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ABSTRACT 
 

Although the overall organization of small private institutions is often reminiscent of the 

earliest colleges in American higher education, the overall structure of these institutions have not 

been static.  Significant changes in higher education funding, student populations, and workforce 

demands exert pressure on small institutions to compete and to survive.  Many have displayed a 

remarkable sense of ingenuity and adaptability in the face of a constantly changing environment.  

In the early years of the 21st century, there is no indication the need to adapt is abating.   

 The number of master’s degrees earned in recent years has grown dramatically in 

small private non-profit institutions.  For many primarily undergraduate institutions this has 

created challenges.  Significant changes in educational philosophy often cause the faculty, staff, 

and administration to question their roles in supporting change at their institution. This study 

examines how different institutional constituents deliberate changes to the core ideals of a 

private college in the south when faced with the prospect of growing graduate students 

enrollment.  

 The concept of Collective Sensemaking frames this study.  Data on mid-level employees’ 

experiences with change were analyzed by comparison to Rouleau and Balogun’s (2011) 

findings on discursive sensemaking activities.  Data indicated the two critical roles employees 

identified with were those of the supporter and the leader.  It was also revealed that employees 

created consensus through the use of informal and formal verbal activities, and these activities 

were influenced by the institutional context.  The third finding was that reaching consensus 
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required changes on personal and professional levels, and in their perception of the institution 

and its environment. 
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CHAPTER I: 

INTRODUCTION 

“As undergraduate markets become increasingly pinched, the master’s /professional market 
presents an opportunity for institutions to reach new “full-pay” student audiences, a decidedly 
attractive niche for institutions looking for new sources of net tuition revenue”  (Delta Project, 

2011, p. 1) 
 
 

The Changing Environment of the Small Private Institution 
 

Small private colleges have been part of the American collegiate landscape from its 

inception (Schuman, 2005; Koblick & Graubard, 2005).  Originally founded to train young 

gentlemen for public or religious service, over time they branched out with more diverse student 

populations and curricula (Bonvillian & Murphy, 1996; Thelin, 2004; Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  

Today, these institutions are a unique part of the American higher education system, providing 

students with a breadth of academic settings and opportunities not found elsewhere.  However, a 

rapidly changing environment drove many small private colleges to struggle for viability (Cohen 

& Kisker, 2010; McPherson & Shapiro, as cited in Koblick & Graubard, 2005; Schuman, 2005).  

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), fifty-nine private four-year 

institutions closed in the years between 2000 and 2010 (NCES, 2010).  Forty-nine of those, or 

over 80%, were private non-profit institutions (NCES, 2010).  Today, as in the past, the ability to 

adapt appeared to be critical for these institutions as they operated in a changing environment. 

Potential adaptations included closures, mergers, or the inclusion of more diverse populations. 

Another measure of adaptation included shifting from an undergraduate to a graduate focus by 
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incorporating a handful of master’s degrees into the curriculum.  Changes, such as an increased 

emphasis on graduate studies provided a level of security, but also had profound effects on the 

institutional employees.  Therefore, it was important to develop a deeper understanding of how 

faculty, staff, and administrators experience these changes. 

History of Small Private Colleges in American Higher Education 

The small private institutions of today have very little resemblance to the first institutions 

of higher education founded three centuries ago in what would become the United States.  

Institutions established in the late 17th century, such as Harvard, William and Mary, and Yale 

were typically patronized by young, white, male students (Thelin, 2004).  Unlike the earlier 

institutions that catered to a small, select clientele, contemporary institutions serve increasingly 

diverse populations (Schuman, 2005; Kolbick & Graubard, 2005; Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  

Today, these institutions represent a broad spectrum in terms of size and institutional 

characteristics, such as gender, religious affiliation, and curriculum.  Due to the variation in 

institutional characteristics, the exact number of small private colleges was difficult to determine.  

