CEO (p. 1332). Keck (1997) provided significant contributions by addressing 

environmental turbulence and the interaction of TMTs with their environments. Keck 

(1997) stated that “shorter-tenured, heterogeneous teams are found to provide the skills 

needed to address environmental complexities and will be more productive in turbulent 

environments” (p. 143), whereas longer-tenured, homogeneous teams were “more 

productive in stable environments because they will promote basic team maintenance 
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functions” (p. 143). Keck (1997) concluded that higher levels of constant environmental 

change, including disruptive change, require different team structures than more episodic 

change environments.  

Other researchers have also addressed differences in effectiveness between 

homogeneous and heterogeneous teams (Hambrick et al., 1996; West & Anderson, 1996). 

As more tenuous economic factors impacted firm profitability and technological factors 

influenced businesses to become more global in scope, many studies focused on the 

diversity of the executive team, as well as the management and formation of global teams 

(Carpenter et al., 2004; Marquardt & Horvath, 2001). The outcome measures in these 

studies continued to focus on profitability. 

Lastly, Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) earliest model focused more on the 

performance measures of financial performance and profitability as an outcome measure. 

Although financial performance measures are critical in for-profit business, Wageman et 

al. (2007) noted that there are many factors that can influence these performance 

measures, including environmental conditions, and suggested that these are not directly 

tied to the performance of the TMT. Thus, the application of UET theory in the shared 

governance environment in higher education seems limited, particularly because 

institutional success and effectiveness are difficult to define and involve more than just 

financial success.  

Although UET is still the predominant theory in TMT research, it has limited 

applicability to this study. No theoretical work could be found to inform the process of 

forming a TMT under new leadership, particularly in a shared governance environment. 

The literature review now examines a more practice-based model in TMTs.  
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Executive Team Effectiveness Model 

In contrast to Hambrick’s more theoretical UET framework, Nadler and Spencer 

(1998) made a significant contribution in organizational development and executive team 

practice. Through their consulting practice, Nadler and Spencer (1998) developed a 

model of executive team effectiveness. The model allows for both content and process 

issues in executive teams and examines three dimensions: team design elements, team 

processes, and team outputs (p. 24). The components of team design are influenced by 

three issues: composition (team member selection), structure (team size, type of 

positions, boundaries, goals, and rewards), and succession issues (internal competition for 

advancement to CEO) (pp. 25-26). Team process issues address three dimensions: work 

management, relationship management, and external boundary management (p. 24).  

Nadler and Spencer (1998) evaluated team outputs along two dimensions: 

production of results and maintenance of effectiveness (pp. 23-24). A critical difference 

from the work of Hambrick and Mason (1984) is Nadler and Spencer’s (1998) broader 

and more process-focused interpretation of team outputs. Production of results is defined 

as “the team’s ability to effectively meet the demands of its role” (Nadler & Spencer, 

1998, p. 23). This definition not only encompasses firm financial performance issues, but 

also allows for the quality of decision making and role-based work processes, such as 

strategy development. Maintenance of effectiveness is defined as “the ability for team 

members to work together over time and the ability of the team to adapt to new demands, 

situations and challenges” (Nadler & Spencer, 1998, p. 24), which also allows for more 

functional, process-oriented measurement.  



54 

Because Nadler and Spencer’s (1998) work had strong roots in consulting 

experience, they acknowledged that there is no set of universal characteristics or qualities 

that defines an effective team (p. 26) and that teams do not necessarily work well in all 

contexts. Neatby et al. (2013) noted that this model cited eight reasons why teamwork at 

the top is a challenge, but tended to weight structural factors more heavily than human 

factors. One of the strengths of the work is the discussion about common team problems 

that often result in information-sharing activity only, defined as “synthetic teamwork” 

(Nadler & Spencer, 1998, p. 34).  

Nadler and Spencer’s (1998) model embraced the role of conflict as essential to 

team operation and effectiveness and described it as “constructive, instructive, or 

destructive” (p. 161). They detailed seven role options for conflict resolution by the CEO: 

the optimist, the terminator, the delegator, the tie-breaker, the coach, the synthesizer, and 

the conductor (pp. 176-177). These conflict resolution skills are often lacking in the 

“managerial repertoire of many CEOs” (p. 174) and are particularly needed during times 

of organizational turbulence and change.  

Nadler and Spencer (1998) acknowledged the change imperative and stated that 

“in today’s complex organization, no CEO can single-handedly bring about significant 

long-lasting change” (p. 163). This is particularly true in the complexities of higher 

education management. “Although others on the executive team can – and should – 

assume much of the operational responsibility for managing change, it is the 

responsibility of the CEO to lead change” (Nadler & Spencer, 1998, p. 53). In higher 

education, the university president functions, for the most part, as the CEO. Nadler and 

Spencer (1998) further explained that the executive team’s role during times of change 
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“must become an extension of the CEO’s personal leadership, a force that projects the 

CEO’s vision, values, objectives, and requirements out into the organization” (p. 57). In 

higher education, this role presents substantial challenges when the executive team 

represents conflicting philosophies, ideologies, and constituencies in a shared governance 

model. 

One limitation in this model is the overemphasis on the political role of competition 

for succession within the executive team. Nadler and Spencer (1998) gave much weight to 

the succession power struggle as a motivator for performance of team members and 

acknowledged a generally lengthy lifespan for the president/CEO. Nadler and Spencer 

(1998) stated, “The executive team is created as an environment for a succession ‘horse 

race’” (p. 11). This view may reflect both the time period when this work was written and a 

key difference between for-profit companies and not-for-profit academic institutions. 

Although higher education is fraught with power struggles, the battle for succession is not 

as valid. ACE (2012) reported that less than a third of current presidents at both public and 

private institutions were promoted from within to the presidency (p. 10). Selingo (2016) 

noted that many senior leaders in higher education no longer aspire to the presidency due to 

the complexity and challenges inherent in the role.  

In summary, Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) use of firm profitability as a success 

measure and Nadler and Spencer’s (1998) emphasis on political succession issues have 

limited validity in the higher education sector. The complexity of the academy and the 

various constituencies it serves make defining and measuring success a difficult and 

variable construct. Higher education institutions exist in multiple environments, serve 

various constituencies, and have outcomes that vary by vantage point. However, growth 



56 

for some institutions and survival for many are critical issues in the higher education 

environment today.  

Higher Education and Executive Leadership 

This section reviews the relevant scholarly literature on higher education 

leadership at the executive level and explores fundamental debates in the literature. First, 

it is important to situate this discussion in the changing environment of higher education 

institutions.  

The research in executive teams in higher education has been much more limited 

than in a business setting (Fincher & Katsinas, 2006), and the outcomes have been harder 

to quantify. A significant historical change is that college and university presidents with 

previous presidential experience are now in the minority. ACE (2017) indicated that only 

24% of presidents served in that capacity at another institution prior to their current 

assignment (p. 20). This is a significant change in higher education leadership practice in 

the past several decades.  

The president’s administrative team, or cabinet, is the executive team in a college 

or university. The membership can vary according to the structure of the institution and a 

president’s decision about who should serve on this council. The provost or vice 

president for academic affairs, defined by Bowen (2011) as “the general deputy to the 

president in most academic settings” (p. 25), is a critical member and is sometimes the 

second in command. The chief financial officer, as in other industries, is a vital cabinet 

member and chief advisor to the president. The rest of the cabinet can contain the vice 

presidents in a multitude of functional areas (i.e., enrollment management, student affairs, 
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alumni/donor relations, legal and governmental affairs, external affairs, institutional 

research), deans, and other trusted advisors. 

Martin et al. (2009) posited that assembling a diverse group of solid leaders is just 

the first challenge for the president’s team; “forging them into a cohesive team is even 

more challenging. Effective presidents, even at vulnerable institutions, come to realize at 

some point that one of their greatest challenges is to lead the leaders” (p. 74). Thus, 

presidential leadership begins in the cabinet room (Martin et al., 2009), and the dynamics 

and functioning of the president’s team seem particularly relevant to effective higher 

education leadership.  

Birnbaum (1992) posed the question of whether academic leadership is improved 

through the use of teams, and whether presidents can achieve comparable results without 

involving senior administrators. Although he acknowledged the use of teams as 

consistent with “academic norms of collegiality and shared governance” (p. 39), he noted 

that this topic has received little research attention, and to assume that the answers are 

self-evident is dangerous (p. 38). Birnbaum (1992) provided a working definition of 

leader effectiveness:  

Defining leader effectiveness in terms of the extent to which strategic 
constituencies are satisfied is consistent with a cultural and interpretive view of 
organizations. In the absence of objective indicators, effectiveness, like 
leadership, is in the eyes of the beholder and depends on how well the 
organization is meeting whatever criteria each beholder has established (Pfeffer 
and Salancik, 1978). (p. 36) 

In an exploratory study, Bensimon (1991) sought to define the function of the 

administrative team at the collective team level by interviewing presidents on how they 

used their executive teams. Although Bensimon (1991) cautioned that the findings should 

be used only to gain a greater understanding of how these teams worked, three 
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dimensions of administrative team functions emerged: “utilitarian (e.g. administrative/ 

managerial functions), expressive (e.g. supportiveness/counseling functions), and 

cognitive (e.g. problem-solving/analytic functions)” (p. 37). The presidents in this study 

identified information delivery from the team to the president as the most useful activity, 

with coordination and planning functions seen as valuable in “getting the work of the 

institution done” (p. 39).  

A seminal work in teams and team leadership in higher education is Bensimon 

and Neumann’s (1993) text, Redesigning Collegiate Leadership. They posited that the 

leadership group or team as a unit of analysis is largely undescribed, unexplored, and 

unmentioned in higher education (p. 16). Further, it challenges the model of the 

individual leadership construct and recommends a reconceptualization of leadership as a 

shared construct.  

The participation of individual members of the administrative group is not limited 
to matters in their areas of official expertise (e.g., academic affairs or student 
affairs), but rather to the “crafting of an institutional agenda that is representative 
of all constituent parts.” To do so is not only sensible and practical, but also 
symbolic of collective will on behalf of common goals. (Bensimon & Neumann, 
1993, p. 40) 

Bensimon and Neumann (1993) promoted a view that brings individual 

differences at the senior level into direct and open dialogue with the expressed goal of 

promoting inclusiveness, broadening options and viewpoints for better decision making, 

and encouraging acceptance and deep learning. Further,  

In order to remodel leadership so that it is truly team directed, leaders (whether 
presidents, deans, department chairs, directors, or others) will need to put aside 
the long-standing belief that leadership is a force for marshalling commonality 
and consensus to the point of excluding unique points of view and unique 
definitions of reality. Moreover, to conceive of leadership as a collective and 
interactive act, it is necessary to reconstruct our definitions of leadership, to build 
a “view of leadership which counters the emphasis on individualism, hierarchical 
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relationships, bureaucratic rationality and abstract moral principles” (Blackmore, 
1989, p. 94) because all of these tend to exclude. Individualism blocks out 
connections to others; hierarchy suppresses that which is out of order; rationality 
is typically blind to emotional and non-rational processes; abstract morality 
misses the human particularity of everyday life. (p. 19) 

The ideas in this work are unique in the literature and recommend changing the 

“root metaphor” (Smircich, 1983) from an individualistic view to a team view, with an 

emphasis on how team members interact and how the group, as a collective, is more than 

the sum of the individual parts. This work is often cited as seminal, yet the higher 

education literature has clung to the iconic, individual level of the president as leader, but 

with a shared governance structure (Bowen, 2011).  

Trachtenberg et al. (2013) cited failure to effectively lead and communicate with 

the senior leadership team as the second major cause of presidential derailments. As work 

has become more knowledge based, it has also become more complex: “The more 

complex the task, the lower the likelihood that any one individual can be an expert on all 

task components” (Pearce, 2004, p. 49). Thus, the communication of task-relevant 

information, especially negatively valenced information, is critical to the team’s 

functioning and success (Tynan, 2005), especially if the senior team is going to rise to the 

challenges that await it. Previous research on teams has demonstrated that teams that 

actively challenge each other, take risks, and provide feedback seem to perform better 

(Deming, 1986; Edmondson, 1999; Purser, Pasmore, & Tenkasi, 1992; Tynan, 2005). An 

atmosphere of trust and respect can increase the necessary communication and risk taking 

vital to the functioning of the TMT.  
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Summary 

Several inferences can be extrapolated from this literature review. First, the 

executive group is often described as the most influential and important members of an 

organization. As a group, they drive organizational success or failure. However, TMT 

studies are somewhat limited, and access to this level has proven to be a significant 

barrier in studying these teams.  

Next, college and university presidents have significant industry and institutional 

challenges, which seem to be increasing in both scope and complexity. The pool of 

qualified candidates is changing, and university presidents’ terms are becoming shorter. 

With changing demographics and increasing board oversight, the struggle for institutional 

survival is a main focus for some presidents. The focus on external environmental issues 

leaves little time for the development of the executive team.  

New university presidents often make significant changes in their administrative 

teams early in their administration. However, they then have the challenge of forming 

administrative working groups that either are all new or are a mix of new and former 

administration. There is little time to build and manage the senior leadership team, even 

though the failure to marshal the resources of the team is a documented presidential 

derailer (Trachtenberg et al., 2013). Since no specific studies could be found on this 

aspect of TMT team leadership, this study sought to study the process by which one new 

university president selected and built her executive team.  

This research sought to make a contribution to theory, and particularly to practice, 

in leadership studies, team leadership, and higher education. The research can offer 

practical insight and understanding into the governance process and suggests a 
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preliminary model for how new leadership teams can function more efficiently and 

effectively. Since presidential turnover is increasing, the study can provide an important 

basis upon which other studies could be developed. The next chapter discusses the 

methodology used for this case study.  
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CHAPTER 3: 

METHODOLOGY 

Overview 

This chapter outlines the research design and methods utilized in conducting and 

analyzing this research. The purpose of the study was to acquire knowledge and further 

understanding of how a new college/university president constructed, built, and managed 

the top management team (TMT; also known as the senior leadership team or cabinet). 

Thus, a qualitative study employing a case study methodology was used.  

The context for this research was a bounded case of one new university 

president’s process of forming and building the executive team. The site was purposively 

selected and focused on a single organization, specifically a 4-year college or university 

that had appointed a new president within the 3 years prior to the data collection.  

The research questions placed the president at the center of the research and 

sought to understand processes and actions from that perspective. Two research questions 

were explored:  

1. How did a new college/university president (with less than 3 years in office) 

construct her senior leadership team?  

2. How did she lead the senior team during that period? 

The questions were similar in topic, but were designed to engage the president and 

the team members in rich and detailed discussions from their specific vantage points. 

Cabinet-level interviews served to amplify and triangulate the data gather in the 

presidential interviews.  
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This chapter begins by discussing aspects of the overall research design, including 

the rationale for choosing a case study methodology, the philosophical, epistemological, 

and theoretical assumptions used in the study, and background information to delineate 

specific issues when interviewing elites. The chapter then provides detailed procedures 

for site selection, data collection, and data analysis, concluding with discussions of 

trustworthiness and ethical precautions employed to protect participants from harm. 

Research Design 

Choice of a Qualitative Case Study Approach  

The research plan used a qualitative, inductive, exploratory approach, specifically 

a single, within-site, bounded, descriptive case study. This particular method allowed for 

in-depth, rich, and detailed data collection and analysis, including interviews, and 

reviews of documents and relevant artifacts (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2009). This 

methodology was particularly well suited to the two research questions and allowed 

multiple sources of data from this one case to inform the research. Various documents, 

such as the presidential search brochures and press releases, allowed for a deep 

contextual view of the leadership transition under study in this research.  

Because this study sought to understand the dynamic situated in one bounded 

system, case study was the appropriate methodology. Merriam (2009) defined case study 

as “an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system” (p. 40) and posited that 

case study research is the appropriate methodology to use as a way to search for 

understanding and meaning (p. 39). Interviews comprised the primary method of data 

collection, with the researcher functioning as the “primary instrument of data collection 

and analysis” (Merriam, 2009, p. 39). This research methodology had an excellent fit 
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with the problem and the research questions, and the data gathered and analysis done 

produced a richly descriptive and detailed end product.  

This qualitative research approach is somewhat exploratory in nature and is 

particularly well suited to research issues that require broad exploration and where 

specific theories are not generally available (Creswell, 2013). Although the available 

literature reviewed in the previous chapter was informative and provided a basis for 

analysis, no specific studies could be found on the formation and building of a new TMT 

within a university setting. Beall (2002) noted that “the very term ‘exploratory research’ 

implies extending studies into uncharted ground or initiating research in novel areas” (p. 

27), which is partially descriptive of this research goal.  

Creswell (2013) noted that good qualitative research is composed of “rigorous 

data collection and analysis; the use of a qualitative approach; a single focus; a persuasive 

account; a reflection on the researcher’s own history, culture, personal experiences, and 

politics; and ethical practices” (p. 65). Case study methodology also allows for a focused 

examination of context, which was particularly relevant in this study (Creswell, 2013, 

p. 13).  

Philosophical Assumptions 

The philosophical assumptions underlying a research study shape “how we 

formulate our problem and research study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 18) and contribute to how 

both our own and others’ research is interpreted and used.  

This study applied a social constructivist paradigm (Burrell & Morgan, 1979) and 

an exploratory approach. This research paradigm aligned well with the research questions 

and methodology, as it seeks to explain behavior from the individual’s viewpoint (Burrell 
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& Morgan, 1979). Further, the research questions were “broad and general so that 

participants can construct the meaning” (Creswell, 2013, p. 25), which resulted in a 

deeper understanding of the topic under study. This approach utilized 90- to 120-minute 

semistructured interviews with the president and all but one of her executive team 

members. The observations and data produced by these interviews allowed a deeper 

understanding of each subject’s beliefs and experiences and to gain further insight into 

how reality was constructed by individuals in this case.  

Crotty (1998) defined epistemology as “the theory of knowledge embedded in the 

theoretical perspective and thereby in the methodology” (p. 2). Thus, the epistemology, 

or “how knowledge is known” (Creswell, 2013, p. 20), is constructed socially and 

through the subjective and social experiences of the actors (Crotty, 1998). By nature, 

qualitative methodology approaches research with the idea of “multiple realities” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 20). In a constructivist epistemology, research then seeks to construct 

and understand meaning from the objects of study.  

Further, Crotty (1998) defined the theoretical perspective as “the philosophical 

stance informing the methodology and thus providing a context for the process and 

grounding its logic and criteria” (p. 3). The theoretical perspective of this research was a 

social constructivist/interpretivist (Creswell, 2013) approach. The research sought to 

develop a theory or pattern of meaning inductively (Creswell, 2013, p. 25), which is a 

characteristic found in qualitative methodology. The research questions were constructed 

broadly to allow the meaning to be constructed by the participants and the specific 

situations under study. Specifically, this research examined the process by which the 

executive team was constructed, developed, and led in a time-bound period. Creswell 
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(2013) noted that “constructivist researchers often address the ‘processes’ of interaction 

among individuals” (p. 25), which aligns well with this study. 

Interviewing Elites 

As noted in chapter 2, gaining access to the presidential or TMT level has proven 

to be both a historical and methodological impediment in qualitative and quantitative 

research. Thus, becoming familiar with the relevant issues and related literature in 

working with elites was an important element in preparing for and conducting this study. 

Harvey (2010) defined elites as “those who occupy senior management and Board level 

positions within organizations” (p. 433). Several researchers (Goldman & Swayze, 2012; 

Mikecz, 2012; Harvey, 2010) have provided valuable guidance, suggestions, and 

strategies in gaining access to and interviewing elites that informed both the planning and 

execution of this research study.  

Gaining access to elites to elicit their initial participation in research can take 

longer and must be carefully negotiated (Mikecz, 2012). Goldman and Swayze (2012) 

noted that using an “influential person or one’s own contacts to make introductions and 

sending a very strong introductory letter stating the purpose of the study and its benefits 

to the participants” (p. 234) can often assist in garnering participation of executive-level 

elites. This recommendation was employed in both the identification and selection of the 

site, as influential contacts assisted in identifying and enlisting the participation of the 

site.  

Mikecz (2012) noted that “knowledgeability of the interviewees’ backgrounds 

and preferences, such as their favored means of communication and their willingness to 

contribute to academic research” (p. 482), can be helpful in initial negotiations. Further, 
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successfully navigating gatekeepers can be instrumental in gaining access to an 

organization’s top executives (Goldman & Swayze, 2012; Mikecz, 2012). Goldman and 

Swayze (2012) posited that appealing to the interviewee’s ability to provide unique and 

essential knowledge to the study is important in gaining access to elites.  

This recommendation also was instrumental in navigating the early and ongoing 

communication with the president and her team. Detailed information about the type and 

purpose of the research, the anticipated time commitment, how the research was to be 

used and who would have access, and “whether the information will be attributed or 

anonymous” (Harvey, 2010, p. 433) was essential to successfully navigating access and 

participation issues. After supplying a brief outline of the study, this president quickly 

accepted the invitation to participate in the research. She then delegated ongoing issues to 

her executive assistant, the cabinet members, and their assistants via email.  She turned 

all subsequent communication with her team over to them as individuals. Thus, multiple 

gatekeepers were identified early and became vital in managing logistical issues, such as 

providing information about the study overview, consents, information releases, and 

answering questions, and in scheduling (and at times, rescheduling) interview 

appointments and locations. These gatekeepers were very responsive, and their help was 

invaluable in conducting this research.  

Trust and rapport building is particularly important in interviewing this 

population, and the process began with the initial contacts (Goldman & Swayze, 2012; 

Harvey, 2010). Harvey (2010) advised that open-ended interview questions are preferred 

with elites because these types of questions can generate a higher-quality response. 

Having a flexible, comfortable interview style was also recommended with elites 
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(Harvey, 2010), which can increase the chances of gaining cooperation and further access 

to additional contacts (p. 434). All but one member of this leadership team participated in 

the research. Most of the interviews used all of the time allotted, with many participants 

relaxing into the interview by engaging in storytelling as a way to relate information. 

Surprisingly, the president dedicated almost 4 hours in two interview sessions to this 

research and generously offered to meet again if needed. 

Harvey (2010) noted that the literature is mixed on whether to audiotape 

executives, but acknowledged that this is often necessary as part of qualitative research 

methodology. He advised that researchers should emphasize that audiotapes would be 

used only for research purposes and would not be retained or shared beyond that process. 

This was also helpful advice, as this information was included in the informed consent 

forms and was discussed with each participant in detail at the beginning of each interview 

session. There was no resistance to audiotaping, although at times the interviewee asked 

for discretion in reporting and describing specific identifying information about the 

institution and its difficulties. This provided an opportunity to reassure participants about 

the confidential nature of the research. 

The literature cautioned researchers to maintain boundaries and interview 

protocol. Harvey (2010) and others noted that elites are often curious about the research 

study design and may derail the interview into discussion of theory and methodology:  

I have found myself being asked questions and assessed by the interviewee and it 
was important to project a positive impression in order to gain their respect and 
therefore improve the quality of their responses to my questions. In one notable 
instance, I expected to conduct an interview with a CEO on his experiences of 
moving to and working in the USA, but found myself being the interviewee. 
(p. 434) 
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Goldman and Swayze (2012) suggested establishing control at the onset with a 

professional, courteous tone. Further, interviews should begin with ground rules that 

“keep introductions brief and indicate that data collection has just commenced” (p. 237). 

These suggestions were incorporated into the interview protocols and were mindfully 

employed in the interview sessions. The scripted questions focused the interviews and 

assisted in keeping the interviews on track.  

Site Selection 

The National Center for Educational Statistics lists approximately 3,000 four-

year, degree-granting public and private institutions in the United States, with 328 such 

institutions located within 250 miles of my location. Because of the special issues noted 

with elite interviewing, I began to identify potential sites through industry knowledge, 

research, networking with professional contacts, and presidential job postings on industry 

sites. This resulted in a targeted list of institutions that met the specific study criteria: 

having a president who had arrived within the prior 36-month period. Given these 

boundaries, the site selection was purposeful (Creswell, 2013).  

As a single, bounded case study, the research studied one university president 

who was installed within the 3 years prior to the data collection, as well as members of 

the current executive team. Initial outreach to a potential site was made to the president’s 

office through email solicitation. Seidman (2013) noted that “building the interviewing 

relationship begins the moment the potential participant hears of the study” (p. 50). An 

initial contact form (Appendix A) provided an introduction to the study and included a 

brief description of the purpose and process of the research, a confidentiality statement, 

and informed consent language. As mentioned above, the president in this study quickly 
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and enthusiastically accepted the invitation to participate and encouraged her cabinet 

members to do the same. A phone conversation or in-person meeting was also offered to 

provide additional details, but was declined and deemed unnecessary by the president.  

Strict confidentiality of the site and the participants was extremely important to 

this study and was emphasized during both the site solicitation and site selection process, 

as well as during data collection, analysis, and final reporting. The site is referred to as 

“Learning University,” which is a pseudonym. All participant names and specific 

identities have been changed to ensure the confidentiality of the participants and the 

university.  Any information provided about the presidential search was reviewed, 

paraphrased, and searched to ensure that the institution could not be specifically 

identified. 

Data Collection  

The most common data collection strategies and methods in case study research 

are documentation/archival records, physical artifacts, direct and/or participant 

observations, and interviews (Yin, 2009, p. 102). Two semistructured interviews with the 

president and one semistructured interview with each cabinet member comprised the 

primary method of direct data collection from participants. These interviews were audio 

recorded, transcribed, organized, and analyzed. Document review was also used. 

Document Review 

For this study, physical artifacts, such as documents, press releases, news 

clippings, and the presidential search brochure, were collected and reviewed as a first 

step in providing context for the study. These sources were instrumental in establishing 
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the activity sequence in this case. They helped to add precision to questions posed during 

interviews and allowed participants to focus on providing rich responses to the interview 

questions rather than on establishing the timeline. The secondary information also was 

used to triangulate and corroborate or contradict information provided during structured 

interviews.  

Interviews 

“Interviews are the essential sources of case study information” (Yin, 2009, 

p. 106), and targeted, semistructured interviews with the university president and 

executive team members comprised the primary method of data collection. In-depth, 

open-ended interviews were conducted utilizing the pre-established and institutional 

review board (IRB)–approved interview guide (Appendices C and D).  

The special methodological issues related to interviewing elites detailed above 

were an important aspect of the preparation and interviewing processes. In addition, the 

interview instrument was first pilot tested with volunteer cabinet members at another 

institution. Pilot testing was highly recommended by Seidman (2013) to alert researchers 

to any stylistic elements that could support or detract from the study’s objectives. 

Feedback was sought from these participants, particularly on the flow of the questions 

and the tone of the interview. The practice interviews revealed that additional time was 

needed to allow space for thinking and processing of the question and the formulation of 

responses. This resulted in some minor adjustments to the planned interview schedule, 

particularly with the cabinet members. Although 90-minute interview segments seemed 

adequate for most participants, it became evident that time was needed between 

interviews to make observational notes in the field journal. 
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Seidman (2013) recommended the use of “grand tour” open-ended questions that 

ask participants to “reconstruct a significant segment of an experience” (p. 87). Although 

such questions reflect more of a phenomenological research approach, they also seemed 

well suited to the research questions explored in this study. Storytelling was often 

employed by the interviewees in responding to questions, and this was also revealed in 

the pilot testing of the instrument. This information influenced the phrasing of the first 

interview question, which allowed participants to construct and relate the story of how 

they arrived in their current positions. 

A total of 11 face-to-face individual interviews were scheduled and conducted at 

the convenience of the participants on the Learning University campus over a 7-week 

period. Because of the time constraints at this level of the organization, scheduling and 

the use of the interview time were both sacrosanct. Appointments were scheduled and 

confirmed with administrative staff. Cabinet interviews were not held in individual 

offices, but rather were conducted in a private conference room on campus. This was a 

deliberate decision to attempt to minimize interruptions and other distractions. 

Administrative professionals were very helpful in obtaining appropriate locations and 

ensuring the privacy of each interview. A surprising finding was the willingness of 

participants to meet for 90 minutes and to focus solely on the interview during the 

meeting. No one took calls or answered emails during the interviews. The two meetings 

with the president were uninterrupted, and the first interview ran 30 minutes longer than 

scheduled because of the president’s level of enthusiastic participation and engagement.  

In this case, all but one cabinet member participated in the interviews. An initial 

interview with the last cabinet member was scheduled, but the participant cancelled a few 
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hours before due to a schedule conflict. The interview was rescheduled for a later date, 

but this also resulted in a cancellation. At that point, the administrative support staff 

relayed a message that this cabinet member would be unable to participate in the study.  

Since the study was conducted at a university, the participants were more familiar 

with the academic research process, especially since some participants had completed 

dissertations themselves. This resulted in a deeper understanding of the process and a 

willingness to participate.  

The interviews were audio recorded with the informed consent and written 

permission of the participants. These documents were provided via email prior to the 

scheduled interviews.  At the start of each interview, these documents were presented to 

the interviewee again so that the goals of the study and the confidentiality of the data 

collection could be reviewed and discussed. This helped to set the interview tone and 

establish trust with each participant. In addition, my prior experience in conducting 

interviews and establishing rapport proved valuable in engaging the participants in a 

more conversational interview where storytelling and sharing of experiences were 

encouraged.  

A field journal was maintained throughout the research phase to aid in data 

collection and bias protection. It contained written notes and observations noted during 

and immediately following each interview. Note taking during the interviews was kept to 

a minimum to preserve the more conversational, engaged tone of the discussion.  

Audio recordings were transcribed by a professional, who understood the nature 

of the study and signed a confidentiality agreement. The transcriptionist delivered each 

transcript electronically within 10 days of interview completion. These transcripts were 
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reviewed for accuracy, and any questions that arose were checked with those interviewed. 

Interviewees were asked if they wanted to review the transcript of their interview, and all 

declined to do so. All identifying information about the institution’s location and identity 

has been removed in the findings and results of the study, and pseudonyms are used to 

aid in the readability of the case. 

Data Analysis 

Yin (2009) provided guidance on performing a high-quality case study analysis, 

including attending to all of the evidence, addressing all major rival interpretations of 

themes and data, focusing on the most significant aspect of the case, and using one’s 

prior, expert knowledge in the interpretation and representation of the data (pp. 160-161). 

This section provides details on how the analysis was completed and how the final case 

study report was developed.  

 Creswell (2013) used a spiral model for qualitative data analysis that begins with 

the general organization of the data. As noted above, documents were reviewed before 

the interviews to establish a chronology and general timeline for the leadership transition. 

Yin (2009) noted that allowing events to be traced over time in a chronology is a major 

strength in case study research (p. 148).  

An inductive approach to data analysis was employed. Once all interviews had 

been transcribed, Creswell (2013) advised an initial reading and note-taking phase, which 

Yin (2009) described as “playing” with the data. This initial process involved reviewing 

the entire transcript set several times to obtain an overall feel for and familiarity with the 

data. The original interview tapes were often played while reading through the 

transcripts. Relevant notes from the field journal were also integrated into the transcripts 
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at this first stage. This allowed for the nuances in the spoken and written word to emerge. 

This approach proved very helpful as an initial step in identifying preliminary narratives 

and themes in the transcripts.  

The next phase of the analysis involved several rounds of further describing, 

classifying, and categorizing major themes in the data (Creswell, 2013, p. 184) into broad 

categories or buckets. This process served as a mechanism to make sense out of the data 

and to engage in meaning making (Merriam, 2009).  

The transcripts were separated into the president’s interviews and the cabinet 

members’ interviews and reviewed to identify words and phrases that aligned with the 

two separate research questions. The president’s two detailed interviews were considered 

on their own. Next, the nine cabinet members’ interviews were considered on their own 

and organized similarly around research question. This initial review involved “open 

coding” of themes (Merriam, 2009, p. 178), which formed the process of constructing 

broad categories. The two research questions provided a way to classify these interviews 

in a first round.  

Next, these two sets were recombined to reorganize the interviews according to 

the topics in the interview instruments. Although the president and cabinet interview 

instruments were different (see Appendices C and D), they were also thematically 

similar. The general themes and narratives that emerged in the first analysis were 

considered across all interviews, regardless of research question. The initial interview 

instruments proved helpful in organizing themes in this round. Themes were clustered, as 

Creswell (2013) described, into smaller categories that showed larger patterns for each 
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research question. Patterns of meaning were sought to discover if categories could be 

combined, and Merriam (2009) noted that this process is both iterative and intuitive. 

The history of the leadership transition and the chronology were checked and 

verified against the interview data and were considered along with the data analysis from 

interviews. Detailed findings, described in chapter 4, were then generated and built 

directly from the interview content.  

The use of a qualitative software program, specifically Atlas.ti or NVivo, was 

initially considered to aid in the data analysis. Although NVivo was pilot tested with 

several early interview transcripts, it was deemed unwieldy to use for this case study. The 

context and size of the case, the number of interviews conducted, as well as the early 

emergence of consistent themes in the data suggested a more direct, interpretive 

approach. Therefore, qualitative software was ultimately not used in the analysis process.  

Trustworthiness 

 Several important steps were taken during the planning, data collection, and data 

analysis phases to increase the credibility and trustworthiness of this research study. 

During data collection and analysis, Yin (2009) recommended the use of multiple sources 

of evidence, a documented chain of command, and the development of a case study 

database. These steps also helped to establish confirmability and transferability so that 

the study’s findings could reasonably be replicated with other TMTs. 

To increase trustworthiness, a reflexive journal was maintained during the data 

collection and analysis phases. The journal allowed a space for documenting personal 

reactions and functioned as an audit trail in the research. Participants were invited to 

conduct member checks of their transcripts to confirm the accuracy and trustworthiness 
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of the data. In the data analysis process, multiple perspectives from the president and the 

various leadership team members allowed for pattern matching and explanation building 

(Yin, 2009). Triangulation of these data aided immensely in the credibility of the research 

and served to increase its trustworthiness. 

Further, a knowledgeable peer was utilized to reduce error and researcher bias. 

The building of categories and codes was reviewed by and processed with this peer 

reviewer to ensure accuracy and the development of distinct categories in the data. Peer 

debriefing (Merriam, 2009) allowed those not invested in the research study to confirm 

meaning and conclusions drawn from the data. This aided the “congruency of the 

emerging findings with the raw data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 229) and assisted in the 

development of data interpretation and analysis.  

Human Protection and Ethics Precautions 

 This case study utilized human participants as part of the research, both through 

direct contact (interviews) and through the use of records and other published documents 

(Yin, 2009). Thus, The George Washington University IRB ethics protocols governed the 

design and implementation of this study. The researcher received IRB approval from The 

George Washington University and explored whether it was needed at the case study site. 

Learning University did not require this study to be reviewed or approved by its IRB.  

 As previously noted, the privacy and strict confidentiality of the participants in 

this study were and are of utmost concern. Great care was exercised to protect the identity 

of participants in this study. Identities of participants and locations have been disguised 

by the use of pseudonyms. Any information that might reveal the location or identity of 
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the institution has been removed from transcripts, site descriptions, reports, and data 

analysis. 

Written, informed consent was obtained from all study participants (see Appendix 

B). No participants were exposed to any adverse events as part of this research study. 

However, as stipulated by the ethics precautions of The George Washington University, a 

plan existed in the event a research subject did experience a significant adverse event. 

Reasonable efforts to provide adequate response and resources to the greatest extent 

possible would have been employed, and the Office of Human Research would have been 

notified and engaged in any remediation efforts.  

Data Protection 

All data were handled according to the protocols required by The George 

Washington University IRB. Confidential information, particularly regarding the identity 

of the institution or its participants, was strictly guarded, and pseudonyms were used. 

Written and electronic data have been stored and secured in a locked cabinet when not in 

use and will be destroyed at the conclusion of the research. 

Bias Protection 

Qualitative methodology, such as case study, is particularly vulnerable to biases 

(Yin, 2009) because the researcher “is the primary instrument of data collection and 

analysis” (Merriam, 2009, p. 52). However, careful planning and implementation of 

trustworthiness techniques can allow researchers to “set aside our prejudgments, biases, 

and preconceived ideas about things” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 85), allowing the data to be 

collected in a more detached and bracketed way. Pilot testing the interviews allowed for 
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identification of biases and preconceived ideas prior to data collection. Detailed logs and 

audit journals also helped to capture the process objectively during the data collection 

phase. Preliminary findings during the data collection phase were also shared and 

reviewed by my dissertation chair, committee members, and a peer reviewer.  

Subjectivity Statement 

Reference has been made throughout this chapter to the process of ensuring 

effective management of biases and subjectivity risks. “Investigators need to explain their 

biases, dispositions, and assumptions regarding the research to be undertaken” (Merriam, 

2009, p. 219), and this statement identifies those practical biases as a way to increase the 

trustworthiness of the research.  

I have been employed in higher education administration at private, 4-year 

universities for 17 years, but have not held a senior leadership or cabinet-level position in 

any educational institution. However, I have great interest in leadership studies and the 

formation and use of teams at all levels and in many settings and a belief that teams can 

make valuable contributions in leading institutions. This is a personal and professional 

motivation for this research study, and a known and identified bias in this research.  

Since both the president at the center of this study and I are women working in 

private universities, we had moments of shared experiences during the interviews. These 

were reported in the field journal and were noted and set aside in the replaying of the 

interviews. However, this sense of professional and personal connection aided in 

establishing rapport, which assisted in obtaining authentic, genuine information in the 

interviews.  
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As a qualitative researcher, I was mindful of monitoring and limiting my own 

interactions during interviews, particularly in responding to and unintentionally 

reinforcing participants’ responses (Seidman, 2013). As a former counselor, I was aware 

of my propensity to build rapport through both verbal and nonverbal responses during 

interviews. Knowing these tendencies, I actively prepared for the interviews by field 

testing my interview instruments with volunteer TMT members from another institution. 

I sought feedback from the volunteers on the instrument and my interviewing style. These 

experiences allowed me to become mindful of and more skilled in the appropriate 

interview style for this research methodology. The feedback also allowed for some 

adjustment to the sequencing of questions. Further, the use of an interview guide kept the 

interactions focused on the research topic and provided needed structure for the interview 

sessions. 

The identification and inclusion of these issues as part of the methodological 

planning is an attempt to account for these biases. Steps were employed to address these 

issues in a conscious, reflexive manner. My dissertation chair and committee also 

functioned to guide the research in these areas to be certain they did not bias the study.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this case study was to acquire knowledge and further 

understanding of how a newly appointed university president constructed and led the top 

management team (TMT; also known as the senior leadership team or cabinet) during the 

early transition years of her tenure. This study sought to examine the dynamic between a 

new university president and the executive leadership team, with a focus on studying the 

crucial tasks of forming, building, and leading the presidential cabinet.  

The findings presented in this chapter have been developed from interviews and 

documents that sought to answer two main research questions: How did a new 

college/university president (with less than 3 years in office) construct her senior 

leadership team? How did she lead the senior team during that period?  

An understanding of the context of the study is vital to understanding the findings 

and results. Therefore, the history of the presidential search, including the leadership 

context at Learning University, is presented first. That discussion is followed by the 

specific findings, organized by research question.  

Site Description 

Learning University (pseudonym) is a 4-year, private, not-for-profit, 

coeducational, faith-based, urban university in the United States. It has been in operation 

for more than 150 years and has conferred over 65,000 degrees. The university is rooted 

in the liberal arts tradition and currently offers a range of associate’s, bachelor’s, and 

master’s degrees, as well as a limited number of doctoral degrees and certificate 
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programs. It is considered a highly residential and high undergraduate institution with 

enrollment estimates of 6600, approximately 70% of whom are undergraduate students.  

Learning University Mission and Values 

Learning University’s mission statement notes that it is a faith-based university 

that welcomes a diverse community of learners.  The educational approach blends 

theoretical and practical learning around a community service-based core.  Respect for all 

persons, the development of deep relationships based on a sense of community and 

service, and excellence in teaching and learning comprise the values. Consistent with the 

mission, the university aims to enrich academic experiences through civic engagement 

and service, particularly with and toward those who have been marginalized. 

History and Context of Leadership Transition and the Presidential Search 

Supporting documents provided valuable information and context for the 

institutional needs and priorities at the time of the leadership change. The timeline 

(Figure 4.1) details key dates in the presidential search and transition.  

 

Figure 4.1. Leadership change timeline. 
 



83 

Presidential search summary. In Learning University’s more than 150-year 

history, all previous long-tenured presidents had been white, male members of the faith-

based group that had founded the university. After serving for 14 years, President Black 

announced his intention to leave the presidency by May 31, 2014. It was widely 

acknowledged that his replacement would likely not be in the religious group that had 

historically led the university, specifically because there were so few qualified members 

available to fill the role. Although this was overtly stated in the search brochure, it was 

also noted that the new president would need a strong professional portfolio that 

demonstrated a commitment to the school’s history, values, and mission.  

Hiring the new president proved challenging for Learning University, and two 

national searches occurred in the 2-year period between 2013 and 2015. The first 

presidential search commenced in July 2013. It was led by a large national firm 

specializing in senior leadership searches in academia, and the process was chaired by a 

prominent university trustee. Completed application packages were due at the end of 

December 2013. There was an aggressive timeline to interview, select, and announce the 

new president several months before President Black left office at the end of May 2014. 

The new president’s anticipated start date was June 1, 2014.  

By February 2014, there was an announcement that the search had failed. 