For example, the National Association of Independent Colleges and Universities listed roughly 

1,600 private, nonprofit institutions in the United States (2007); the National Center for 

Education Statistics (2010) listed 1,539 small private institutions; and the Carnegie system, 

which included both two-year and four-year institutions, listed slightly over 1,700 institutions 

(2010a).  Extant literature also illustrated this discrepancy.  While some literature described 

small institutions as those with 1,500 students or less (Breneman, 1994), other publications 

depicted small college enrollments as varied, occasionally including institutions up to 5,000 

students (Ferrall, 2011).  Curriculum and gender also played a critical role in the institution’s 
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classification (Breneman, 1994; Koblick & Graubard, 2005; Ferrall, 2011).   As a result the exact 

number of small private institutions varied with the parameters used by the entity collecting data. 

 Data indicated the total enrollment at private, nonprofit institutions grew steadily in 

recent years, increasing from approximately two million in 1970 to over three million in 2009 

(National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2010; Carnegie Foundation, 2010b; National 

Association of Independent Colleges and Universities (NAICU, 2007) (see Appendix A).  

Among the millions of students registered at private, nonprofit institutions were the students 

enrolled at more than 1,000 small private colleges with populations ranging from exclusively 

undergraduate to majority undergraduate (Carnegie Foundation, 2010a).   

The Competitive Small College Environment 

Today American higher education operates in an increasingly competitive environment.  

Significant shifts in educational funding in recent years (Ferrall, 2011; McPherson & Shapiro, as 

cited in Koblick & Graubard 2005) have influenced the choices made by both students and 

institutions.  While historically elite, prestigious institutions had the endowment support and 

resources needed to withstand changes in the environment, many small private institutions 

lacked those assets and “[were] at an increased risk because they operate[d] on a smaller margin”  

(Koon, 2009, para.10).  These institutions depended on tuition and endowments at a time when 

students and their families were unwilling, or unable, to pay the high cost of a private education. 

As a result, many small private institutions were in a position where their ability to adapt meant 

the difference between a closure and a future.  

Many institutions, in particular the private institutions, sustained dramatic losses in their 

endowment funds during the recent recession.  The result for many was a “decline in colleges’ 

overall level of resources relative to their overall debt” (Blumenstyk, 2010, para. 3).  These 



 

4 
 

losses, devastating at a time when endowment funds were most needed for tuition discounting, 

generated the necessity for more institutions to look for new avenues of funding (Kiley, 2012; 

Ensign, 2010).  While recent figures indicated that endowments at many institutions have 

recovered significantly, not every institution had returned to pre-recession levels (Upton & 

Schnaars, 2012).  

Although private institutions derived much of their revenue from tuition and donations, 

they were also affected by the recent changes in higher education funding.  Such impacts were 

felt largely in the financial aid offices, where students paying high private college tuitions were 

not receiving as much state support as before. The pattern of declining state funding for higher 

education that began in the latter part of the 20th century, continued as states diverted more funds 

to other areas (Eckl & Pattison, 2010; Johnstone as cited in Martin, Samels, & Associates, 2009).  

Many states, such as California, reduced the amount of state scholarship dollars available to 

students at private institutions (Rosenhall, 2012).  Others continued to fund scholarships to 

private institutions, but as tuition rose, the scholarships reflected a smaller percentage of the cost 

of attendance.  There were also concerns that the government’s increased emphasis on college 

completion, in particular at two-year colleges, would further influence available funding for 

other types of institutions (Koon, 2009).  Ultimately, the shift in state support meant that private 

institutions faced the prospect of either having to make up for the gap left by shifts in 

government financial aid, or risk students moving to the less expensive public higher education 

sector. 

Public non-profit institutions and private for-profit institutions became a vigorous source 

of competition for private institutions.  While institutions of higher education traditionally held 

unique niches in the market, their focus became much more heterogeneous.  Today, more 
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institutions offer a wider range of degrees and delivery methods than ever before.  Honors 

colleges at public institutions created a competitive market by offering attractive 

accommodations and tuition packages, along with a diverse course selection for elite students.  

Public institutions “were successfully persuading students that they offer[ed] small college 

virtues at public university prices” (Schuman, 2005, p. 184).  Small classes, priority registration, 

elite housing, a demanding curriculum, and other opportunities attempted to replicate the 

experience of a small private college within a larger institution.  In effect, these programs at 

public institutions struck at the core of the private non-profit sector and challenged their ability 

to meet their enrollment goals.  Fundraising, once an area associated largely with private 

institutions, became an important part of public institutional practices (Kiley, 2011).  State need 

and merit award programs also increased the competition between public and private institutions 

for top students (Pace & Connolly, 2000; Stimpert, 2004; Williams & Dreier, 2011).    

At the same time, the private for-profit sector was growing at a phenomenal rate and 

changing the face of higher education (Lederman, 2010).  These institutions used innovative 

delivery methods, such as courses taught using online and MOOC (Massive Open Online 

Courses) technology, to create global access for students (Carey, 2012). Nationwide the 

enrollment in online classes “continued to grow at rates far in excess of the total higher education 

student population…with 3.5 million students were taking at least one online course during the 

fall 2006 term” (Allen & Seaman, 2007, p. 1).  The increased interest in alternative delivery 

methods indicated an area of potential growth.  However, while many public and private non-

profit institutions have online programs, baccalaureate institutions lag behind others in 

development of these programs (Allen & Seaman, 2007). 
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The higher education environment was rapidly changing and small private colleges 

seemed to be particularly susceptible to these changes.  Developments, such as those in funding 

and competition, created significant challenges for small private colleges.  As a result, many 

small private colleges found their long-term viability at risk.  Mergers, closures, and shifting 

priorities were some of the responses explored by these institutions in an effort to adjust to a 

changing environment.  Institutions, such as Champlain and Woodbury Colleges in Vermont, 

and St. Paul’s College and St. Augustine’s University in Virginia, found mergers provided a 

mechanism to continue to fulfill their mission (Mease, 2008; Hawkins, 2012).  Others, including 

St. Catherine’s and Alliance College, closed their doors when they could no longer generate 

adequate enrollments (Brown, 2011; Gueverra, 2001; Hammond, 1984; Urbanski, 2009).  Still 

others chose to redefine their purpose by becoming coed, Tier I, or for-profit institutions  

(Gonzales & Rincones, n.d.; Rusch & Wilbur, 2007; Devin, 2011).  As institutions continued to 

explore new avenues to stabilize their positions, an increased emphasis on graduate studies 

appeared to offer some institutions a possible solution. 

Evolution of Graduate Degrees 

One of the most interesting measures that small, private colleges took in response to the 

increasingly turbulent and competitive environment was to offer graduate degrees in the 

curriculum. Graduate degrees are nearly as old as the American higher education system, with 

the first dating back to those awarded at Harvard in middle of the 17th century (Conrad, Haworth, 

& Millar, 1993).  Early master’s degrees were generally awarded by an institution for continued 

studies and lacked rigorous, well-defined criteria for completion (Conrad et al., 1993).  They 

were concentrated at a small number of institutions until late in the 19th century.  However, 

demand grew and by the middle of the 20th century programs appeared at “a substantial number 
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of liberal arts colleges and many four-year colleges, including teacher’s colleges” (Conrad et al., 

1993, p.11).  The increasing need to prepare students for professional and technological fields 

(Conrad et al., 1993; Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010) led to the continued growth of master’s 

programs in the 20th century.  Demand for professional master’s degrees grew due to “forces 

[such as] globalization, privatization, accountability, and demographic changes” in the student 

population (Glazer-Raymo, 2005, p. 2).  At the same time demand for master’s degrees in the 

liberal arts declined.   

Since 1990 there has been noticeable changes in the delivery of postgraduate education in 

the United States.  The total enrollment in postgraduate studies grew by nearly 54% between 

1990 and 2009 as shown in Figure 1 (NCES, 2010).  Figure 2 shows that private institutions have 

experienced much of this growth, with their share increasing from 39% in 1990 to 50% in 2010 

(NCES, 2010).  This represented a growth rate of nearly 99% at private institutions.  Although 

for-profit institutions were included in this number, over 80% of the graduate students enrolled 

were at not-for-profit institutions (NCES, 2010).  Increases in the number of people pursuing 

graduate degrees, and those choosing to do so at private institutions have been steady in spite of 

the recent economic challenges (see Appendix B). 