According to press reports, the university was in negotiations with a candidate to fill the 

post, but that candidate reportedly informed the press, rather than the search firm, that he 

was withdrawing from the search. This left Learning University with no backup 

candidate and no control over the public message about the search. Since the first 
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presidential search did not produce a viable candidate for the presidency as anticipated, it 

was clear that Learning University would have to regroup to find the next president. 

As the end of President Black’s term approached in May 2014, Learning 

University sought to replace him with an interim president for the 2014-15 school year. 

In June 2014, an interim president, Mr. Smith, was installed by the board to govern 

Learning University. Smith had previous experience serving at other local universities 

during their leadership transitions and was brought in to provide stability while a second 

presidential search could be conducted.  

As interim president Smith arrived, the board also became more involved in the 

governance of the university and found that there were urgent financial concerns. It was 

known that freshman enrollment had been dropping and that the school also faced 

retention difficulties. These two issues resulted in significant reductions in revenue at a 

university that was highly dependent on tuition revenue to operate. The financial situation 

became a major focus of the interim administration and the trustees. The chief financial 

officer (CFO), who had been with the university for 10 years, was terminated and 

replaced with an interim CFO. Other cabinet positions were not disrupted at this juncture.  

Reducing expenses became the dominant focus, and several initiatives were 

quickly instituted to curb spending by the interim administration. To save money, an 

academic program assessment process was instituted to determine both short and long 

term opportunities to cut small or underperforming programs. Hiring freezes were 

instituted and staff (but not faculty) layoffs, unheard of at this institution, were planned to 

occur at about the same time Learning University hoped to have a new president in place. 

All of these activities coincided with the second presidential search process. 



85 

The presidential search advertisement described the university culture at that time 

and detailed what Learning University perceived it needed in its next president. A 

demonstrated commitment to teaching and learning, and to the university’s stated 

mission, was essential. Specifically, the university identified that it wanted a proven 

leader with a warm, engaging demeanor who could inspire respect, confidence, and trust 

in the larger campus community. Through direct, clear communication and open 

dialogue, the new president’s personal qualities would be utilized to engage its 

constituents in collaborative problem solving and decision making.   

The search materials emphasized the expected management style of the new 

president with the senior leadership team, and sought a candidate with proven team 

building skills. It was also noted the president would need to delegate responsibility and 

empower the team in a large change initiative. Thus, the new president would be charged 

with both engaging and holding the leadership team accountable in meeting the 

institutional challenges.   

As previously mentioned, revenue generation and budget shortfalls had become 

the most significant institutional concern, deeply impacting the institution’s financial 

position. The dependence on undergraduate and graduate student tuition and fees, which 

comprised more than 85% of operating revenues, exposed a very narrow margin for 

financial error, especially with declining enrollment. In a highly competitive market, the 

university’s freshman enrollment had dropped 7% between 2009 and 2013, despite 

increases in total applications and student aid awarded. The university also experienced a 

drop in its overall graduate student enrollment at the same time. The presidential search 

materials identified attracting, recruiting, and retaining higher enrollment numbers as an 
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increasingly complicated and difficult issue for the university. They sought a seasoned 

leader who could both broaden and sharpen the university’s brand and increase market 

share in a very competitive environment, and with limited resources.   

The search materials noted that the development of a comprehensive strategic 

plan would be an early priority for the new administration, but acknowledged that this 

task would be complex given the financial situation. The new president would need to 

engage quickly and deeply in building revenue through creative enrollment management 

strategies and fundraising. The presidential search set a priority on the development of 

reliable operating budgets, including innovative academic business models, and pricing 

strategies. Through sound financial stewardship, the university needed to attain and 

sustain financial equilibrium while simultaneously fulfilling the stated institutional 

mission to serve its needy students.  

New president appointed. In February 2015, Learning University publicly 

announced that it had found its new president, “Dr. Janet Baker.” Leaving a 7-year 

presidency at another institution, this would be Dr. Baker’s second presidency. This time, 

Learning University introduced its new president to the community by taking charge of 

the messaging through an orchestrated media campaign. Many of the media reports 

emphasized that this new president would be the first female, non–faith-based president 

in the university’s history. Janet would assume the presidency of Learning University in 

July 2015.  

When Janet arrived in July 2015, the new president reported that she found a 

situation far worse than what she anticipated. She learned that the university had a $12 

million deficit, which amounted to about 9% of the total operating budget. The incoming 
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freshman class enrollment was projected at 700 students, one of the smallest classes in 

recent history and far below budget projections. This incoming class was about 18% 

smaller than in fall 2015, and graduate enrollment was dropping precipitously. The 

interim administration, along with the board of trustees, had begun working on a cost-

cutting plan, which included a 3% reduction in staff, hiring freezes, and immediate 

reductions in spending. This was scheduled to be implemented in August 2015, within a 

month of the new president’s arrival.  

Learning University’s current president, Janet, agreed to take part in this research 

study in July 2017 and encouraged all members of her current cabinet (leadership team) 

to participate, although she emphasized that participation was voluntary. Each cabinet 

member was contacted to inform them about the study, to solicit their participation, and 

to schedule one 90-minute interview between August 11 and October 3, 2017. The 

president completed two 90-120 minute interviews during this same time period.  

All of the current cabinet members scheduled initial interviews. However, 

Jeremy, the chief of staff/government and community affairs, canceled his interview on 

short notice due to a schedule conflict. A second appointment was scheduled, but he also 

cancelled it and stated that he would be unable to participate due to scheduling issues. All 

other cabinet members voluntarily participated in their scheduled interviews. This study 

focuses on the entrance of Janet Baker as president in 2015 and the process of 

constructing and leading the senior leadership team between 2015 and 2017.  

Learning University’s current presidential cabinet. Within the first 2 years of 

her term, this president completely reconstructed her cabinet. The findings here describe 

and reflect the sequence of the construction from the president’s perspective. The cabinet 
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members’ experiences, as reported in their interviews, will serve to support or contradict 

her experiences and viewpoint. Table 4.1 summarizes the cabinet positions when data 

collection commenced in August 2017, approximately 2 years after Janet took office. It 

lists the current cabinet in their order of appointment, which was constructed based on the 

interviews and documents reviewed during data collection.  

Table 4.1 
Learning University Cabinet in Fall 2017 

Position 
Order 

appointed 

Previous  
cabinet  

post 
External, internal 

or rehire Appointment date and notes 
Executive 
assistant to the 
president (James) 

1 Yes Internal—
holdover from 
previous 
administration 

Served in previous 
administration since 2004. 
Removed/retired from cabinet 
role in September 2017.  

VP, academic 
affairs (Kenneth) 

2 No Internal 
promotion 

External hire as dean in 2012. 
Promoted to interim from within 
in June 2015. Named to 
permanent position in December 
2015. 

President (Janet) 3 Yes External hire Appointed in February 2015. 
Took office in July 2015. 

VP, university 
advancement 
(Kathryn) 

4 No External hire  July 2015 

VP, legal affairs 
and general 
counsel (John) 

5 No External hire  Held combined position of chief 
of staff and legal affairs 
beginning in July 2015. Role 
split in March 2016. 

VP, mission 
(Edward) 

6 No External hire  August 2015 

Chief of staff and 
government and 
community affairs 
(Jeremy) 

7 No External hire  March 2016—did not 
participate in interviews. 

Athletics director 
(Brad) 

8 No Rehire  University alum. Previously 
served in same role 35 years 
prior for 8 years. Retired but 
returned to interim role in 
March 2016; made permanent in 
March 2017. 



89 

VP, enrollment 
services (Ted) 

9 Yes External hire  May 2016 

VP, student affairs 
(Donna) 

10 No External hire  August 2016 

VP, finance 
(Susan) 

11 No External hire August 2016 (replaced previous 
external hire in role for 10 
months). 

Note. All names are pseudonyms. VP indicates vice president. 

New roles at Learning University included the chief of staff position and the vice 

president (VP) and general counsel for legal affairs. The current cabinet included two 

internal staff, one rehire, and seven external hires, not including the new president. Of the 

two internal staff, the executive assistant was a holdover from the previous 

administration, and his exit from the cabinet occurred during the data collection phase of 

this study. The provost was recently promoted into a senior leadership role, first as an 

interim and then as a permanent appointment. One external hire was an alumnus of 

Learning University, who was retired and had served in the role of athletic director 

approximately 30 years prior to the current administration. Other than the new president 

and the executive assistant, who served under the previous president, the only other 

person who had previously served in a cabinet post elsewhere was Ted, the VP of 

enrollment services. All other cabinet members had no prior senior leadership team 

experience. 

Cabinet Member Biographies  

James, the executive assistant, had been at the university since 2004. James is a 

member of the order that founded the university. He was a holdover from the previous 

administration, but he did not hold a VP title. His prior role had been focused on physical 

plant issues, and he saw himself as the “president’s representative” across campus. On 
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the day I interviewed him, it was announced that he would be stepping off of the cabinet 

effective immediately. He would continue in a similar role, but would no longer be in a 

cabinet-level post. This news was shared with me by several other cabinet members 

during their interviews, although it was unclear who had initiated this change. James had 

not worked in higher education prior to 2004, although he had a long history of working 

in educational administration and had served on the cabinet for 13 years.  

Kenneth, the provost and VP for academic affairs, had been a dean at Learning 

University for 5 years prior to the arrival of the new president. He became the interim 

provost in June 2015. The prior provost resigned in May 2015 to take a presidency 

elsewhere. Although Janet was not yet installed as president, she approached Kenneth 

about becoming interim provost. He stepped into the role prior to her arrival and was then 

appointed permanently within 6 months. Kenneth had worked in higher education for 

most of his career, and this was Kenneth’s first cabinet-level post. 

Janet was named Learning University’s president in February 2015. She began 

her term in July 2015 and was recruited as part of the second presidential search process. 

As the first woman president at Learning University, Janet is also the first person not in a 

religious order to serve in the role. Janet’s academic preparation included a terminal 

degree in law, and she worked in academia as a professor and assistant dean for 15 years. 

She came to this post directly from a 7-year presidency at another university.  

Kathryn, the VP for university advancement, was recruited to replace the 

previous VP who had served for 15 years and was fired by the board of trustees just prior 

to Janet’s arrival. Kathryn interviewed with the interim administration, the board, and 

also with Janet and began her role in July 2015. She started the same week as the new 
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president. Janet selected her but was not able to offer her the position officially because 

she was not yet an official employee at Learning University. Kathryn had some prior 

experience in higher education and then in industry, but this was her first cabinet-level 

post.  

John, the general counsel and VP of legal affairs, was recruited by Janet to fill 

this newly created role. John is an attorney, and he started his role in July 2015, the same 

week as Janet. He reported that his initial focus was on legal affairs. The university had a 

history of using an external law firm for its legal issues, and this was seen as a very 

expensive way to manage. John reported that he was able to quickly reduce legal 

expenditures by about 75%, but that left little time for the chief of staff role. By March 

2016, the role was split and a chief of staff was hired. John had not worked in higher 

education previously, and this was his first cabinet-level post. 

Edward, the VP for mission, is a member of the faith-based order that founded 

the university. This cabinet-level role had previously been filled by a university faculty 

member who stepped aside. Edward was hired in August 2015 by Janet and started within 

a month of her arrival. Although an educator by background, Edward had not worked in 

higher education before taking this position, which was also his first cabinet-level post. 

Jeremy, the chief of staff and VP for government and community affairs, was 

hired into this new role in March 2016. This role was new to Learning University and 

was created when John’s role was split. Jeremy did not participate in this research. His 

public biography noted that he had not previously worked in higher education and this 

was his first cabinet-level post. 
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Brad, the athletic director, was hired as an interim in March 2016 and was 

appointed permanently to the post in March 2017. Brad is a Learning University alumnus 

and had previously served as the athletic director many years ago. At that time, the role 

was not at the cabinet level. Brad spent his career as the athletic director at several 

universities and had since retired. A trustee suggested him to Janet and, after meeting 

with him, she offered him the interim role. He understood that his role would be to 

stabilize the function and then work with Janet to hire a permanent replacement. After a 

year in the role, he and Janet decided that he would be made the permanent athletic 

director. Brad spent most of his career in university athletics, although this was his first 

cabinet-level post. 

Ted, the VP for enrollment services, was recruited through a search firm and 

began his role in May 2016. He relocated to the area to replace an interim director who 

served in the role for 5 months after the prior VP had been terminated by Janet. Ted was 

a seasoned enrollment professional who had held senior leadership roles at several other 

universities. This was his third cabinet post.  

Donna, the VP for student affairs, was recruited through a search firm to fill the 

role vacated by a planned retirement. She joined the staff in August 2016 and relocated to 

take this role. Donna had spent over 20 years in student affairs at another institution. 

Although she was a senior-level administrator in her prior role, she had not served in a 

cabinet post previously. 

Susan, the VP for finance and administration, was the last member to join Janet’s 

cabinet in August 2016. A certified public accountant, her career had been in banking and 

finance, although she had recently worked in an administrative role in finance at another 
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university. This was her first cabinet-level position. Susan was the third person to occupy 

this role since President Black’s departure. An interim CFO followed, and then Janet 

conducted a search and hired Amy, an external hire with previous higher education 

experience. Amy held the role for 10 months and Janet terminated her and replaced her 

the next day with Susan. Susan did not go through a traditional search process at 

Learning University, but was recruited directly by Janet to join her team. 

Findings for Research Question 1 

The first research question, focused on the team’s construction, is: How did a new 

college/university president (with less than 3 years in office) construct her senior 

leadership team? These activities included assessing leadership at the time of 

appointment and throughout the period of change and selecting new people and roles to 

build the team. The findings for this research question are detailed in this section. 

Finding 1.1: Beginning with an Assessment 

The president began her assessment of the senior leadership team prior to her 

arrival.  

Janet started an early assessment of the existing cabinet just after her appointment 

in February 2015 and prior to her arrival in July 2015. Her very first impressions were 

that Learning University’s leadership was “dusty” and in need of more modern thinking, 

systems, and technology. She had met the existing team during her interview process and 

noted that there seemed to be a strong “old boy” network in place. Her perception was 

that they had little experience outside of Learning University and had been entrenched in 

their positions for more than a decade. Janet stated, “It’s assessment right from the first 
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day. Get your hands on past performance reviews and figure out within 60 days who 

needs to go.” 

Prior to Janet’s arrival, several cabinet changes were initiated by the interim 

administration. She participated remotely in the first three cabinet changes, which 

included the retention of one holdover (James, the executive assistant) and two changes 

in the roles of provost and the VP of advancement due to voluntary and involuntary 

departures.  

  James was a member of the religious order with which Learning University was 

affiliated, and he had been through the range of changes from President Black to Interim 

President Smith, and now to President Baker. James described the changes from 

President Black to Interim President Smith:  

We sort of went from a relationship model of how we dealt with operations, 
finance, and administration under President Black, to a dictatorial model under 
President Smith and a new interim finance director, who was an outsider. And, 
from my point of view, we wasted a year; we lost a lot of money and generated a 
lot of anger over what that interim finance director was doing. He was a hatchet 
man. I’m not ashamed to say it. 

  James further elaborated on the administrative disruption in the presidential role 

during the failed search year. He reported that interim President Smith’s contract was 

terminated sooner than expected:  

There was a period from the end of May [2015]—middle of May, at graduation 
time, where President Smith was no longer here and there was really an agreement 
with a core group of the trustees and me acting in the role of holding things 
together—holding the fort, keeping things floating. They were floating, without 
trying to alter any policies, procedures, whatever, during that time, just treading 
water. So, I served in that role probably for about 6 weeks until Janet came in—
that was July 2015. I was happy to see her arrive and provide some stability. 

Janet kept James in his role on the cabinet until September 2017, but she noted 

several times that his was the only role that was not a VP. Within the first weeks of my 
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data collection process in late August 2017, I learned that James would be stepping away 

from his cabinet role in September 2017, although he would remain in an advisory role at 

Learning University. 

The provost role was vacated when the current provost announced early in 2015 

that he would be taking a presidency at another university. As a result, Janet named her 

second cabinet member, Kenneth, as her sole internal promotion. Kenneth had been 

serving as an academic dean for 5 years at Learning University prior to his promotion to 

interim provost. Kenneth had been a key member of the presidential search committee 

and had acted as Janet’s host during her on-campus interviews. Kenneth noted during his 

interview that he had always thought Learning University had “cultural oddities” that he 

recorded in a private log, noting he had limited investment in the old regime. Janet 

reported that she especially liked Kenneth’s candor and his overall experience and, when 

she learned that she would need to name a provost as one of her first hires, she asked 

several board members for recommendations. Kenneth’s name came up often. He 

described the leadership transition:  

It was organized chaos in the sense that it was a combination of obviously new 
president, new provost, and some holdovers from the prior administration. I think 
what made it chaotic, if you will, is not the least of which is just the turnover in 
presidency in which everybody was feeling out who is this person and how will 
she interact with the community, how will she adjust, how will we adjust with her 
and her with us. But around that same time, the full nature of the budget situation 
here was coming to light. And, so, we all had a very short period of time to make 
some difficult, really difficult, but significant changes here to sort of stem the red 
tide of financial difficulty that was going on, I think along with an interim CFO 
who had been brought in to do some significant cleanup and change. So, we were 
going through this process to make some significant operational and personnel 
changes to right the financial ship. So, we were all thrown into that deep end very 
quickly. 
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Janet also participated in her first external hiring, Kathryn, for the VP of 

advancement role. Kathryn was identified through a search firm. Kathryn noted that, 

although she interviewed with Janet as the incoming president, the interim president 

actually had to offer her the position because Janet was not yet an employee at Learning 

University. Kathryn noted that she had good chemistry with Janet and would join the 

team the same week that Janet arrived in July 2015.  

Finding 1.2: Prioritizing the Building of the Cabinet 

Once the president arrived, she prioritized the building of the remainder of the 

cabinet. 

Janet expressed an awareness of the importance of her role and in building a 

strong senior leadership team as a priority:  

Being a president is a very difficult time in your life because you are attending to 
whichever pot is boiling over and the problem with that is your cabinet may not 
be the pot that you recognize is boiling over until it is boiled dry. So, you 
certainly will recognize the financial health of the institution because there are 
Excel spreadsheets that are going to explain that for you. You will certainly 
understand what’s going on with fundraising in your alumni because, once again, 
there’s trend lines and charts, but the cabinet can be a bit of a secret killer if 
you’re not really careful. 

Once Janet took office in July 2015 and started to learn more about the state of 

Learning University, she also continued to assess the remaining team members. Her 

approach was to “give the cabinet a lot of attention, even though you may think that’s one 

of the things that’s under control—that you don’t have to give attention to.” When asked 

what resources she utilized in her assessment, she stated: 

I started talking. . . . I got a sense. I had a couple of people—like I trusted 
Kenneth very quickly and I was lucky that I had him because he had some 
thoughts on some of his new peers that he was able to share, or even how they 
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were seen in the broader community. . . . And it wasn’t just about the cabinet, it 
was about the board, and this and so on. But, I’m not great with—I keep my own 
counsel a lot and I have come to really have a lot of confidence in my ability to 
judge people. There’s lots of things I’m lousy at, but that’s not one of them. So, I 
rely on my own sort of experience, I guess, that I’ve gained through these jobs. It 
doesn’t mean I’m always right, that’s for sure. I make mistakes. I didn’t really 
know who I could talk to anyway. And what I did know is there were some 
people here that were really lousy at their job and I had to figure out who they 
were. Some of them were VPs and some of them weren’t. Some of them were 
trash-talking us all over town. Board members that were not keeping confidential 
information and things like that. 

Janet also described being somewhat cautious in her early days as she was highly 

aware that being the institution’s first female president would result in her being 

scrutinized by others. She reported that she did not want to be perceived as vulnerable or 

uncertain in her decision making, as this would cause others to not be confident in her 

ability. Thus, she relied mainly on her own instincts and experiences in building her 

team. 

Finding 1.3: Recognizing the Need for Quick Leadership Changes 

The president perceived that she needed to assess and enact leadership changes 

quickly.  

Janet’s interviews revealed that she knew that the assessment and building of her 

leadership team needed to occur very quickly, and that theme was raised often. She 

arrived knowing that she would need to make changes, but she did not plan initially to 

completely overhaul her cabinet: 

But I had no grand strategic plan to flip them. I would have preferred not to flip 
because I knew I was going to have enough change as it was, as the first president 
not from a religious order, . . . a woman. All of that was really suggesting that I 
try to be a little under the radar, but I realized immediately I would be on the radar 
right from the start anyway. So, then I said: I’ve got 18 months to do this; 24 at 
the top. After that the honeymoon is over and people are not going to want to see 
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that kind of shakeup. And the board is not going to support it. What I learned very 
much in this presidency is that the board has a certain indulgence if you need to 
make some changes in those early days. What the board will not have an appetite 
for is you sticking around for 18 months and saying I think I need to change some 
cabinet. You need to assess really fast. You need to assess where you’re at and 
what the gaps are. 

During the first 2 years of her administration, Janet completely flipped the 

cabinet, with the exception of James:  

I certainly didn’t arrive thinking I would turn over the whole cabinet, and I didn’t 
ever think I would turn over the whole cabinet until I turned the last person. It was 
a one-by-one analysis. I arrived and saw some skill deficits pretty quickly as to 
how I thought we needed to be different in areas and so it was really . . . I went 
from that—saying, okay, I see a real skill deficit in Portfolio X—and so I started 
working with the person who was in Portfolio X to see if it was the skill set or it’s 
just they never had a direction to look at things a little bit differently, and then 
really in most cases realized they never—they don’t have the ability to look at 
this; they have a very clear mindset about this portfolio and I disagree. I think it 
needs to be, in most cases it needed to be more innovative, less structured, less 
old-school. 

Finding 1.4: Modernizing Skill Sets and Increasing Diversity 

The president sought to modernize the team’s skill set and increase its diversity, 

despite limited resources. 

From Janet’s perspective, she needed to quickly modernize the cabinet’s skill set, 

while considering greater diversity in the team’s construction. She also noted that, with 

the serious financial situation coming to light, the current reputation of Learning 

University was suffering. Financially, she had limited resources to hire new leadership 

into what would be a very challenging environment. Thus, she would not be able to 

afford to recruit highly experienced, top talent in all positions and had to be strategic in 

her use of limited resources. She also needed to find leaders who would be excited and 

engaged by the challenges they would be facing. Janet stated:  
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I never ever had as a full plan that I’m going to flip my cabinet, and some of it 
just happened naturally at the time that I came. But then once I got here I 
thought—Oh, my goodness, there’s a reason that our enrollment has stagnated; 
there’s a reason that we’re having the problems we’re having in student affairs. 
And so then I just sort of moved forward. 

In several positions, she looked for director-level talent at other institutions, 

including those who had not served in senior leadership previously. Prior university 

experience was seen as a valuable skill, even if it was not on the senior leadership team. 

Janet noted: “Part of the limitation that I had around hiring this cabinet is that I have 

many new, first-time VPs—and so they’re learning how to be VPs. That is a different 

task than just learning how to be the VP at this institution.” This presented some 

leadership issues for Janet, which is discussed more fully in the next section on her team 

leadership. 

Janet frequently relied on her intuition and judgment and started building a 

cabinet with an eye toward diversity in age, race, experience, faith/religious affiliation, 

and background:  

It’s a diverse cabinet racially, diverse cabinet faith-wise, because they’re the best 
candidates that were out there. And I’m also trying to do it at the board level, 
which is like bashing your head against the wall and it’s going to take longer. And 
I’m getting to the point that I’m pretty blunt with my board. And in our last 
executive session, I said: Look around this table and let me tell you about the 
population we serve—40% of color. Not at this table. . . . It’s going to change. It 
has to. I’ve worked with the cabinet first and then it will ripple out. We have three 
women deans right now, and that is very different for us. 

Janet also noted that her cabinet contained different personality styles and types:  

We have a series of “lone people” that I think keep their own counsel and aren’t 
super connected to anyone. So, Susan is like that, John is like that, Jeremy is like 
that, . . . Brad too. Athletics are always different; they’re kind of off on their own 
typically. 
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Finding 1.5: Seeking an Institutional Perspective 

The president sought members with an institutional, enterprise-level perspective, 

who were committed to an administrative role. 

Janet noted that she wanted to build a senior team with both an organizational and 

strategic perspective, not just a group of individuals with divisional responsibility. She 

also noted that she needed to empower them in creating their leadership team. Her 

approach was to include them in the hiring of team members: 

This is a team that I’ve made my expectation very clear to them, that getting along 
is the only way that we’re going to succeed, and that I involved many of them in 
the hiring of their peer. As we were going through these processes, my key 
members of the search team were other VPs, so they were invested. And I think 
that’s played out very well. 

However, she also needed her leaders to have the ability to “manage your unit on 

your own. . . . You are ultimately responsible for that outcome. If you need to change out 

people, I will support that.” She noted, “I’m trying hard to elevate all of the cabinet 

members to be VPs, so they shouldn’t be coming to me with certain kinds of problems, 

which sometimes they still do.”  

Several cabinet members also noted that Janet seemed to be perceptive, not only 

in individual hires, but also in building a team. Kenneth noted: “Janet seems to hire 

individuals that I think are cut from her cloth; that is, people who are engaged and 

engaging, who don’t skirt the issues, who will just say what needs to be said in a very 

collegial, respectful manner.” Donna stated: 

There was intentionality on Janet’s part as she was hiring people—that she had an 
intuitive sense of how people would interact with one another, like where the 
strengths and weaknesses were for each of us and how we really needed each 
other or would complement each other. I really think she was incredibly lucky, 
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but I think there’s more to that. I think she was very strategic and I think she has a 
really good sense of people pretty quickly. 

In academia, it is common for leaders to come up through the ranks of a specific 

discipline. That discipline and experience inform both their cultural and organizational 

perspective and is believed to contribute to the silo mentality that is often reported in 

higher education. In building her team, Janet was very aware of this diversity and noted:  

How someone is the VP of advancement or the VP of enrollment or the VP of 
student affairs is not simply a skill set that is experience-driven; there is actually a 
cultural and philosophical underpinning to that, and you need to make sure that 
their philosophy aligns with your philosophy. So, the way that they approach 
being the athletic director is how you approach being the president and that 
requires some attention very early on. If it was a traditional faculty academic 
leadership stream, that person typically knows very little about a whole bunch of 
other portfolios. Increasingly, we’re seeing nontraditional presidents and leaders 
coming from outside, from industry, and maybe they have an Ed.D. 

However, she also wanted to be clear that, once you became a member of her 

senior leadership team, you could not retreat into your silo. For example: 

So, see where your provost is coming from. What kind of provost is it? Is this a 
provost that is going to run interference between you and the faculty? Is this a 
provost that has secretly got two feet in the herd and cannot be an administrator? I 
remember having those conversations with Kenneth when I hired him in March 
before I started here in July. I said: You are going to leave the herd now. And I 
don’t want to hear—you may think like the herd, so sometimes we’re going to 
have those great debates which I want to have so that you keep me grounded in 
that, but you’re not just taking a break from the herd; you’re leaving the herd, 
which is very important psychologically because you have to be on this team. I’m 
not going to fight with my provost every day. Lots of presidents do that. I have no 
time for that. So, we’ve worked out a very great relationship and there are times 
when we’re both fierce with each other. . . . Anyway, to any new president I 
would say give your cabinet more attention than you think you need to give it. It 
is a boiling-over pot from the first day, and you may not see it as that. 
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Finding 1.6: Having a Leadership Style That Attracts Cabinet Members 

The president’s collaborative, authentic, and transparent leadership style 

attracted cabinet members who embraced the institutional challenges. 

As Janet began to understand the scope of the financial problem, she openly 

shared it with potential and current cabinet members: 

These are some strong, wonderful people that I have assembled and that have 
joined in this undertaking, and . . . I always shared as much information as I had. 
As each one got hired, I had more dire information to share. 

Several cabinet members noted that Janet explained the severity of the situation 

during their interviews and directly asked them if “they were up for the challenge” they 

would face to work through it. In reviewing the data, a consistent theme emerged about 

Janet’s personal warmth and charisma and her ability to inspire her leaders. Most noted 

her candor, particularly regarding the serious financial challenges the team would need to 

face together.  

Donna and Ted both recalled exploratory conversations they had with Janet that 

were expected to be 30-minute phone calls, but lasted well over 90 minutes. Both 

described a strong sense of connection to this new president that caused them to want to 

work with her, even though their initial impressions of the university, at the time, were 

far from positive. Ted stated: 

I’ve been a cabinet member at various institutions since 1996, I think. That’s four 
different presidents, I guess, that I’ve worked for. . . . I knew very little about 
Learning University and, quite frankly, what I did know wasn’t all that 
encouraging financially. I knew there were some issues enrollment-wise. I knew 
there were issues. I agreed to talk to Janet, the president, on the phone. I figured it 
would be about a half-hour conversation. And that half-hour conversation turned 
into about an hour and a half.  
 
I said, there’s something about her charisma and her energy and her passion that 
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was enticing to me, and her honesty. There were issues. We identified the issues. 
Pretty much the question is “Are you up to the challenge?” . . . It wasn’t 
sugarcoated at all. We had some serious issues and it was going to take—it was 
going to be a lot of work and were you ready for that? Do you want that kind of 
challenge?  
 
So, I was here a few weeks later for an interview and my wife and I both had a 
great time, . . . felt right in place with the people. And it was about Janet. . . . It’s 
so important who the president is. And how they build their team is so important. 
. . . The questions I asked when I came here were less about enrollment 
management and more about group dynamics around the cabinet table. Those 
were the interview questions I asked back. I wanted to know what works, what 
doesn’t work, what are your issues around this table. . . . Around the decision-
makers, how are we doing this, what kind of team do we have? 

As the president started building the new team in the first few months, her cabinet 

members praised her communication style and described how this inspired them to take 

on their roles, even knowing the challenges they faced. In reviewing the transcripts, the 

following words and phrases were repeatedly used to describe Janet: collaborative, 

energetic, mutual respect, warm, genuine, engaging, courageous, strategic, a high work 

ethic, passionate, good listener, clear, focused, earns people’s trust. Brad summarized 

these personal qualities: “Everyone wants to be successful for her. Now, that’s a little 

different for me. I never really looked at a president and said, ‘Gee, I want the program to 

be better for them’ as opposed to for myself.” 

Janet knew she had a culture change to navigate if Learning University was going 

to survive:  

It’s very disruptive. . . . It’s not just hiring a single person—that’s disruptive 
enough—but I’m actually hiring for culture. And that’s extremely disruptive 
because people have attachments, and then all of a sudden that person’s gone and 
you plop somebody else in their role and it’s hard. 

She demonstrated a high level of self-awareness during our interviews and noted 

how this influences her leadership:  
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So, I love change, and I am not—I love roots and rootedness, but the minute that’s 
not working for you, I have no trouble—no nostalgia, no nothing. That makes me 
a tough leader. That makes me not a great leader because you may be a fantastic 
cabinet member but if you can’t embrace change, I just get really frustrated with 
you pretty quick. . . . What’s great about this university is we’re nimble. 

How Janet sustained this through her leadership of the team is further explored in 

the findings for Research Question 2. 

Finding 1.7: Focusing on the Financial Crisis 

The financial crisis dominated the building of the team and the focus of the work.  

Learning University’s financial crisis dominated the early days of this cabinet’s 

construction and focus, and even Janet seemed surprised by the severity of the crisis she 

found: 

When I got here I was not told anything about what I was getting into. So, if I was 
a different person, if I wasn’t so damn stubborn, I would have packed my little 
family back up and gone somewhere else. Because I could have—I had many 
options. And that’s no comment on me. There happens to be a very shallow pool 
right now of people who have the skill set to do what higher ed requires, which is 
overhaul and cutting. 

This was corroborated by a cabinet member, who expressed how he came to 

understand the institution’s situation: “I understood that the new president inherited a lot 

of things, some of which she may not have realized. Some maybe weren’t painted as 

accurately to her as a candidate as they could have been. . . . Yeah, it’s heavy lifting.” 

John, who joined the cabinet in early July 2015 in the new role of chief of staff and legal 

affairs, described the early days of this presidency: “These were not coffee and donut 

types of meetings. We spent hours trying to understand the challenges before us and 

learned that the university was close to bankruptcy. Things could not continue.” 
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As the new president gained a deeper understanding of the financial crisis, she 

was aware that this could negatively impact the retention and engagement of her 

changing cabinet. According to Janet, “I always shared as much information as I had. As 

each one got hired, I had more dire information to share.” 

Janet was cognizant of keeping her early leadership team hires engaged and 

motivated in the face of increasingly grim financial news:  

And the last thing I wanted was the early people that I hired wondering if their 
positions were in question as well and starting to even have one eye looking at 
other opportunities. So, now, my biggest focus on my cabinet is keeping them 
here at a time when we have not given raises or anything else. 

She explored several financial options to encourage the cabinet’s retention: “So, 

we’re looking at compensation plans with deferred comp and those kinds of models so 

that I can keep them focused. I wouldn’t change any of them right now, that’s for sure.” 

Finding 1.8: Making Changes in the Chief Financial Officer Position 

The president implemented two personnel changes in the CFO position. 

No other position on this cabinet changed as radically as the CFO. The position 

went through four personnel changes between 2014 and 2016. Two of these changes 

preceded Janet’s appointment, and two of them took place under Janet’s leadership 

during her first year: “With the CFO, I hired someone initially, and then had to flip that 

person into the current professional that we have now [Susan].”  

She noted that she had met Susan about a year earlier during her first CFO search, 

but Susan withdrew from the search. However, Janet reached out to her again when she 

decided to make the CFO change after 10 months. Janet described:  
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When Susan was considering coming on, I shared financials with her. We sat 
around my kitchen table because she was working at [another university] and I 
didn’t want to be seen anywhere with her. So she came to the house, we spent half 
of a day, we looked over it, and she’s like, “This is not a viable company. You’re 
not going to be able to survive. Your expenses are higher than your revenues.” 

In building this team, Janet typically involved the existing cabinet members in 

hiring their peers in a more traditional search and interview process, even when she 

utilized an external search firm to recruit candidates. However, the input of the current 

cabinet was not sought when the position flipped a second time, resulting in Susan’s 

hiring. This deviation did not seem to adversely impact the team members’ trust in the 

president. Many, in fact, expressed a high level of trust in Janet’s judgment as a result. 

Ted noted: 

The CFO was [here] on a Friday and then she wasn’t on a Monday. Whatever 
happened between her and Janet, we didn’t discuss it an awful lot. It was just that 
it was time for a change. I know from the grapevine that Susan was involved in a 
search before that with Janet. She reached back out to her and it was sort of done 
before we knew what happened and she was introduced to us. So, that was a little 
bit different kind of a search. Both seemed to have worked. I think at the time we 
needed a CFO in place. There wasn’t any time to do the 6- or 8-month search. 
That traditional method wasn’t going to happen. I talked about being flexible 
earlier. We needed all to be flexible in this and for us to trust Janet with bringing 
the right kind of person to our team. 

Although a bit surprised by the change, Brad expressed his admiration for Janet in 

dealing with it quickly and decisively:  

She really took all this on her back and she started over and she decided to have a 
new group and she wanted to have her team. But her ability to do that, to get the 
right people who weren’t going to run away from it . . . And she’s had to make a 
couple of changes even the short time she’s been here. . . . Quickly, cleanly, 
confidently she did it. There was no hesitation. There was no: Well. I just brought 
her in and now I’ve got to do this. That’s painful to bring someone in and to think 
this isn’t the right fit. This is—I’ve got to do something, but not hesitating to do 
it, . . . courageous. But for her it was the right thing. So, her compass is right on. 
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Donna, the VP of student affairs, had just relocated to take this position and had 

just begun her role a few weeks before the second change in CFO: 

With the CFO, as I said before, Janet had originally hired one person. A couple of 
weeks after I got there, that person was asked to leave and then another person 
was hired. And that all happened really quickly. And she [Janet] brought me in 
actually, because I have to say—as the last person in the door and somebody was 
getting let go—she brought me in and told me ahead of time: I’m just telling you 
because I figured you would be: “Look, oh my God, I just moved my whole life 
here and now she’s getting rid of someone!” And I appreciated that because I 
thought that was very caring of her, because I would have absolutely stroked at 
my desk. That was reassuring that she was very sensitive in telling me and I 
appreciated it. 

With this final change in the CFO position, Janet stated that “I’m done for now” 

in making changes to her current cabinet. The second research question in this study 

addressed how the new president led her current cabinet. 

Findings for Research Question 2 

The second research question focused on the team’s leadership: How did she lead 

the senior team during that period? These activities included creating and managing team 

structures, defining team tasks and purpose, establishing trust and managing conflict, and 

coaching team members. These finding are detailed below.  

Finding 2.1: Creating Formal Structures 

The president created formal structures to foster the team’s work and 

communication.  

Janet noted that she wanted greater visibility with and accessibility to her 

executive team members as a way to increase information sharing and collaboration, 

particularly in light of the financial challenges Learning University had been facing. 
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Previously, the office was in an older, small, historic building that was more isolated on 

campus. More importantly, it did not house any other senior leadership team members. 

Within the first 18 months, Janet took advantage of moving the president’s office to a 

more visible, accessible, and central location on campus. Furthermore, the new location 

now included offices for the chief of staff, the VP for legal affairs, the VP for mission, 

the executive assistant and, most importantly, the CFO/VP of finance, all on the same 

floor. Most of the other VP offices, with the exception of the VP of advancement and the 

athletic director, were also located in this same section of campus and were within a short 

distance of the president’s office. This move served to increase her contact and 

interaction with the leadership team. 

Janet recognized the importance of attending to formal structural issues early on 

with the growing cabinet. As a way to increase communication and coordination of work, 

she structured the meeting time and agenda submission process and made continuing 

updates to when and how the team meets based on the team’s work.  

We now have a very formal process of meeting every couple of weeks and there’s 
an agenda and there’s materials. . . . So, there’s that, which I think it’s probably a 
lot of meeting for them, but at the end of the day it means that they’re pretty well 
informed with what’s going on outside of their portfolio. So, it’s worth the eye-
rolling that goes with “we have too many meetings.” I think we probably do, but 
it’s helpful. So, there’s that formal part of me wanting to have them as very 
connected with one another, but [it is also] about information sharing.  

All of the cabinet members noted that the meeting structure was important in 

developing the team’s focus, decision making, and communication. Team members noted 

that they were responsible for generating the agenda, which gave them a sense of agency 

and ownership in their work and a firm sense of purpose in their function. Initially, the 
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team felt that the meetings were too short, so together they negotiated a longer time span 

every 2 weeks. Ted, who has served on other presidential cabinets, noted:  

The agenda here is driven by the cabinet. Janet, obviously, will have a couple of 
items on there that she wants to discuss, but it’s up to us to put forward agenda 
items and get whatever information we have to get to each other before the 
meeting so that it’s not a free-for-all kind of thing. It’s very structured. But at the 
same time, we always have a spot on this agenda here—I think we call it around 
the table, roundtable—where you can bring anything up, sort of an ad hoc kind of 
discussion and information sharing that will go on. We’re trying to get to the 
point where we’re sharing everything, where we haven’t forgotten to share things, 
. . . what’s too small to share; what’s not too small to share. So, I think we’re still 
working through that as a team. The last few places I’ve been, we would meet 
every week—2 hours, 3 hours, whatever it was—without an agenda or sense of 
what needed to get done. That was overkill. That didn’t need to happen. 

The “roundtable” part of the meeting structure was evolving and received 

multiple, mixed responses from the current team. One member reported:  

Now, in addition to those agenda items, we also have what is called the 
roundtable, which I enjoy roundtable very much. That’s a regular part of the 
meetings and a nice feature that Janet introduced. And, so, the roundtable is 
scheduled to be roughly a 2-minute need-to-know thing. We’re supposed to keep 
our eye on differentiating what should be in the roundtable versus an agenda item, 
and that’s taking a little while for some people. You think that I’m just FYI-ing in 
the roundtable, but actually it’s a big item and, thus, other members of the cabinet 
want to start asking questions and it rolls into what should be an agenda item.  

Kenneth mimicked the use of the roundtable with his own staff, but raised 

questions about both time and usefulness:  

Depending on what those items are, sometimes she or one of us will push back 
and say, “Wait a minute; that should have been an agenda item because we’ve 
now spent 10 minutes talking about it,” or “Hey, the three of you need to go 
offline and have that discussion because it’s not appropriate for 12 people.” I’ve 
also used the roundtable at my own leadership table. I am dubious about its utility. 
I think we would be far better off providing written roundtable and not put in as 
notes and announcements, so we have more time for discussion and debate. If you 
do 2 or 3 minutes times 12 people, that can be 40 to 45 minutes of just updates. 
And sometimes it is short. We ended the meeting an hour and 10 minutes early 
recently. But then I wonder: Were there other things we should have spent more 
time discussing? 
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Finding 2.2: Breaking Down Silos 

The president’s leadership priority was to break down organizational silos, 

develop interdependency, and structure organizational-level learning for the 

team.  

 The executive leadership team member role is intended to serve a dual purpose in 

an organization. First, cabinet members are leaders within their own functional units and 

represent those priorities at the organizational level. Simultaneously, they are expected to 

be fully engaged as enterprise-level leaders with responsibility for the strategic direction 

and decision-making of the organization. Learning University’s president intentionally 

acknowledged these different roles and provided leadership development and learning 

opportunities for the cabinet. 