Changes such as a larger number of female students, part-time students, students from 

minority groups, and non-traditional and distance learning programs (Conrad et al., 1993) were 

reflected in the transformation of American master’s programs.  Nationwide, enrollments are up 

for master’s degree programs.  Recent figures revealed that master’s degrees were the fastest 

growing sector in American higher education (National Academy of Science, 2008; Wendler et 

al., 2010).  Much of this growth was due to the rise in students from traditionally 

underrepresented groups, students who benefitted as new methods of delivery made graduate 
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programs more accessible.  Between 2000 and 2010 the number of women enrolled in graduate 

studies grew at a rate of 4.1% annually compared to 3.5% for men (Bell, 2011).  While 

enrollments for Native Americans and Asians/Pacific Islanders fell, they increased for Hispanics, 

African Americans, and Whites (Bell, 2011).  Permanent residents continued to enroll at a slower 

pace than non-residents (Bell, 2011).  The growth of distance learning and proprietary 

institutions also altered the face of higher education in America (Wilson, 2010).   

In the early years of the 21st century the demand for degrees in the professional fields that 

began in the 20th century remained high.  There were indications that this surge was driven by 

both an increased demand for highly trained personnel and the higher wages associated with 

those positions (Delta Project, 2011).  The need to educate these students provided institutions 

with the opportunity to capitalize on new sources of net tuition revenue (Delta Project, 2011).  

Data indicated that by 2018 millions of new jobs would be created requiring secondary 

education, and the ratio of those requiring a minimum of a master’s degree is .69:1 (Carnevale et 

al., 2010).  The demands for a highly educated work force in all areas, but in particular in the fast 

growing service industries, coupled with the retirement of the highly educated Baby Boomers, 

created a growing need for postsecondary and graduate education (Fatima, 2009; Carnevale et 

al., 2010).  Recognition of the importance of a strong relationship between state investment in 

post-graduate education and workforce productivity (Fatima, 2009) also influenced the growth of 

master’s programs.  

Graduate Degrees at Small Private Colleges 

 One hundred thirty-nine institutions closed between 2000 and 2010 (NCES, 2010).  

Forty-nine of those were small, private, non-profit institutions (NCES, 2010).  An added concern 

is that nearly half of those closed between 2007 and 2010 (NCES, 2010).  Small colleges 
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continued to face significant challenges in the current educational environment (Schuman, 2005; 

Breneman, 1994; Ferrall, 2011).  On the institutional level, philosophical and academic stances, 

enrollment issues, competition, institutional culture, and financial constraints were concerns 

currently cited by these institutions (Schuman, 2005; Ferrall, 2011; Neely, 2005; Finder, 2005).  

On a national level, the rapidly shifting socio-political atmosphere, an aging American 

population, and modified government funding structures were expected to continue to have a 

significant influence on higher education for years to come (Hammill, 2010; Delta Project, 2011; 

Wendler et al., 2010).  President Obama’s emphasis on degree completion and the two-year 

college systems may also influence resources available to other types of institutions. The new 

vision of the government’s role in funding higher education combined with the reallocation of 

funds to meet other needs meant that education funding, diminished by the recessions of 2001 

and 2008, was unlikely to return to previous levels (Hammill, 2010).  The end result was that 

private colleges, along with other higher education entities, faced significant fiscal obstacles in 

the 21st century.  