She articulated her goals for the team:  

And the other thing that is a goal of mine is that I would like them to understand 
each other’s portfolios better. So, loosely said, cross-training, but not really cross-
training, but to understand the pinch points, the performance indicators and so on, 
really well of each other’s portfolios. It’s so we can have rich conversations about 
that amongst ourselves. I want them to take much more accountability than they 
do for the success of the institution. I want them to think outside of their portfolio, 
and it cannot be as simple when I’m meeting with our VP of enrollment for him to 
say, “Well, I brought in a big class.” Yes, you did bring in a big class, but we 
didn’t make as much in fundraising as we should have last year, so how are you 
going to contribute to that? And I think sometimes I signal for them what the 
priorities are, so there’s no question that every single one of them realizes 
bringing in a big class was a really big goal that we needed this year and we’ll 
continue to need next year and so on. So, everybody was supporting Ted in that. 
But I want to see everybody’s portfolio of supporting in that way. So, I want them 
to think more institutionally and less sort of in their box—that would be a goal. 



111 

Finding 2.3: Encouraging Interaction with the Board of Trustees 

As part of their professional development, the president provided the team with 

opportunities to interact with the board of trustees, and to represent the role and 

office of the president. 

Janet clearly messaged the importance of working with the board of trustees: 

One of the most important roles of the cabinet is working with the board, and this 
is a two-way street. I think it develops them professionally to have board facetime 
and it also supports the board. So, I work hard to refine them so that they can be 
the experts at the board table. They are deeply integrated. One of the first things I 
did when I got here that was not how it was previously was that the cabinets go to 
full-day board meetings. They sit on the edge of the room, and they’re there for 
questions. . . . So, each one of the board committees has a cabinet liaison. The 
advancement committee has a chair. He’s one of our trustees. And then the 
cabinet liaison for advancement is who you would expect, the VP of 
advancement. So, she’s supporting him for the committee meetings and so on. 
And now we roll up to the board and she’s there. Sometimes she gives a 
presentation if he asks her to. It depends on the relationship between the cabinet 
member and the board chair of that committee chair. . . . It varies going from one 
to another, but I expect them to absolutely have their best self . . . because that 
elevates the board and it elevates the conversation at the board. So, I have a very 
high expectation of that.  

Although the cabinet members acknowledged the importance of the level of 

interaction, some less-than-positive board dynamics were reported by a few cabinet 

members. One VP noted: 

So, all the board and Janet would be there at the table, but all VPs sit back here—I 
call it the children’s seats. And it’s like, you’re not to speak unless spoken to. 
That feels a little weird to me, because I know from going to board meetings [in 
my former role at another institution] that it wasn’t the case. The VPs and 
sometimes their team would attend and support that person that was going to 
speak. Everybody was at the table, everybody was talking and had some equality. 
But we still sit away from the table. I think we need to . . . be at the table. I don’t 
think we should be in the kids’ seats. We have committees—the trustees have 
subcommittees. There, we have the opportunity to have a place at the table in the 
smaller groups. I think [the board] is starting to back off a little bit. I think the 
board chair is great. . . . He’s phenomenal and he is very supportive of Janet and 
he’s very supportive of the cabinet. And I think he is helping the board to see that 
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you need to step back a little bit, let them do their business—this is their expertise 
and all—so I appreciate that about him. But there’s a culture there between the 
board and the cabinet that is really strange. 

By giving her cabinet exposure to the previous roles, Janet hoped to broaden and 

develop their skill in representing the institution, as well as the office of the president, 

when requested. She was not happy with the cabinet’s progress in this area: 

I have an expectation that I have not communicated as well as I should, but I will 
get better at, and that is that they represent me when they are in certain functions, 
if I can’t be in six places at once. I’m working on that but so far no luck! But, it’s 
not working. I’m trying hard. But they will be very explicit about that and stand 
up and say, “The president is really disappointed that she couldn’t be here today 
but I want to bring greetings on her behalf. . . .” They’re not good at that yet. I 
don’t think that I’ve been good at that but they still see themselves [in their 
individual roles]: I’m the VP of advancement, so I’m here speaking as the VP of 
advancement. They have to understand that sometimes they’re speaking as 
president and that’s a piece that they’re, . . . I don’t think that any of them is really 
anxious to do. 

Finding 2.4: Providing Personal Coaching 

The president personally coached and mentored the cabinet as part of their 

professional development.  

One of the findings in the first research question related to the lack of prior 

cabinet-level experience for several of the new cabinet members. As a result, Janet 

recognized that she needed to provide more formal mentoring and coaching for her team 

and noted how much she enjoyed that role: 

So, I do a lot of training with the cabinet. Well, then I become a form of coach for 
them. It’s a formal mentoring role that I take on in addition to the boss-report role. 
There’s a mentoring. But, I’m a natural mentorer—mentor person. I love it. I love 
that work. It gives me a tremendous amount of satisfaction, especially with 
women. Especially I have mentored women my entire professional life and I love 
to do that. So, I’m also formally mentoring several people who are not on my 
cabinet who I’ve been asked to mentor. 
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Consistent with the coach/mentor role, Janet also initiated professional 

development conversations regularly with cabinet members: 

And the conversations that I have with them are always a little alarming. . . . I will 
say: “You don’t want to die at Learning University, so how do we position you 
for what comes next?” Well, at first these conversations—either they say nothing, 
or they say, “I love Learning University. It’s the best and I never want to leave.” 
Let’s talk about the fact that someday you may want to. Okay, so how do we 
position you for that? What does that look like? What does it look like in terms of 
the work I give you? Do you think you have room on your plate for some special 
projects that would carry you outside of your portfolio, but would bring a wealth 
of new skill and new exposure to you? What’s your appetite for that? 

Across the board, there’s that first shock with that. It’s almost like that we’re 
having a disloyal conversation, except they’re having it with their boss. So, it’s 
almost—and I’ve done this for 10 years, but it’s almost “I can’t believe we’re 
having this conversation!” 
 
I have no qualms about that. And at first those conversations are very stuttery and 
slow, but when I continue to raise it with them month after month then it just 
becomes very comfortable. 

In her interview, the president reflected on her own coaching/mentoring/support 

network and how she developed into an administrative professional and, eventually, into 

the role of university president. She discussed, throughout our interviews, not having her 

own professional network for consultation and support. She recounted that she 

historically “keeps her own counsel,” although she noted that she might like to have her 

own coach if she could guarantee that the relationship would be worth the time 

investment. Janet related: 

I’ve had very little mentoring. Isn’t that funny? So, the best mentor I ever had was 
my law dean. We never even had super meaningful conversations, but I just 
admired him so much and then I took on an administrative role so that I could 
work more closely with him very early on, which was not wise because you’re 
supposed to be doing pretenure work and so on. But I certainly wanted to do that 
and realized I was drawn to administration because of the way he did it. So, he’s 
the closest thing I had to a mentor. 
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I certainly never had a professional woman in my life. The professional women 
that I had in my life when I was a securities lawyer were women that I looked at 
and said, “I never want to be you.” So, I looked at some of these mentors that 
were placed in front of me professionally and I didn’t see one of them that looked 
like me. So, that’s a long answer, but I really did not have mentors at all, and I 
think it was the absence of that that made me want to give back in that way. So, I 
don’t know why, but I always wish when I’m doing interviews that I had a better 
answer to that. I kind of fluff it in an interview and say, “Oh, great women in my 
life,” but outside of my family . . . no one really. 

Finding 2.5: Encouraging Trust 

The president’s leadership style encouraged a culture of open communication, 

collaboration, and trust.  

Janet acknowledged that a strong and functional cabinet would require trusting, 

collaborative relationships within the group: 

We talked about professional development. What’s very important to me is that 
there is a culture on that cabinet that they can become friends with one another to 
the extent that they’re at all inclined to do that, at least at work—that they are 
very comfortable as colleagues because I think better work gets done that way and 
they are happier, all of which leads to strength for Learning University.  

She was also aware of the existence of subgroups and how communication flows 

around them:  

And I think there are pockets. Because I think there’s a little quasi-social group in 
the heart of the cabinet and I think there’s a swirl of information there. Like, I 
think there are three that are very, very tight. And what made them tight was “I 
don’t like X person.” So, that brought them together first, and then I guess they 
stayed tight. They tried to get [another VP] into that group, but [that VP] refused 
to join the “I don’t like X” club. Instead [that VP] said, “I’m going to work with 
X.” 

Individual cabinet members also acknowledged the need for honest and forthright 

communication. Several members noted that they modeled their behavior on how they 

have seen Janet interact with them and others. In addition, several members saw this as 
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essential in managing the amount of change needed at Learning University. Kenneth 

noted: 

Our ground rules really have been set certainly from Janet’s words and deeds. . . . 
I remember when Ted was being interviewed and he asked us, “How do you want 
us to be able to interact with each other?” And I said, “I want us to be able to have 
open, direct, honest discussions where we might disagree strongly with each other 
and then go have a beer.” And, so, I think in some ways that captures for me the 
kinds of interactions that we have around the cabinet table. I think the weakness, 
if there is one, is that I think because of the litany of issues that we’re all dealing 
with, sometimes I’m concerned that we just don’t have enough time for fully 
vetting issues in a way that I would desire. So, I think that speaks to two things—
at least two things. One is the number of issues that we’re all dealing with, and the 
kinds of change—I’ve called it convulsive change—that we’re all trying to make 
in our areas individually and the university collectively. 

Another cabinet member echoed the need to build upon strong personal 

relationships in the team:  

I think we value open communication between all of us. We actually—even 
though there has been some rub with Susan, I think we actually really like each 
other. Janet will share something about her family. . . . I know everybody’s family 
story. I know I met everybody’s kids and spouses and partners. There is a caring 
sense in that group that I don’t think happens in every cabinet. This is a group that 
really does care about one another. I think Janet is very focused on making sure 
that we think about each other, we support each other. Somebody’s going through 
something that’s difficult, and we’ve had a couple of things like that, we are all 
right there with that person and making sure that they’re okay, and I think it’s 
genuine. So, there’s an authenticity that is, I think, pretty rare within our cabinet. 

Another cabinet member made it clear that differences occurred from time to time 

within this group, but members attempted to work through them: 

There have been really good discussions and I think people listen to one another. 
We’re not always on the same page, so it’s not—I don’t want you to think it’s like 
Kumbaya, holding hands. . . , but I will tell you, though, it’s a pretty supportive 
group for one another. And I think, for the most part, we work well together and 
we also work well in dyads and triads; we need to be in sync. We will meet on the 
side and say: Ok, this is our thing, so we’ve got to work this out amongst 
ourselves, and that’s gone very, very well. 
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Finding 2.6: Acknowledging Conflict 

The president acknowledged the role of conflict on this team and articulated her 

strategy for working with it. 

Each interviewee was asked to talk about conflict. Some participants spoke 

conceptually, but most offered specific examples within the current team. Janet framed 

her discussion about conflict with a description of her academic and professional 

background: 

So, I’m a mediator by training and have been a mediator for 30 years. I’m not 
practicing now, but did for a very long time, and my Ph.D. was in alternative 
dispute resolution. That really is my field. All of my academic writing is in either 
negotiation or dispute resolution and so on. So, that’s my wheelhouse. My 
approach to conflict is very, very much to surface it with everyone involved. I 
don’t have a lot of time literally for one-on-one conflict conversations—meaning 
that, if you came in and said, “Well, I don’t want to work with X, she’s a terrible 
partner” and whatever, then I have to think about, “Well, how do I have a 
conversation with X without outing what you just said to me?” So, instead, I’m 
like, “Let’s get the both of you around the table and have a conversation,” which 
most people don’t want to do. But that’s where you’re a grownup and you’re a VP 
and this is how we’re going to solve these things.  

A specific narrative about a recent conflict with the CFO and other team members 

surfaced in multiple interviews, both with Janet and the cabinet members. There was a 

high degree of consistency across these various narratives. The president reported: 

So, my biggest happy moment was when the little group of Kenneth, Donna, and 
Ted came to me, and Ted was sort of the spokesman. He said, “So, we were all 
struggling with some issues with Susan’s partnership and blah, blah, blah. . . . Our 
plan is we’re going to sit down with her and have this conversation, sort of like an 
intervention. Do you support that?” And I said, “Guys, I want nothing to do with 
that. I applaud you for trying to deal directly with your colleague rather than 
asking your mother to punish the other child. I think that’s totally inappropriate 
and unbecoming a VP. So, you need to find ways to work with her and I applaud 
you with that, but just so we’re clear, I’m not taking responsibility. Now, if you 
would like me to keep confidential the fact that we’ve had this conversation, I 
don’t love that, but I’m willing to do that to try and support a good outcome 
here.” 
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So, it took place. I think it was good. . . . They reported back, “We had the 
conversation. It was very good. Susan was very upset and she was apologizing 
constantly and whatever. . . .” I said, “Well, Ted, I just want everyone to work 
well together. I realize the strain you’re under is what’s generating this. If we 
were a little more flush, everyone would be getting along with the CFO, but she’s 
saying no on so many things.” 
 
So, I will sometimes work one-on-one with conflict, but my preferred mode is to 
surface it with everyone. That’s kind of how I deal typically with conflict. There’s 
been very little. This is a team that I’ve made my expectation very clear to them, 
that getting along is the only way that we’re going to succeed, and that I involved 
many of them in the hiring of their peer. As we were going through these 
processes, my key members of the search team were other VPs, so they were 
invested. And I think that’s played out very well. 

When cabinet members were asked about the team’s way of resolving conflicts, 

others involved in this specific situation supported Janet’s report of this narrative. 

Kenneth noted: 

We deal with them [conflicts]. We don’t push them—sweep them under the rug. 
We don’t skirt them. We don’t talk in hushed terms around each other’s backs 
about them. We go to the person, we say: “Look, X, I’ve got issues with what’s 
going on. . . .” Not everybody’s kind of talking around the issue which, frankly, I 
found was kind of happening—or my sense was it was happening previously. 
And, so, we don’t have much of that. Again, I think is that the process and 
intention of kind of everyone around that table? No. I don’t think it is, but I think 
at least the three of us absolutely work that way. . . . I will say, both individually 
and collectively, we have gone to Janet for advice about how to handle some 
situations around that table, but not for her to fix it. We’ve been clear that it’s not 
for her to come in as the university mom and fix the problem. . . . We were clear 
that we weren’t coming to her to fix what we saw as a problem. It was more: 
Look, we’ve talked about this in pairs and in trios and now we need some—we’re 
looking for some guidance from you and your experience in your decade plus of 
leadership. 

Donna also corroborated this narrative: 

I think that we realized that the three of us were having some of the same 
frustrations. So, we got together, sort of on our own, and just said, “What’s your 
experience?” and we’re having a similar experience. Different issues but the same 
. . . frustrations. And, so, we each try to give her some feedback personally in 
conversations but it didn’t feel like that had any effect. We each talked to Janet 
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and said we’re struggling. Janet said, “I realize that there’s some rub there. I’m 
going to do some work on my own with her, just be patient, but we need her skill 
set,” which we all agreed yes. And it really wasn’t getting better, so the three of 
us got together again and said: Let’s go to Janet and not ask her because . . . Janet 
doesn’t like us to just put problems on the table and say help us solve. She wants 
solutions. Come to me, this is the problem, this is the solution, and we’ll talk 
through whether that solution’s the right way to go or we use the cabinet for it, 
great, or we’ll come up with another solution. So we knew if we just went to her 
and said here’s the problem, fix it please, she’s going to be like . . . yeah, no. So, 
we went to her and said we want this relationship to be positive; it needs to be 
positive. . . . We’d like to have a meeting with her just the three of us with her and 
share and talk more about how could we work better with you, what can we do to 
make this a foursome, a really strong foursome, since we need each other badly. . . . 
 
Susan, honestly, she was great about it. She’s like, “I know and I’ve taken on too 
much myself and I know that I really have been riding people and I know that 
hasn’t been effective, but I really want to do a good job. . . .” And so we talked 
about having more interaction outside of cabinet meetings and following up more. 
I thought it was a really good conversation. 

Speaking more generically, John wisely noted that conflict seemed inherent in 

their roles and the scope of the work for which the team was responsible: 

I think given the subject matter we’re dealing with, it’s not uncommon, and I 
think would be wrong if there were not conflicts at these meetings. I think that’s 
the only way we break through some of the issues we’re dealing with and 
continuing to move ahead. I can speak—personally, I find it more fruitful to note 
an area of conflict that comes up in a meeting and assuming it’s the kind of an 
issue that doesn’t need to be resolved on the spot. I prefer to handle a resolution 
or come up with potential resolutions offline and away from the full cabinet 
meeting, really if for nothing else just for efficiency purposes. I think I’ve been a 
part of a number of meetings where you can get bogged down in an area of 
conflict between two members of a group and you got eight other very busy 
people who spend 30 minutes trying to work through a conflict that really—not 
that they’re not a part of, but they are not going to play a key role in the resolution 
of. So, I think noting and being comfortable with areas of conflict when they 
arise, but making sure that for the benefit of the group that they are being resolved 
in the most efficient manner and most efficient setting possible has been a good 
thing for me.  



119 

Finding 2.7: Possessing Self-Awareness 

As a leader, the president possessed high self-awareness of her strengths, 

limitations, and her resultant leadership style.  

Janet appeared authentic, open, and reflective in her interviews. She seemed to 

particularly enjoy discussing leadership issues, including her perception of what makes 

her a good leader:  

I realize that I pride myself of being very approachable and informal and a lot of 
humor and a lot of care that I show my team—a lot of care, but I also know that 
I’m pretty fierce and I think that that comes out and they know it. I’m strategic 
and so I’m always able to elevate a conversation to the level of strategy and where 
does this impact and where do we go from here kind of thing as opposed to 
getting always mired in the weeds. I think I’m highly accessible, that anybody can 
come in here and lay their cards on the table and have a difficult conversation. 
And I think I’m—I think because I’m bright, I am a quick study, so I can learn 
very quickly. 

She was quick to relate an example of being vulnerable and learning quickly: 

I have experienced imposter syndrome so often. So, the secret that I never told 
anybody when I was hired for my first presidency, and this is going to make you 
laugh, so, I roll into my first presidency. I’d been an associate dean in a law 
school, which was my highest administrative position previously. I had never seen 
a financial document before. Do you think I told anybody that? No! My husband 
knew that . . . on my first day, I spent half the time throwing up because I was so 
nervous that they were going to figure out what I didn’t know! I truly was an 
imposter. Like I had never seen a financial doc, and I couldn’t tell the CFO that. 
So, I have become a very quick study, and I think that that makes me a good 
leader. 

Furthermore, Janet seemed both insightful and in tune with the institutional 

culture and climate. She commented on the cultural symbols of her role and what they 

might convey to others: 

When I got here, part of my compensation is a car. So, they said, “Well, good 
news is we’ve got a couple of cars available because our CFO got fired and our 
VP of advancement also got fired. So, the university has leased them cars. So, 
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would you like the Cadillac or the Porsche?” I said, “I will not! I would like a 
Ford Escape, it’s $209 a month, the lease payment, and that’s what I will be 
driving around in.” It’s a great car. It gets me from A to B and I don’t roll up in a 
Porsche when I’m asking our alumni to support the university. But they were 
driving those two cars, and the university was paying. One of them was like 
$1800 a month lease. You’re kidding me! In the situation we are in? In the 
situation we’re in! Finance and advancement—if anyone knows the situation 
we’re in, those two guys do. 

Janet willingly offered her perception of her personal challenges as a team  

leader: 

What makes me a poor leader, and these are equally as important adjectives as my 
strengths, is I am impatient. I am very, very demanding. I really am demanding. 
And I—yeah. The combination of impatient and demanding can be brutal. I don’t 
think I’m mercurial in that—wow, are we going to get happy Janet or angry Janet. 
It’s not like that, but if I don’t think that they’re moving at the right speed, I don’t 
suffer that very well. And the shade can be pretty cold at times, and I think that 
that’s the reality as a leader. I talked to you earlier about my concern that I love 
change. I have no issue with change. And that almost blinds me to the issues that 
many others have for change. 

Janet commented on the demands of being president and how that affected her 

management style with her VPs: 

A goal I think, for me, is to micromanage the cabinet less than I do. I think 
sometimes—and I think it comes out of the blue for them. Like, I’ll be humming 
along at this level and then I want to know about the net tuition revenue per 
student from Ted, and does that include fees and why haven’t the fees been raised 
on this. . . . And that is unfortunately my inability at times to contain my own 
stress. That’s me just bubbling over. And, so, what ends up is then I just do a deep 
dive with some poor sucker on something that I haven’t bugged them about 
before. So, it’s my stress and it’s also my need to feel like I understand every 
corner of this university.  
 
At the end of the day, I feel responsible for all of it . . . for all of it. Is there a lever 
we haven’t pulled yet that I’m not aware of? And I can tell just by the body 
language that it bugs them. Because at one point I’m asking for them to be 
accountable, and on the other hand, I’m micromanaging sometimes. But there’s 
also a little bit of a message in that to them and that is that they may not be giving 
me what I need or the confidence that I need for me to understand something or 
why it is where it is—whatever the issue is. So, sometimes that’s simply me 
saying, you have to give me at this level what I need and if I’m not getting it, then 
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let’s go to this level because I’ll get it down here. . . . I’m not fierce with them but 
when I am fierce they know it and I use that judiciously. 