Many institutions have actively explored alternatives to increase their enrollments, 

generate revenue, and ultimately, ensure their long-term stability.  One particularly promising 

path was the development of carefully crafted programs that enabled the institution to make 

better use of existing resources to increase its revenue and reach new populations (Schneider, 

1999).  There are indications that many small institutions are realizing the benefits of an 

increased emphasis on growth in master’s programs (NCES, 2010).  Their 

compatibility with emerging institutional forms and their short-term nature enhance its 
potential for development by master’s and doctoral institutions, whether they are public, 
private, or for-profit, operating in traditional or nontraditional modes of teaching and 
learning (Glazer-Raymo, 2005, p. 3)  
 

made master’s programs attractive to institutions looking for avenues of change.   
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Many small institutions appeared to be exploring the opportunities graduate programs 

offer (Nussbaum, 2012; Schneider, 1999).  Data for small private colleges reflected this 

increased interest in master’s programs where the number of graduate programs has risen 

steadily in recent years (NCES, 2010).  Two-thirds of the private institutions with less than 5000 

students indicated an increase in graduate degrees awarded between 2003-4 and 2009-10 (NCES, 

2010).  In the 2003-2004 academic years 30,090 students earned graduate degrees at small 

private institutions (NCES, 2010).  By 2004-2005 this number grew by 12% to 33,664 graduates 

(NCES, 2010).  The trend continued, and in 2009-10 with 42,282 students earning graduate 

degrees at these institutions.  Data indicated that in 2009-2010 graduate students at small private 

colleges earned 25% more degrees than in 2004-2005, and 40% more than in 2003-2004 (NCES, 

2010).  According to the Bureau of Labor and Statistics, this trend was expected to persist as the 

demand for employees with graduate degrees was expected to continue to grow and competition 

for graduate programs became more intense (Bell, 2011). 

An emphasis on graduate programs may provide small private institutions with potential 

solutions to the increasingly complex challenges they face.  However, for many of these 

institutions the change may be difficult because graduate programs may represent a substantive 

change in mission for many of these institutions.  Further, incorporating graduate programs into 

institutions traditionally focused on undergraduate education requires  changes in organizational 

structure and culture.  A change of this magnitude will impact multiple institutional stakeholders.  

Ultimately, the development and growth of quality graduate programs at private colleges 

provides challenges for administrators, faculty, and staff, who predicate their work on the 

mission of the institution. 
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Statement of the Problem 

Small private institutions are particularly susceptible to changes in the environment in 

which they operate.  They are more dependent upon the revenues generated from tuition and 

giving than public institutions (Delta Project, 2011) and their missions and affiliations may 

constrain their ability to change.  The early years of the 21st century presented all higher 

education institutions with a combination of a catastrophic economic crisis, an aging and diverse 

population, a greater resistance to funding higher education, and significant challenges to the 

structure of the system of American higher education.  Changes such as these in the economic, 

demographic, cultural, and academic trends (Neely, as cited in Koblick & Graubard, 2005) have 

eroded support for private institutions and jeopardized their futures.   

According to Tierney (2008), “the challenge for higher education institutions has been to 

understand the change in their markets, to create a new clientele, and to change themselves to 

meet the new demands of the environment” (p. 10).  This is particularly true at small private 

colleges where strong institutional cultures play a role in the change process (Strout, 2004; 

Finder, 2005; Masterson, 2008).  A new philosophical stance, or change in practice, such as an 

increase in the number of graduate programs at small colleges (Nussbaum, 2012: NCES, 2010), 

may create both opportunities and challenges for an institution, and may involve changes in both 

culture and practice.  However, little is known about how the introduction, or increased 

emphasis, on graduate programs affects the personnel at a small college with a predominantly 

undergraduate population.  By addressing such a gap, this dissertation adds to existing 

scholarship and practice concerning personnel and change.  Broadly, the study provides a deeper 

understanding of how college employees interpret institutional level change.  More specifically, 

the study offers deeper insight into how a counterintuitive organizational strategy such as growth 
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in graduate programs affects personnel at small private institutions and its implications for 

moving the college forward in turbulent economic times. 