Janet believed that her standards for herself and others were very high: 

My guess is they might say that I have unrealistic standards for them. In the same 
way that I expect it of myself, I expect it of them. I really don’t—I don’t lower . . . 
When I move between the expectations of myself and the expectations of my 
immediate cabinet team, there is no lowering.  
 
And I’ve never given up anything in my life. I’m not going to start now, but there 
is a real strain here that took a long time to build. And trying to turn it around 
with the runway we actually have, we will come right to the edge of that runway. 

In our final interview, Janet sought formal feedback on this study’s results for her 

own growth: 

I don’t know how this works, but if there was an opportunity to have any sort of 
feedback on my leadership and what I could be doing to support them better, I’d 
certainly love to have that. Is that possible? 

In summary, Kenneth, the provost, prided himself on being a student of leadership 

studies. He noted that he had read over 75 leadership books and given much thought to 

the topic over the course of his career. He was one of the first to meet Janet, as he was 

assigned as her campus host when she came for her first interview. He commented on 

Janet’s overall leadership style:  

I truly believe that she embodies the best of what the received wisdom would be 
of the kind of leaders that we ought to have, we ought to work towards, and that 
we ought to aspire to be. And I think it stems from her acting in the way that she 
talks. There is no disconnect between what she says she wants and what she does, 
that she lives out in deed, in action, what her words are, and that she allows for 
and encourages all of us to do the same. It doesn’t mean we agree all the time, but 
what it means is that I don’t have to wonder which Janet I’m going to be 
interacting with on any given day or any moment to moment. I feel like I have a 
sense of who that person is, and I think it stems from her being a student of 
leadership, her being well read in leadership, her now 10+ years of experience at 
the top of the ticket. 
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Finding 2.8: Balancing Individual and Team Performance 

The president strategically balanced individual performance against the team’s 

performance.  

Janet recognized competence in terms of individual cabinet members’ strengths 

and weaknesses. However, she also was cognizant of the leadership challenges this 

presented in moving the team forward: 

Sometimes you’ve got a race horse in among the donkeys, and you have to kind 
of keep the race horse down a little bit. So, did you meet X—definitely my 
toughest to manage. We butt heads on everything—on everything, and yet she 
might be my best leader. . . . She’s got everything she needs to be in that role. . . . 
She’s just really strong. But she’s pushing me all the time. There have been times 
when . . . [what you are advocating] tells me you don’t understand this campus 
and the culture. This is the culture we have, and we can only push it so far. 

One example. . . . She tells me that she’s done a strat plan for her division.  
This was like a year ago. I said, “We have a strat plan for the university that  
we’re not finished yet. We’re working on the strat plan for the university. It’s  
not really time for a strat plan for your division.” . . . There are things like 
performance reviews. We haven’t done performance reviews here forever. . . .  
My executive administrative assistant has been here 30 years, and she’s never  
had a performance review until this year. Never in 30 years! 
 
So, the point is—all of that is to say—I’m trying not to go off track, but . . . 
sometimes with leaders, you’re tussling with them in a different way. So, 
sometimes there’s almost people that are outlying from the cabinet . . . and each 
one, it’s a different personality and some are so deferential to me and I try to 
break them out of that really early and others not so at all. So, I know that I have a 
certain preference for order and I like kind of everybody moving along together. I 
reward innovation, but I also—there’s only so much outlying that I can sort of 
tolerate, where I can say, “You know what? You’re ahead of us. You’re a year 
ahead of where we’re at as a group. Just relax a little bit because we’re not there 
yet and I can’t have you leading this for the university. You can’t be the only one 
that’s doing performance reviews or other things that the rest of us aren’t yet.” 

Janet also noted some challenges in integrating individual personalities into the 

team’s work: 
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That’s my big goal to work on that relationship [the CFO] on the cabinet. These 
are some strong, wonderful people that I have assembled and that have joined in 
this undertaking. . . . But, that’s why I have to work with that CFO because I 
adore her but, man, that glass is empty and it’s like—wow, what have you done 
for me lately? So, great, you brought in a big class, but what about this, what 
about this? I think she needs to understand that balancing piece where you sort of 
give people a little bit of a celebration before you hit them with the next one. 

Finding 2.9: Dealing with Financial Stress 

The disruption in the CFO role and the continuing financial issues were a 

dominant stressor for this team. Burnout was an ongoing concern. 

As reported in the first section of this chapter, the CFO role turned over twice in 

the first 2 years of Janet’s term. Janet noted ongoing concerns with the integration of 

Susan, the new CFO, into the team: 

I’m speaking frankly now, our CFO—she’s crusty as hell. I adore her because her 
skill set is so pristine and she’s trying really hard, but she’s just a crusty finance 
person and so some of the others will come and they’re crying—not crying but . . . 
“She’s not nice and she’s not a good partner,” and whatever. So, I try. And I 
vacillate between trying to help them with strategies and telling them to just get 
out of my office. Really, you’re a VP. 
 
When I brought her [CFO] in a year ago, I said, “I’m asking you to join me and 
see what we can do here.” So, she’s been about cutting expenses—and rule-driven 
and narrow and rigid and all of those things. And I am more grateful for her than 
anyone. And she is, I would guess, the most committed to the turnaround here. 
She was the last one in, so she’s here just a year. She’s a very strong, severe 
person. On her first anniversary, she’s sent me an online card with, “Like, well, I 
made it a year” and it’s like a clown dancing and her face was superimposed on it! 
And I thought, “Her colleagues really misunderstand her.” 

Another VP agreed and seemed able to depersonalize the situation by separating 

the person (Susan) from the role (CFO): 

The financial piece is always because of the state we’re in. . . . No one loves their 
CFO because the CFO is telling you no or yes, or you’ve got to cut that, or you 
can’t do that. . . . So, sometimes there’s some brush for all of us with the CFO, but 
I think that we have all committed that we just need to talk things out. And she 
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has a style I would say that is probably a little more abrasive than others. . . . So, I 
would say that’s gotten better because we’ve had some honest conversations, but 
there is always going to be a little bit of a rub when you’re not in a great financial 
spot and your CFO is telling you, “We’re not in a great financial spot.” [Laugh] 
And we’ve got to be thoughtful on how we spend this amount of money. 
 
You can see that there is tension here . . . but, for the most part, it’s been a very 
cohesive group. I think everybody is committed. . . . Susan kind of came in in a 
flurry in October and I will say has been sometimes difficult to work with, is 
somewhat rigid. . . . And the abruptness and some demands, like not asking a lot 
of questions initially, I think rubbed most of us the wrong way. It was starting to 
get where it was to a point of not being able to function very well. There was 
some tension at cabinet meetings but people were good and kept it in check. But it 
got to the point where we went to the president, because we also saw her [Susan] 
struggling. She took on a lot herself. She did not have a lot of help. We all had a 
sort of #2 on the bench to help us out; . . . finance did not. There was no AVP, 
there was no nothing. . . . I think she was incredibly stressed. I think she took it on 
like “I’m going to solve this on my own and be Wonder Woman,” but this is a 
village and a journey. 

One cabinet member brought up the recent announcement that James would be 

leaving the team and thought it may have been related to James’s interactions with the 

CFO: 

But I think there’s been a conflict between James and Susan over how certain 
things should proceed. So, I don’t know exactly whether an immediate area of 
tension precipitated it, but Janet formally notified us a few days ago that James is 
going to leave the cabinet. He’s no longer going to be the executive assistant to 
the president. He’s going to still be kind of a project manager, but he is going to 
semiretire. Now, James is in his 70s, so I think he was on the verge of retirement 
anyway. But what I don’t know is whether, specifically whether the tension 
between Susan and James on how to proceed on certain projects, whether that 
precipitated it. That’s not immediately clear. . . . My perception is it was a trip 
wire. I’m not privy, though, to how Janet—whether she was trying to balance the 
desires of the two. 

In his interview, James shared his view of the CFO, but did not note his plans to 

depart the cabinet: 

I worry about Susan. Her style is rubbing some people the wrong way—too 
pushy, too scattered, too . . . It’s sort of interfering with some of the mechanisms 
she’s putting in place here in terms of implementing more rigid controls on 
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finance. Because of certain things that have been done, other certain things have 
slowed down. We have these rules. We have to listen to the rules. We have to be 
careful about what we might be trying to do to tighten things up; instead, we 
might be slowing things down . . . and preventing the progress. And then that’s 
going to negatively impact the momentum. . . . In our cabinet meetings under 
Janet, there is that openness to be able to say what has to be said in the meetings 
and we deal with it—the cabinet deals with it. The interim CFO prior to Janet’s 
arrival was a disaster because everybody would have their say and then he would 
just go and do his thing, . . . steamrolling everything. The successor is now 
Susan—she’s great at financial analysis, I’ll say that. She’s great at ways she can 
make presentations, she’ll prepare reports, but at the same time she’s a bit harsh, 
and maybe too few would be able to stand up to her. I’m an exception, in that I’ve 
told her what I think. 

Janet and her cabinet members all articulated how stressful and fatiguing it was to 

manage the financial situation they inherited. Janet stated:  

We need to start to have less of this environment of crisis that we’ve been in since 
the beginning. That’s not sustainable. I’m feeling it myself. . . . So I’m either 
going to have a short-lived cabinet, which is probably what will happen, that 
they’ll gradually move—cycle out and I won’t have a 13-year student affairs VP 
or an 18-year advancement VP. I just won’t have that because it’s not a 
sustainable lifestyle that any of us have right now. So, I think they need there to 
be a little bit more stability so that they can just not always feel like, “Should I 
buy another pen. It’s a dollar. I don’t know. I need it, but can we afford it?” That 
just becomes so . . . I will laugh with them at cabinet meetings and I’ll say, 
“Damn, I’m sick of being poor!” And they all agree, but at the end of the day it’s 
a lot of strain. 

Finding 2.10: Defining the Role for the Cabinet 

The president defined a distinct role for the cabinet and engaged them in 

meaningful work that garnered important results for Learning University.  

Janet consistently and repeatedly acknowledged the importance of her cabinet in 

the work of governing Learning University. As a result, she charged them with important 

strategic and decision-making responsibilities: 

I spend a lot of time thinking about the cabinet. I do. Because to me, I believe—
and I think I said this to you earlier—that that is, whatever success I have, that the 
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secret of my success is in that team being totally functional and innovative and 
strong. Because as soon as they aren’t, I’m nailed, because I won’t realize that 
finance is crumbling around its roots.  

The senior leadership team completed a new strategic plan within 6 months, and 

the president noted her pride in the team’s work and timeline: “Unprecedented! Who 

does that?”  

The timing of these interviews also coincided with the beginning of the academic 

school year, which provided a space for reflection on the events of the past 2 years. 

Surprisingly, each cabinet member’s reports of the team’s accomplishments were very 

consistent. First, everyone noted the success of the incoming freshman class size, which 

was substantially above budget projections. Janet noted, “There’s no question that every 

single one of them realizes bringing in a big class was a really big goal that we needed 

this year and we’ll continue to need next year.” Since the institution was very dependent 

on undergraduate tuition revenue, this had the potential to ease some of the financial 

burden that had dominated the team’s focus. 

This enrollment success was attributed to two strategic initiatives that were led 

and launched by the leadership team and supported by the board: a new tuition pricing 

strategy and a marketing initiative to rebrand the university. Other common achievements 

noted among the cabinet included the new strategic plan, the development and launch of 

a new core curriculum, small but significant improvements in the physical plant, 

increases in fundraising, and modernization of the new student orientation program. 

One cabinet member succinctly summarized the cabinet’s success: “So, our 

greatest success is the amount of change and turnover and turnaround that we’ve been 

able to exact and enact within a 2-year period without imploding the institution.” 
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Chapter Summary 

Chapter 4 focused on delineating the context of the study and detailing the 

specific findings for each research question, largely from the perspective of the 

participants in the study.  

Table 4.2 summarizes the findings for the first research question, focusing on the 

president’s construction of the current leadership team.  
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Table 4.2 
Summary of Findings for Research Question 1 
No. Finding 
1.1 The president began her assessment of the senior leadership team prior to her arrival.  
1.2 Once the president arrived, she prioritized the building of the remainder of the cabinet. 
1.3 The president perceived that she needed to assess and enact leadership changes quickly.  
1.4 The president sought to modernize the team’s skill set and increase its diversity, despite limited 

resources. 
1.5 The president sought members with an institutional, enterprise-level perspective, who were 

committed to an administrative role. 
1.6 The president’s collaborative, authentic, and transparent leadership style attracted cabinet 

members who embraced the institutional challenges. 
1.7 The financial crisis dominated both the building of the team and the focus of the work.  
1.8 The president implemented two personnel changes in the CFO position. 

 

Table 4.3 summarizes the findings for the second research question, focused on 

how the president led the team.  

Table 4.3 
Summary of Findings for Research Question 2 
No. Finding 
2.1 The president created formal structures to foster the team’s work and communication.  
2.2 The president’s leadership priority was to break down organizational silos, develop 

interdependency, and structure organizational-level learning for the team.  
2.3 As part of their professional development, the president provided the team with opportunities to 

interact with the board of trustees and to represent the role and office of the president. 
2.4 The president personally coached and mentored the cabinet as part of their professional 

development.  
2.5 The president’s leadership style encouraged a culture of open communication, collaboration, 

and trust.  
2.6 The president acknowledged the role of conflict on this team and articulated her strategy for 

working with it. 
2.7 As a leader, the president possessed high self-awareness of her strengths, limitations, and her 

resultant leadership style.  
2.8 The president strategically balanced individual performance against the team’s performance.  
2.9 The disruption in the CFO role and the continuing financial issues were a dominant stressor for 

this team. Burnout was an ongoing concern. 
2.10 The president defined a distinct role for the cabinet and engaged them in meaningful work that 

garnered important results for Learning University.  

Chapter 5 provides interpretations, conclusions, and recommendations based on 

these findings. 
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CHAPTER 5: 

CONCLUSIONS, INTERPRETATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This purpose of this case study was to answer two research questions: How did a 

new university president with less than 3 years in office construct her senior leadership 

team? How did she lead her senior leadership team during this timeframe? The study 

sought to examine more closely the process involved in building and leading a top 

management team (TMT) during a leadership change in higher education. The research 

questions placed the new president at the center of the study and sought to examine how 

she orchestrated the team construction and team leadership processes in her first 2 years 

in office. The cabinet members’ interviews provided very valuable perspectives and 

added to the trustworthiness of the data collected.  

The study was informed by the existing theory and research in TMTs and 

executive transitions. However, prior studies were not situated in higher education, where 

governance processes, stakeholders, and “product lines” are distinctly different from 

those of industry. As a single, bounded case study, this inquiry produced 18 richly 

descriptive, albeit practice-based, findings that were detailed extensively in chapter 4. 

These 18 findings led to five themes, which formed the conclusions detailed in this 

chapter.  

This chapter reviews the major findings and conclusions in this case, reviews the 

theoretical and practice-based implications of the research, and provides 

recommendations for practice and for future research.  
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Summary of Major Findings 

A review of the 18 findings generated the following five conclusions: 

1. The president recognized the necessity of restructuring her team in order to meet 

the board’s mandate. 

2. In a highly turbulent institutional environment, the president constructed a diverse 

executive-level team with very limited resources. 

3. The president’s communication and leadership style reflected a high degree of 

emotional intelligence that contributed to her overall effectiveness. 

4. The president provided defined roles, responsibilities, and structures that enabled 

and guided the team to more effectively implement its mission. 

5. The president’s coaching assisted in (a) managing conflict, (b) developing trust, 

and (c) enhancing the team’s learning.  

Table 5.1 provides a summary of the 18 findings along with the conclusions. 

Conclusions 1, 2, and 3 align with and address the first research question: How did a new 

university president with less than 3 years in office construct her senior leadership team? 

Conclusions 3, 4, and 5 align with and address the second research question: How did she 

lead her senior leadership team during this timeframe? In the table, Findings 1.x refer to 

findings related to Research Question 1, and Findings 2.x refer to findings related to 

Research Question 2. 
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Table 5.1 
Summary of Conclusions and Findings  
Conclusion Finding 
1. The president 

recognized the 
necessity of 
restructuring her team 
in order to meet the 
board’s mandate. 

1.1. The president began her assessment of the senior leadership team 
prior to her arrival.  

1.2. Once the president arrived, she prioritized the building of the 
remainder of the cabinet.  

1.3. The president perceived that she needed to assess and enact leadership 
changes quickly.  

2. In a highly turbulent 
institutional 
environment, the 
president constructed 
a diverse executive-
level team with very 
limited resources. 

1.4. The president sought to modernize the team’s skill set and increase its 
diversity, despite limited resources.  

1.5. The president sought members with an institutional, enterprise-level 
perspective, who were committed to an administrative role. 

1.7. The financial crisis dominated both the building of the team and the 
focus of the work. 

1.8 .The president implemented two personnel changes in the CFO 
position. 

3. The president’s 
communication and 
leadership style 
reflected a high 
degree of emotional 
intelligence that 
contributed to her 
overall effectiveness. 

1.6. The president’s collaborative, authentic, and transparent leadership 
style attracted cabinet members who embraced the institutional 
challenges. 

1.7. The financial crisis dominated both the building of the team and the 
focus of the work. 

2.5. The president’s leadership style encouraged a culture of open 
communication, collaboration, and trust.  

2.7. As a leader, the president possessed high self-awareness of her 
strengths, limitations, and her resultant leadership style.  

2.9. The disruption in the CFO role and the continuing financial issues 
were a dominant stressor for this team. Burnout was an ongoing 
concern. 

4. The president 
provided defined 
roles, responsibilities, 
and structures that 
enabled and guided 
the team to more 
effectively implement 
its mission. 

2.1. The president created formal meeting structures to foster the team’s 
work and communication.  

2.10. The president defined a distinct role for the cabinet and engaged 
them in meaningful work that garnered important results for 
Learning University.  

5. The president’s 
coaching assisted in 
(a) managing conflict, 
(b) developing trust, 
and (c) enhancing the 
team’s learning.  

2.2. The president’s leadership priority was to break down organizational 
silos, develop interdependency, and structure organizational-level 
learning for the team.  

2.3. As part of their professional development, the president provided the 
team with opportunities to interact with the board of trustees and to 
represent the role and office of the president. 

2.4. The president personally coached and mentored the cabinet as part of 
their professional development. 

2.5. The president’s leadership style encouraged a culture of open 
communication, collaboration, and trust.  

2.6. The president acknowledged the role of conflict on this team and 
articulated her strategy for working with it. 

2.8. The president strategically balanced individual performance against 
the team’s performance.  
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Conclusions 

Conclusion 1: Restructuring the Team to Respond to the Board Mandate 

The president recognized the necessity of restructuring her team in order to meet 

the board’s mandate. 

The presidential search brochure detailed the board’s expressed desire to hire a 

collaborative leader who could build a cohesive, empowered, engaged leadership team. 

After the first failed search and a year of interim leadership, serious problems at this 

university were being more clearly identified and exposed. Thus, even before this 

president was hired, the board had set a mandate for both the new leader and the 

leadership team. Once the board selected and announced the new president, the 

expectations were very high and major changes were anticipated quickly. Recognizing 

the importance of creating a strong executive team, the president immediately began 

evaluating the existing team in order to restructure and rebuild a new team to better meet 

the environmental demands. This decision was critical in her initial focus and dedication 

of resources.  

Hambrick and Fukutomi (1991) suggest that top executive transitions often signal 

the “response to mandate” (p. 727) period in the chief executive officer (CEO) life cycle. 

Finkelstein, Hambrick, and Cannella (2009) described this as “the going-in mandate” 

(p. 200), which is informed by the organization’s current performance and/or prior 

leadership. New leaders are selected by a board, and in higher education they are 

typically recommended to the board by a search committee, specifically because they 

display qualities that their predecessor lacked.  
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After a brief orientation period, most new leaders are quickly thrust into an 

information gathering and assessment period and are “under great pressure to 

demonstrate worthiness for the job and managerial efficacy” (Finkelstein et al., 2009, 

p. 200). Gabarro (1987) noted that learning about an organization and assessing and 

diagnosing organizational problems occur simultaneously for most experienced leaders, 

often commencing before the first official work day. This assessment period is also 

coupled with a “genuine desire to be open-minded and inventive, and a compelling drive 

to put a personal stamp on the organization” (Nadler & Heilpern, 1998, p. 17).  

Because of the context of this leadership change, the new president needed to 

quickly process information from multiple sources to understand and evaluate her new 

environment. This resulted in rapidly increasing knowledge of the tasks and challenges 

that awaited her, which revealed an organization in a period of discontinuous change 

(Nadler & Heilpern, 1998; Romanelli & Tushman, 1994). As a turnaround CEO, the 

president immediately faced significant, known operational issues (i.e., previously 

planned staff downsizing and a budget crisis) that demanded her attention. These 

environmental issues also informed her strategy for enacting the mandate.  

One of her earliest priorities was to assess the capabilities of the TMT she 

inherited to see if they were able to meet the mandate she was given for the university. 

Assessing key people often takes place in day-to-day interactions, and Gabarro (1987) 

stated that as the new leader “observes their actions, and learns more about the problems 

of their areas and how they handle them, early impressions become more specific and 

differentiated” (p. 77). Her interactions with the existing team revealed significant 

performance issues, which she believed were reflected in the overall performance of the 
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organization. In retrospect, the president noted that it had not been her initial plan to 

completely overhaul the team, but she gave herself 60 days to quickly assess and, in 

almost every position, she had major performance concerns that necessitated a change. 

Finkelstein et al. (2009) added that the “lower the performance of the organization prior 

to the leadership change, the greater the strategic and staffing changes made by the new 

leader” (p. 202).  

Nadler and Heilpern (1998) noted that new CEOs are often hired to initiate and 

manage major changes that their predecessor did not, and they suggested a temporal, or 

time-based, component in enacting these major changes under new leadership. 

Finkelstein et al. (2009) and Gabarro (1987) both observed that surviving the first 2 to 3 

years in a new leadership position often hinges on constructive relationships with 

members of the management team and the board. When the president combined the clear 

mandate from the board with her early assessment activities, she noted her belief that the 

board would have little appetite for changes going into the second year of her term. This 

reinforced her decision to prioritize the building of her leadership team as one of her 

earliest tasks. 

Ancona (1998) claimed that “struggling to build a team with one group while 

wanting to work with a different set of people creates tension and wastes time” (p. 193). 

Furthermore, she declared that you “don’t set up a team until the appropriate people are 

present” (p. 193). However, this approach is not always practical. Organizational and 

team changes are not executed in isolation, but rather through the iterative process of the 

day-to-day business of running a university and developing strategy in a turbulent 

environment. Gabarro (1987) supported this view and noted that the business must be 
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kept running while the new leader is still learning about it. The financial crisis was the 

immediate focus of the work, but constructing a stronger leadership team would also be a 

top priority.  

Conclusion 2: Constructing a Diverse Team with Limited Resources 

In a highly turbulent institutional environment, the president constructed a 

diverse executive-level team with very limited resources. 

The findings presented in chapter 4 reveal that most of this team was constructed 

in approximately 14 months during a very turbulent period in the university’s history. 

During periods of turbulence, CEOs must concentrate their energy on “hot spots” where 

they can play a critically decisive role (Nadler & Heilpern, 1998, p. 46). A critical 

condition for team success, especially at the senior leadership level, involves getting the 

right people on your team, as well as getting the wrong ones off (Hackman, 1998; 

Wageman et al., 2007). Gabarro (1987) noted that building a well-functioning 

management team is an important task of taking charge.  

Although the president did not decide to overhaul the entire team initially, it 

became apparent to her that she needed new leadership in each role to modernize the 

team’s approaches to the work. She approached each position individually and set about 

finding new leadership. However, because of the financial crisis, this president had very 

limited resources to attract top talent to the university.  

Three major factors influenced the construction of the team: selecting team 

members who aligned with the overall mandate for significant institutional change; 

modernizing the team’s composition to improve its decision-making capability; and 

acknowledging and tending to ongoing personnel changes to meet its challenges.  
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First, the precipitating context clearly indicated a mandate for change, and this 

president focused early and continuing efforts on the composition of the TMT. West 

(2012) maintained that the CEO must choose the members of his or her top team to fulfill 

the team’s purpose, but “that presupposes clarity of purpose and objectives” (p. 245). 

However, the purpose, objectives, and strategic direction of this presidency were 

evolving early on, and these shifts highly influenced the process of composing the team. 

The findings in this case tend to support existing theory that new leaders from outside 

will tend to undertake more change than those promoted from within (Finkelstein et al., 

2009; Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991).  

The president concluded that the new team would require leaders with 

determination, energy, creativity, and drive who would want to embrace a difficult 

challenge. Nadler and Heilpern (1998) suggested that CEOs who are facing the need to 

lead major change efforts must first engage in self-reflection about what will be required 

to lead it. Further, they recommended that a leader give deep consideration to whether, at 

this point in their career, they are capable and willing to do what is required to lead a 

major change (p. 25). This president intentionally sought to build her team with 

administrators who were excited by the challenge of leading an organization in crisis that 

desperately needed change, but she acknowledged that the university’s current reputation 

and resources were limiting factors. This seemed to enter into her decision to seek the 

“right people” and not necessarily prior experience in a similar situation.  

Second, the president decided to increase the team’s diversity as a way to improve 

its decision making. Eisenhardt, Kahwajy, and Bourgeois (2013) noted that better 

decision making is more likely to occur in heterogeneous teams, “including diverse ages, 
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genders, functional backgrounds, and industry experience” (p. 180). West (2012) 

supported that view and noted that “greater functional diversity in teams is likely to lead 

to more diverse and relevant information being considered by teams in their decision 

making” (p. 248).  

Because diversifying the team’s composition and skill set was an expressed 

priority, this president was also motivated to include more women in leadership. As the 

university’s 29th president, Janet was the first woman to serve as a senior administrator. 

From her own experience, she realized that women presidents were a distinct minority in 

higher education, and she had a passion to coach other women into leadership roles. The 

leadership team Janet inherited when she arrived comprised exclusively white men over 

the age of 55, many of whom had been at the university for more than 15 years. Learning 

University’s enrollment was 63% female, which reflects current enrollment trends in 

higher education. Olson and Presley (2015) noted that, as women now comprise the 

majority of degree earners in the United States, they also are assuming a larger and 

broader role in academic leadership. “Universities have long been led primarily by white 

males and, as many have noted, are among the most conservative of social institutions. 

They are likely to change for the better as women increasingly assume more 

responsibility for their oversight” (p. 22). 

Third, Wageman et al. (2007) noted that composing the senior leadership team is 

an iterative process (p. 104) that evolves over the life of the team: “It is not always 

possible to get all essential conditions fully in place when your team is launched. . . . It 

does not have to be perfect from the start” (p. 16). Nadler and Heilpern (1998) posited 

that part of a CEO’s responsibility is to construct the senior leadership team with an 
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emphasis on not only the experience and personal characteristics of individual team 

members, but also on the mix of personal characteristics and professional skills that 

complement both the CEO and the rest of the team. This suggests that the order in which 

the team is built can also affect the team’s evolving chemistry. Further, “effective CEOs 

will periodically take stock and reassess whether the composition of their senior team 

adequately plays to their own changing strengths and weaknesses” (Nadler & Heilpern, 

1998, p. 21).  

As the team became solidified during the first year, the president became 

dissatisfied with the performance of the first chief financial officer (CFO) she had hired. 

Because the financial situation was under intense scrutiny, she enacted a somewhat 

abrupt decision to replace her first CFO, and later, she orchestrated the retirement of the 

lone holdover from the previous administration. She enacted both of these changes 

quickly and decisively, without the direct input of the senior leadership team. Although 

this deviation came up during interviews with cabinet members, it was also coupled with 

a sense of faith in the president’s ability to select team members without fully vetting 

them with the team. This president clearly acknowledged that team building was an 

ongoing process in the life of this developing team, and she was resolved to enact 

additional changes in the team’s membership to adapt to shifting environmental and 

organizational conditions. 

By employing these three approaches, the leadership team was radically rebuilt as 

part of this president’s mandate to drive change and engage the leadership team in the 

university’s governance. At the time of the data collection, the team was composed of 

two internal staff, one rehire, and seven external hires (not including the president). The 
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final group was 40% female and 20% nonwhite, with ages ranging from early 30s to early 

70s. Excluding the president and the executive assistant, only one person had served in a 

previous cabinet post. Four members had held director-level or higher roles in higher 

education, and four members had not previously been employed in higher education. In 

only 14 months, the team’s composition had been completely reconfigured and now 

included greater diversity in age, gender, and experience levels.  

Conclusion 3: Demonstrating Emotional Intelligence  

The president’s communication and leadership style reflected a high degree of 

emotional intelligence that contributed to her overall effectiveness. 

The initial presidential search materials emphasized the need for a leader who was 

warm, approachable, and supportive while building trust within a campus community. 

The new president appeared to embody these characteristics, and they were highly 

influential in how she both constructed and led her evolving cabinet. 

Goleman (1998) defined emotional intelligence as “the capacity for recognizing 

our own feelings and those of others, for motivating ourselves, and for managing 

emotions well in ourselves and in our relationship” (p. 317). This president’s emotional 

competence was cited most often by her leadership team as the cornerstone of her 

communication and leadership skills. Similarly, Finkelstein et al. (2009) specifically cited 

the importance of CEO openness, described as an “awareness of multiple perspectives, 

valuing discourse and debate, and openness to new ideas” (p. 149). CEO openness is 

often heightened when the CEO is new to the organization, but these effects are not 

expected to remain constant over time (Finkelstein et al., 2009).  
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Leaders who possess higher levels of social and emotional intelligence have been 

shown to be more capable of addressing crises and solving complex organizational 

problems (Goleman, 1998; Yukl, 2013). The cabinet members interviewed cited many 

examples where this president’s social skills, empathy, and self-regulation motivated 

them to join the team initially and work through a very stressful time in this 

organization’s history. The president’s drive, warmth, empathy, and optimism were noted 

as rare leadership qualities by both experienced and inexperienced team members. The 

team quickly trusted and respected her and focused on her decisiveness and overall 

ability to lead with courage and clarity in a difficult environment.  

This president possessed a very high degree of self-awareness, which balanced a 

nurturing, collaborative, collegial style with very high expectations. Team members knew 

what was expected of them, and the president provided stretch assignments to allow 

members to grow beyond their current skill level. Colbert, Barrick, and Bradley (2014) 

noted the importance of training and development opportunities that expose developing 

leaders to transformational leadership opportunities. Finkelstein et al. (2009) posited that 

emotionally intelligent CEOs are often able to secure extraordinary effort and 

commitment from their direct reports. Gratton and Erickson (2013) suggested that “the 

most productive, innovative teams were typically led by people who were both task- and 

relationship-oriented” (p. 70).  

Team members’ social and emotional interactions are an important determinant of 

their ability to work collaboratively. Druskat and Wolff (2013) noted that emotional 

intelligence is more than just an individual competency and posited that the “team needs 

to create emotionally intelligent norms . . . that build trust, group identity and group 
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efficacy” (p. 96). These qualities proved vital in managing the effects of the financial 

crisis on the group, as high stress levels and competition for very limited resources were 

noted as an ongoing concern.  

Conclusion 4: Defining Roles, Responsibilities, and Structures 

The president provided defined roles, responsibilities, and structures that enabled 

and guided the team to more effectively implement its mission. 

Wageman et al. (2007) noted that getting the right people hired is just the first 

step in meeting the essential conditions for TMT success. Teams require organizational 

structures and supports to foster the team’s work and to function effectively and 

efficiently (Eisenhardt et al., 2013; Gabarro, 1987; Hackman, 1998; Wageman et al., 

2007). These physical and social structures cam help to define organizations and 

communicate their culture (Hatch, 2013; Schein, 2010).  

This president established and used structure in several important ways to help 

build and reinforce the team’s developing culture. During the first year of her tenure, the 

president executed a plan to relocate her office to a more central and visible location on 

campus. The new space was designed to accommodate several other senior leadership 

team members. This marked a significant change, since the president’s office had 

traditionally been isolated and did not have space for other team members. Fischer and 

Boynton (2005) noted that high-performing “virtuoso teams” require close physical 

proximity to work together efficiently. The implementation of this decision delivered a 

strong message about the value of the team. It allowed members greater accessibility to 

the president and to each other and represented a tangible artifact (Schein, 2010) of a 

changing culture.  
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Nadler and Spencer (1998) noted that “the most powerful team in any 

organization is also the team that tends to spend the least amount of time together” 

(p. 85). The president established and upheld a routine team and individual meeting 

structure, which evolved over the life of the team. Eisenhardt et al. (2013) highlighted the 

importance of frequent and regular meeting structures to build “mutual confidence and 

familiarity” (p. 180) and to assist in expressing and resolving conflict. By scheduling 

regular one-on-one and team meetings with her cabinet, this president prioritized giving 

time to the executive team and served as a role model: “If the leader says that teams are 

important, he or she has to live that message in day-to-day interactions” (Ancona, 1998, 

p. 193).  

Several cabinet members confirmed that the structure evolved based on the work 

the team faced and was still being refined. The findings indicated that the team struggled 

with how to discern the most effective mechanisms for sharing information for the good 

of the team. West (2012) stated: “If it affects more than one of us, put it on the team 

table” (p. 254). Of particular note was the introduction and use of a “roundtable” at the 

end of each cabinet meeting, the structure of which seemed to evolve over the span of 

this team’s operation.  

West (2012) summarized that the TMT’s primary and most important 

responsibilities include exchanging strategic knowledge, coordinating enterprise-wide 

initiatives, and making vital decisions on behalf of the organization (p. 252). Hambrick 

and Fukutomi (1991) asserted that “the most important contributions may be the talent 

and diversity of the management team that the CEO assembles and his or her willingness 

to listen to that team for divergent, fresh insights” (p. 738). This suggests the dynamic 
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relationship that exists at this level: the president and the TMT each serve to keep each 

other informed and engaged in the organizational-level work. This president appeared to 

have built the team and the structures with this dynamic in mind.  

Both the team’s size and the composition, specifically the roles represented at the 

cabinet table, are noted as significant structural issues in the TMT literature (Nadler & 

Heilpern, 1998). This suggests that the CEO has influence and can decide who and what 

roles define the TMT. In many public, state-run, and unionized universities, the shared 

governance structure is mandated through funding sources or bargaining units 

(Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges, 2017). Although this 

university was private and nonunionized, it still had to consider broad membership in the 

TMT to represent the distinctive mission and values of the institution. Thus, the 

functional areas of athletics, student affairs, government and community affairs, and 

mission all were represented on this TMT, but may not be found on the cabinet at other 

universities. This is a unique structural issue in higher education that must be considered 

in team composition and membership.  

Conclusion 5: Coaching  

The president’s coaching assisted in (a) managing conflict, (b) developing trust, 

and (c) enhancing the team’s learning.  

Coaching is widely recognized as a critical component of executive growth and 

performance. Colbert et al. (2014) posited that executive coaching is particularly 

important when leaders move into executive roles, and Nadler and Spencer (1998) noted 

that all teams benefit significantly from coaching throughout their life cycle. Although 

she had never had formal coaching herself, this president personally coached the team to 
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develop the team’s performance, and the overall findings in this case provide many 

concrete examples of its benefits. Three distinct issues emerged from the findings and 

resulted in three important indicators of team performance: managing conflict, 

developing trust, and enhancing team learning.  

Managing conflict. Neatby et al. (2013) clarified one of the critical differences 

between nonexecutive- and executive-level teams: “On executive teams, roles don’t 

merely complement each other, they often offset each other. In other words, executive 

teams are designed with institutional conflicts” (p. 86). Nadler and Spencer (1998) noted 

that, given the intensity of the demands in the TMT role, “conflict within the executive 

team presents one of the most critical threats to the effective management of 

organizational performance” (p. 165). Thus, successful TMTs need the capacity to 

recognize and constructively manage the scope and range of conflict that is inherent in 

these groups of leaders (Eisenhardt et al., 2013; Nadler & Spencer, 1998).  

Janet’s academic and professional background as an attorney and a mediator 

likely influenced her ability to communicate clearly and manage conflict efficiently and 

strategically on her team. Specifically, the president was aware of the multiple conflicts 

that manifested with the new CFO and, at times, contextualized them as part of the stress 

of the ongoing financial issues the university faced. In the specific example where three 

team members expressed conflict with the CFO, the president made herself available to 

listen and offer direction, but she clearly defined the limits of her role and encouraged the 

team members to work through their concerns directly with the CFO.  

When that occurred, the team members were able to identify their shared goals, 

and this resulted in greater empathy for the CFO’s difficult position. Further, the team 
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members involved provided specific feedback on how they could work together more 

collaboratively, which helped to depersonalize the conflict. Edmondson (2012) noted that 

authentic conversations in the face of conflict “help build resilient relationships and put 

aside ideological and personal differences” (p. 71) while also assisting in identifying 

shared goals. Ultimately, the president’s style empowered team members to work through 

conflicts themselves, which created an environment where conflict could be surfaced and 

used productively. 

Conflict is a necessary component in teamwork; “without conflict, groups lose 

their effectiveness” (Eisenhardt et al., 2013, p. 181). Lencioni (2002) noted that 

ideological, rather than personality-focused, conflict in teams builds commitment, clarity 

of purpose, and learning. When conflict is well utilized, higher levels of productivity and 

innovation can be achieved (West, 2012). “Teams that engage in healthy conflict over 

issues not only made better decisions, but moved more quickly as well” (Eisenhardt et al., 

2013, p. 181). 

Developing trust. The team literature agrees that trust lies at the heart of a 

functioning, cohesive team (Lencioni, 2002). Delayed decision making, under-

communication, limited follow through on commitments, and a general underleveraging 

of team capability are the manifestations of a lack of trust (Nadler & Spencer, 1998). 

Bennis (2009) noted four ingredients that leaders demonstrate that can generate and 

sustain trust: constancy, congruity, reliability, and integrity (p. 152).  

The findings presented in the previous chapter provide extensive details about 

how the president intentionally created conditions that fostered trust and cohesion at the 

cabinet level. In the conflict scenario referenced above, each cabinet member discussed it 



146 

with the president in their individual sessions. She reflected on this in the interviews, 

indicating how she received different, but highly similar, versions of the conflict and its 

resolution. The trust demonstrated here seemed reciprocal: the leader trusted the team, the 

team trusted the leader, and the team trusted each other. 

The president’s high emotional intelligence was indispensable in the development 

of individual and team trust. Team members consistently described their leader as 

respectful, warm, collaborative, and worthy of people’s trust. She modeled both 

vulnerability and humor in working with the team, and the team responded in kind, a 

finding that supports the work of Druskat and Wolff (2013) in the development of team 

emotional intelligence. A cabinet member stated: “Everyone wants to be successful for 

her. Now, that’s a little different for me. I never really looked at a president and said, 

‘Gee, I want the program to be better for them’ as opposed to for myself.” 

However, in this case, an atmosphere of psychological safety also developed. 

Trust and respect are at the core of team psychological safety. Edmondson (1999) defined 

team psychological safety “as a shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk 

taking” (p. 354), which includes the emotional dimension of “a sense of confidence that 

the team will not embarrass, reject, or punish someone for speaking up” (p. 354). In terms 

of these qualities, Edmondson (2012) observed:  

In psychologically safe environments, people believe that if they make a mistake, 
others will not penalize or think less of them for it. They also believe that others 
will not resent or humiliate them when they ask for help or information. This 
belief comes about when people both trust and respect each other, and it produces 
a sense of confidence that the group won’t embarrass, reject, or punish someone 
for speaking up. (pp. 118-119) 

Edmondson (2012) noted that psychological safety does not imply that teams 

need to be continuously cohesive and in agreement, or that members need to be close 
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friends or conflict free (p. 119). Although the team members seemed to emphasize their 

cohesiveness in my interviews with them, they also talked about times when they 

disagreed vehemently with each other. Teams that become too cohesive will not engage 

in the truth-telling, “tough feedback and difficult conversations” (Edmondson, 2012, 

p. 118) that allow the team to learn from potential or actual errors and failures.  

One of the hallmarks of a psychologically safe team is the development and 

demonstration of collaborative behaviors, such as information sharing, asking for help, 

experimenting, and learning from errors (Edmondson, 1999). “Psychological safety is 

about the perceived consequences of being yourself and being straightforward, even 

when the news is not good” (Edmondson, 2012, p. 124). This was demonstrated multiple 

times on this team, particularly related to the difficult financial environment that 

permeated this team’s focus.  

Enhancing team learning. At the heart of a psychologically safe team is the 

ability for the team and the organization to learn. In a volatile, changing operational 

environment, organizations that cannot learn and apply that learning quickly will not 

thrive (Edmondson, 2012, p. 14). If the senior executive team is the key driver of 

organization success, successful teaming, or the lack thereof, has major consequences on 

organizational performance and survival.  

Although the focus of this study was on the team’s construction and leadership 

and not on the team’s accomplishments, many accomplishments were noted that were a 

result of the team’s ability to learn together. The senior leadership team completed a new 

strategic plan within 6 months, implemented a new tuition pricing strategy that 

substantially increased undergraduate enrollment, and developed and launched a new 
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core curriculum. These were significant developments that came with an element of risk 

and were not initially well received by faculty in this environment.  

Leadership style and leader behavior are cited repeatedly as critical components 

in team trust, risk taking, accountability, and psychological safety, and that was 

demonstrated in this study. “Teaming and its associated interpersonal behaviors support 

organizational learning, and require the right leadership mindset to optimize outcomes—

this way of working allows employees to grow personally and professionally” 

(Edmondson, 2012, p. 43). This case revealed that this leadership team’s learning helped 

to stabilize this university during a turbulent period in its history. If the senior executive 

team is the key driver of organization success, successful teaming has major 

consequences on team dynamics and performance.  

Implications for Theory 

This research offers several implications for current theory on how to construct, 

develop, and lead TMTs.  

The literature cites access to executive management and TMTs as significant 

barriers to theory development. The literature and theoretical work on interviewing elites 

was highly informative in planning and executing this study. By utilizing the 

recommendations from this literature, I gained extraordinary access to the president and 

the TMT at Learning University. The study confirms the findings in this specific theory 

stream, particularly in navigating barriers and gatekeepers, and extends it further into the 

realm of higher education. This president was amenable to participating and seemed to 

appreciate the importance and relevance of academic research. Because academic settings 

are generally more familiar with research, it is possible that these environments may be 
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less resistant to granting access at the top level. This finding could add to the work on 

interviewing and accessing elites for research and extend it into a new realm. 

An underpinning in this study was to utilize existing theory in leadership, TMTs, 

and team building to examine the applicability of those theories in the understudied 

academic leadership setting. Nadler’s (1998) practice-based model of executive team 

effectiveness was instructive in this case, but there were some inconsistent findings. 

Nadler’s model posits three critical team design elements: team composition, team 

structure, and succession prospects. Two of these design elements proved applicable, but 

one did not. 

In the Nadler model, succession issues loom large in two different ways. First, 

there is the poisonous “hangover” effect of an internal candidate that remains after having 

lost out to another internal or external CEO appointment. Second, Nadler described the 

ongoing internal competition for succession that occurs between members, described as a 

horse race that “is inherently inconsistent with the goal of an effective executive team” 

(p. 97). Nadler viewed these succession dynamics as unavoidable and posited that they 

often impose complicated and disruptive dynamics on senior leadership teams.  

Although competition between team members exists and is expected at this level, 

Nadler’s succession “horse race” seems at odds with industry trends in higher education 

leadership. First, the leadership pipeline for new presidents and senior administrators is in 

jeopardy. Both Martin et al. (2009) and Selingo (2013) indicated that there is a growing 

shortage of highly qualified individuals to fill senior positions, particularly in financially 

stressed institutions like the one in this study. Selingo (2016) noted that just 30% of 

sitting provosts are currently interested in becoming a president. As a result, executive 
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search firms and boards have begun to look outside of higher education for those with 

significant financial leadership experience, rather than with an academic portfolio, and 

the results have been mixed.  

Finding a qualified candidate for this institution’s presidency was a significant 

factor in the context of this case, and the senior team was composed of a large percentage 

of members without prior executive-level experience. Although the results of this study 

supported Nadler’s work in team composition and team structure, it did not seem to 

support the succession dynamics cited in his work. Thus, the succession dynamic appears 

to be overemphasized in this theory stream and may point out a distinct difference 

between the leadership pipeline in industry and in higher education.  

Hambrick and Fukutomi’s (1991) theoretical work on the CEO life cycle offered 

another theoretical framework, especially during the response-to-mandate period that 

occurred at the start of this presidency. However, this model focuses on the life cycle of 

the CEO only and could be significantly strengthened by further research and theory 

development on the senior leadership team life cycle. TMT theory notes that one 

leadership challenge at this level is that TMT members serve dual leadership roles at both 

the functional and enterprise levels in the organization. In this case, the senior leadership 

team was completely turned over, which may suggest that there were multiple “response-

to-mandate” periods occurring simultaneously at the functional level. This study occurred 

at the individual level of analysis, focusing on the president, but a different study at the 

team level might have exposed other dynamics at work in the life cycle.  

Further, this dissertation study revealed that several changes were needed to meet 

both the internal and external demands placed upon the team. Early hiring decisions did 
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not always prove to be what the president needed in the role. Although this team was 

studied during the formative stages of its existence, it is clear that the team may require 

further changes as the life cycle unfolds. A team life cycle theory, perhaps based on the 

Hambrick and Fukutomi (1991) CEO seasons life cycle, would offer much in the team 

theory literature.  

In terms of governance, the Hambrick and Fukutomi (1991) model is purported to 

be useful in informing boards in their CEO selection process. The definition of 

governance seems limited to a traditional business model and does not capture the 

distinct difference between the business and higher education governance structure. In all 

of the TMT literature, a broader definition of governance would prove helpful. Although 

this study did not include governance issues outside of the president and TMT, it has 

minimally identified the governance issues as potentially relevant.  

In higher education, the governance structure is reflected in the hiring process 

itself, where search committees with broad representation are frequently used. Shared 

governance is a difficult concept in practice, and the literature consistently reports wide 

disparity in the ways in which shared governance is understood and operationalized on 

campuses (Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges, 2017). There 

seems to be no universal set of practices that serves all institutions well, which makes 

theory development in this area particularly challenging, yet vitally important.  

The use of coaching in senior leadership teams in higher education seems to be 

emerging as a new area for theory development. In this case, the new team was under 

significant stress from the environmental challenges they faced, and resources were very 

scarce. Fortunately, this president’s background allowed her to provide coaching in both 
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content and process domains. However, this leader’s background seemed atypical for 

many presidents. The use of coaching as a developmental tool continues to be 

understudied in higher education.  

The emotional intelligence of the president created ripple effects in her TMT, 

which adds to and extends the existing theory in team psychological safety (Edmondson, 

1999, 2012) and team emotional intelligence (Druskat & Wolff, 2013). Because this 

research was at the individual and not the group level of analysis, these theories did not 

form the primary theoretical lenses for the study. However, both theories were highly 

applicable in looking at the formation and leadership of the team.  

Recommendations for Practice 

This study produced several important recommendations for practice with senior 

leadership teams.  

1. Senior leadership teams are critical for the success of organizations. Therefore, it 

is important that those charged with organizational leadership take the time and 

effort to determine what skills and competencies are needed for organizational 

success. Team fit and chemistry are vital to building a successful senior 

leadership team and ultimately organization success. 

2. Team member chemistry is dynamic and teams can be successful with a 

combination of more and less experienced team members. Prior research (Keck, 

1997) noted the value of construction of a heterogeneous team in providing a 

balance of skills, experiences, and perspectives in a dynamic and turbulent 

environment.  



153 

3. Understanding the type of organizational challenges that await a new team and 

leader is essential, and matching member motivation to those challenges can be 

very helpful. In this case, the president was transparent about the scope of the task 

that awaited this team, which motivated several members to join the organization. 

Leaders can use organizational crises to give the team focus and energy, 

especially with those leaders and teams that are achievement oriented.  

4. New leadership needs to seize the response-to-mandate period and enact changes 

as quickly as is reasonable. The organization is already anticipating significant 

change when a new leader assumes command. Therefore, leaders should move 

swiftly, as waiting too long wastes this season in the CEO’s life cycle.  

5. The study supported the importance of coaching for the growth and development 

of senior leadership members. This president was skilled in and enjoyed the 

coaching role, but coaching may not always be within the president’s skill set. 

Therefore, it is recommended that the role of coaching be more widely employed, 

particularly when there are new team members. This approach has been 

successfully utilized in industry, but seems underused in an academic environment. 

6. In building the TMT, getting the right people and roles is critically important. It is 

sometimes necessary to make member changes more than once. Sometimes such a 

change cannot be avoided and, once the decision is made that a change is needed, 

it needs to be implemented quickly.  

7. The study underscored the contextual nature of leadership and the importance of 

leadership fit. The president studied in this case possessed a participative and 

relational leadership style with demonstrated emotional intelligence skills. These 
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qualities seemed to be an excellent match to the type of leader described in the 

presidential search materials, even though the institution had to navigate a failed 

search and a reportedly disruptive interim presidency prior to her hiring. This 

underscores the importance that search firms and other partners play in 

understanding, constructing, and describing the vision for the new leader. An 

organization’s mission, values, history, and culture define the institutional context 

and provide important information for enhancing and achieving high 

organizational performance. 

8. This study provides a roadmap for the construction and leadership of a new TMT 

in a turbulent environment.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

The study revealed multiple areas for future research. 

1. There is much to be learned in the study of new presidencies, particularly in 

higher education. Most of the literature that is available is older or focused on 

failed presidencies. With significant demographic changes currently occurring in 

the American college presidency, there is a very limited body of work available. 

This case study allowed a look at one leadership transition. It is recommended 

that future studies in higher education consider survey, mixed methods, or 

comparative studies to gain richer and broader information in this area. 

2. Issues of interim leadership in higher education are important, particularly in light 

of the current challenges in the leadership pipeline. As academic institutions may 

come to rely more on interim leadership, learning more about this leadership 

dynamic seems vital. 
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3. Governance issues in higher education are becoming increasingly important 

variables in the success of these organizations. In this study, there were numerous, 

yet anecdotal, references to board dynamics. At the time of the leadership change 

in this case, there was also the installation of a new board chair. It is 

recommended that further research be conducted in board and leadership 

dynamics, including defining and evaluating rules of engagement for presidents, 

senior leadership, and boards and collaborative decision making in a shared 

governance environment.  

4. As presidents and their executive leadership navigate turbulent times in both 

education and industry, much could be learned about how these leaders adapt and 

learn. It would be valuable to research what support networks exist for new and 

experienced presidents to help them navigate their turbulent environments. 

5. It is recommended that future research examine the executive team from the 

perspective of the members. Druskat and Wolff’s (2013) work in team emotional 

intelligence provides an interesting lens for further study. 

6. The Witt/Kieffer (2018) report on college presidents and leadership coaching 

related that 60% of institutions stated that they did not offer coaching to those in 

any leadership roles. Coaching appears to be a newer phenomenon in higher 

education and could have significant impacts on performance. In this case, no 

external coaching was provided to either the president or the team members. 

Further research into the use of coaching could prove very valuable to this 

industry.  
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Concluding Remarks 

This case study explored the interaction of presidential leadership change on the 

composition and leadership of the TMT at one university. Prior to this study, most of the 

available literature was cautionary and focused on presidential derailments resulting from 

a failure to execute this leadership function successfully. The case context proved 

emblematic of the turbulence found in some segments of the higher education industry. In 

this case, the president understood the importance of the leadership team and was 

intentional and deliberate in how she constructed it. The study was the first to provide a 

detailed, practice-based model for this important task, particularly in a financially 

stressed context. Given that presidential turnovers are on the rise, the study has practical 

value and contributes significantly to the available information on presidents and their 

executive teams.  

Although the formula for TMT success seems prescriptive and simple—hire the 

right people, set a compelling direction, and provide structures, coaching, and feedback—

the task itself is hardly straightforward. The complexity of executive team building is 

enormous and occurs within an ever-changing and often tumultuous environment. The 

more complex a task is, the lower the likelihood that any one person, or leader, can have 

expertise in all of the component parts of that task. Although subject matter experts can 

easily be identified, the real work lies in combining this knowledge and these people into 

an innovative, nimble, and responsive team that serves several functions in organizational 

life. Hopefully, this study will aid boards, search teams, executive recruiters, and 

organizations that need to hire, develop, and lead such teams.  
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APPENDIX A: 

STUDY DESCRIPTION 

Purpose and Research Questions 
 
The purpose of the study is to acquire knowledge and understanding of the dynamics 
between a new college/university president and his/her top management team (also 
known as the senior leadership team or cabinet) during a time-bounded period at the 
beginning of his/her presidential term. There is little research available currently to guide 
new presidents in the important task of building and leading their team. Presidential terms 
are decreasing in length nationally, and it is hoped that this research may be of great 
value to new presidents and their teams during critical leadership transitions. 
 
The following research questions will be explored: 
 

How did a new college/university president (with less than 3 years in office) construct 
and build his/her senior leadership team? 

 
How did he/she lead the senior leadership team during that period? 

 
Data Collection/Methodology Details 
 
This dissertation research will use a single case study approach, which will yield rich, 
descriptive data through an in-depth exploration of one situation. The location will be 
integral to the successful completion of the research. I seek one private, 4-year college or 
university whose current president has assumed office in the last 3 years. The president 
needs to be directly leading the senior leadership team. 
 
Data collection will involve individual, semistructured, audio-recorded interviews with 
the president and each of the cabinet members. Estimated time commitments will not 
exceed: 
 

President—two 60- to 90-minute individual interviews 
Cabinet members—one 60- to 90-minute individual interview per member 

 
Interviews will be scheduled and conducted at the convenience of each interviewee, with 
the goal of completing data collection no later than October 1, 2017. Participants may opt 
out of the study at any time. 
 
All identifying data, including institutional and individual names and locations, will be 
kept confidential. There are minimal confidentiality risks. Voluntary participation, 
anonymity, and informed consent are critical for successful data collection. Interviews 
will be transcribed to aid in data analysis, and pseudonyms will be used in any reporting. 
Audio recordings, transcriptions, and field notes will be kept in one private, secure 
location, and will be destroyed at the conclusion of the study. The research study has 
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been approved by and meets the research protocols in place by the Office of Human 
Research at The George Washington University. 
 
Any questions about the study can be forwarded to Terry Jackson. For your convenience, 
the contact information for Terry and for Dr. Michael Marquardt, her dissertation 
chairperson, are listed below: 
 
Terry Jackson—terry_jackson@gwmail.gwu.edu/610-xxx-xxxx 
 
Dr. Michael Marquardt—marxxxxxxxxxx@icloud.com/571-xxx-xxxx 
 
Please let me know via return email if you have any questions and are willing to 
participate in this research. 
 
 
  

mailto:terry_jackson@gwmail.gwu.edu/610-246-5950
mailto:marquardgwuedu@icloud.com/571-553-3764
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APPENDIX B: 

PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 

Study Title: How a New University President Builds and Leads the Executive Team—A 
Case Study 

GW IRB Study Number: 071711 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Michael Marquardt—marxxxxx@icloud.com/571-xxx-xxxx 
Sub-Investigator: Terry Jackson—terry_jackson@gwmail.gwu.edu/610-xxx-xxxx 
 
Introduction and Request for Participation 
You are invited to participate in a study under the direction of Dr. Michael Marquardt of 
the Department of Human and Organizational Learning, Graduate School of Education 
and Human Development, George Washington University. Terry Jackson is the 
researcher and this research will inform her doctoral dissertation. You are being asked to 
participate because you are a member of the executive leadership team/cabinet at this 
University. Your president has voluntarily agreed to be the site of the case study for this 
research. Please read this form and ask any questions that will help you decide if you 
would like to participate in this study.  
 
Taking part is completely voluntary, and even if you decide to participate, you may 
choose not to answer any question or to withdraw at any time.  
 
Research Purpose 
The purpose of the study is to acquire knowledge and understanding of the dynamics in 
building and leading a top management team/cabinet at the beginning of a new university 
president’s term. There is little research available currently to guide new presidents and 
their cabinets in the important task of building and leading the cabinet during leadership 
transitions.  
 
Study Procedures 
If you agree to participate, your involvement will include an individual interview and a 
possible optional focus group interview with your colleagues on the cabinet. All 
interviews will be audio-recorded. Estimated time commitments will not exceed one 60-
to 90-minute individual interview and a possible 60-minute focus group, scheduled after 
the individual interviews have been completed. 
 
I have received your contact information from the Office of the President, so that you 
could be contacted about your possible participation. The interview questions will focus 
on your experience as a cabinet member. You will have the opportunity to review and 
comment upon the transcript of your audio-recorded interview at a later date. Your 
participation is completely voluntary. You also may choose not to answer any question 
posed during the interview or to opt out of this research at any time.  
 

mailto:marquardgwuedu@icloud.com/571-553-3764
mailto:terry_jackson@gwmail.gwu.edu/610-246-5950
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Confidentiality and Potential Risks 
There are minimal confidentiality risks to this study, and rigorous steps will be employed 
to reduce this risk. First, you have the choice of where this interview can be held, on or 
off campus, to ensure your comfort with the interview.  
 
Next, all identifying data, including institutional and individual names and locations, will 
be kept confidential. Individual interview data and responses will not be shared with your 
peers or your president. Your interview will be audio-recorded for research purposes. It 
will be transcribed to aid in data analysis, and pseudonyms and alphanumeric codes will 
be used in any reporting. Identifying and distinguishing features will be removed from 
quotes or comments in reporting. Digital audio recordings, transcriptions, and field notes 
will be kept in a private, secure location. Any electronic data will be stored on a 
password-secured computer. Any written or electronic records will be destroyed at the 
conclusion of the study. The study meets the research protocols in place by the Office of 
Human Research at The George Washington University. 
 
Potential Benefits of Participation 
Taking part in this research will not benefit you directly, and there is no compensation for 
participating. However, the potential benefits of this study may help to guide new 
presidents and their cabinets in the important task of building and leading the cabinet 
during leadership transitions. 
 
Questions 
If you have questions, please contact the research team: Dr. Michael Marquardt, principal 
investigator, at 571-xxx-xxxx, or the primary researcher, Terry Jackson, at 610-xxx-xxxx. 
For questions regarding your rights as a participant in human research, call the Office of 
Human Research of George Washington University at 202-994-2715.  
 
Documentation and Consent 
If you understand the information in this document, and agree to participate in this study, 
please sign below. After you sign and date the consent form, you will be provided with a 
copy for your records. 
 
 
             
Participant’s Name (printed) and Signature    Date 
 
 
             
Name (printed) and Signature of Person Gaining Consent  Date 
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APPENDIX C: 

INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR PRESIDENT 

Interview #1 with University President 
 
Team BUILDING “Construction” Questions for President: 
 
1. Please reconstruct how you assembled your senior leadership team from when you 

assumed the presidency in July 2015 until July 2017. 
2. What skills and experiences did you seek for members of your cabinet? 
3. What experiences or advisors did you draw on when constructing your cabinet? 

Whom do you call upon for advice when you needed it? 
4. What is your vision for the cabinet? What is the cabinet’s purpose? 
5. What is the cabinet’s design, in terms of membership (roles)? What changes did you 

make in your cabinet during the first 12 months of your term? 
6. When is the last time a new cabinet member entered the team? Would you 

reconstruct the process of choosing and adding a new member? 
7. How would you describe the culture of the executive team? How were the values 

determined? Are there any ground rules cabinet members follow? How are these 
communicated?  

8. What is your greatest success in building this team? Your most significant learning 
in building this team? 

9. What skills and/or experiences are currently missing from your cabinet? 
10. What advice would you give to a new president in building their cabinet? 
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Interview #2 with University President 
 

“Leading” Questions for President: 
 
1. How would you describe your leadership style? How would your cabinet describe 

your leadership style? 
2. The ACE presidential survey was released in June and it discusses how presidents 

spend their time. After budget management and fundraising, presidents reported that 
managing the cabinet takes up the most amount of time. Does this resonate with you? 
What are your goals in managing the cabinet? 

3. What would the cabinet say you expect of them? 
4. The ACE presidential survey reported that cultivating leadership in others is a 

challenge for many presidents. Does this resonate with you? How do you cultivate 
leadership within the cabinet? 

5. Describe how you use the senior leadership team. What functions do they fill?  
6. Discuss how information is shared among the senior leadership team. 
7. What have you discovered about managing conflict? 
8. Describe the decision-making process on this team.  
9. In the first interview we spoke about team values. How are those upheld on this 

cabinet? 
10. What does this team need to improve its effectiveness? 
11. Has the team participated in any kind of specific team-building or professional 

development activities? Coaching? 
12. What people or experience do you draw on when leading your cabinet? Whom do 

you call upon for advice when you need it?  
13. What advice would you give to a new president in leading their cabinet? 
14. What is your greatest success in leading this cabinet? Your greatest challenge? 
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APPENDIX D: 

INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR INDIVIDUAL CABINET MEMBERS 

1. Please share your story about how you became a cabinet member here.  
2. From your perspective, how has your president constructed the cabinet? 
3. When is the last time a new member entered the team? Can you describe the process 

of adding a new member? 
4. How would you describe the culture of the executive team? Are there any ground 

rules cabinet members follow? How are these communicated? How does the team 
determine its values, and how are these upheld? 

5. What advice would you give to a new cabinet member here? 
6. Describe how your leadership team functions.  
7. How are goals set for the cabinet?  
8. Could you describe how information flows in the cabinet? 
9. How are cabinet meetings structured? 
10. Discuss the role of the cabinet in decision making. 
11. Conflicts often occur on teams, especially leadership teams. Can you discuss how 

conflicts are resolved within your cabinet? 
12. What does this team need to improve its effectiveness? 
13. How would you describe your president’s leadership style? How would you describe 

your own leadership style? 
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