Significance of the Study 

Small private institutions represent a small, but important part of American higher 

education.  These institutions offer millions of students and their families a wealth of alternative 

educational environments unique to the United States.  In many respects these institutions are 

very different from others in higher education, therefore it is important to understand how 

changes apply to this specific type of institution.  Moreover, faculty, administrators, and staff are 

often affected by the mission of the small private institutions. For example, faculty may choose 

to work in small private institutions for their undergraduate or liberal arts values. Further, 

administrators such as admissions officers must “sell” the institutional mission as they recruit 

incoming classes because they often lack the vast resources of larger institutions. Finally, 

because students of small private institutions identify strongly with the culture of the institution, 

or feel a sense of belonging to its family, staff members who work with alumni groups and 

development may encounter challenges from past students and future donors about such changes. 

Mid-level employees such as these may find their work life influenced as priorities shift along 

with the mission of the institution. 

This study used data from institutional faculty, administrators, and staff to create an in-

depth vision of how growth in master’s programs influenced their experiences at a small private 

college.   For the purpose of this study, small private institutions were defined as non-profit, 

primarily undergraduate institutions with student populations between 1,000-5,000 students.  

They were independent institutions, not a branch of a larger research institution.  Although many 

of these small private institutions considered themselves to be Liberal Arts Colleges, this study 
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makes no distinction as to the dominant curriculum offered at the institution.  Elite, prestigious 

institutions were not purposefully excluded from consideration, but strong endowments made 

them less likely to be driven to divert resources to master’s programs.   

Rouleau and Balogun’s (2011) work on sense-making and sense-giving provided a 

framework to examine the employee perspective on changes related to an increased emphasis on 

graduate programs at an institution with an enrollment of 2800 students.  This size fell within the 

parameters of the study, aligned with data from the National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES, 2010) data, and represented institutions with the potential size and resources to 

experience growth on the postgraduate level.  No distinctions were made for undergraduate 

curriculum, gender, or selectivity as related to the institution.  Small colleges affiliated with 

larger institutions and for-profit institutions were not considered for this study.   

Organization of the Study 

A qualitative case study provided a vehicle to create an in-depth description of the 

various perspectives participants experienced in an event or process.  This research is presented 

in five chapters.  Chapter I introduces the purpose of the study, relevant background information, 

and the research questions.  Chapter II presents previous research on small private colleges, 

graduate programs, and institutional change in higher education including the roles that mission, 

culture, leadership, and environment play.  Chapter III defines the research process and analysis 

procedures such as the selection of the study site and participants, research protocol, and data 

analysis methods.  Chapter IV presents the empirical data derived from the research process.  

Chapter V applies this data to the research questions and indicates areas for future research. 
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CHAPTER II: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

A search for literature on graduate programs at small private institutions returned little 

empirical data.  Although the researcher found a significant number of articles and papers on 

small private institutions, many were based on institutional theories and personal reflections 

rather than empirical studies.  Since little empirical data illustrated the intersection of small 

college missions, institutional change, and graduate studies, this study drew on works from each 

of these areas to lay a foundation for the exploration of how institutional employees experience 

change.  

Small Private Colleges as Mission Driven Institutions 

Over the years, small private colleges have maintained a unique role in American higher 

education.  These institutions afforded students the opportunity to choose academic 

environments that met their needs in terms of enrollment, curriculum, philosophical or religious 

stance, and gender.  According to the National Association of Independent Colleges and 

Universities (2007),  

Independent colleges and universities are not only vehicles of tradition, but centers of 
learning that reflect the ever-evolving diversity and needs of American life.  Their wide 
variety of sizes, locations, academic programs and institutional missions provides not 
only affordable access to higher education, but a choice in how students can achieve their 
dreams. (p. 2)  
 

These institutional missions were frequently at the heart of the small private institution. 

Small private colleges often had particularly strong ties to their missions.  Many were 

established to serve a specific purpose or population, such as the historically black colleges and 
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universities, women’s colleges, liberal arts colleges, and institutions with religious affiliations.  

Today these early commitments continue to exert a powerful influence on the institutions and 

their constituents.  As a result, during times of change, institutional culture and mission often 

played critical roles.     

Each institution’s unique culture is expressed throughout all levels of the institution 

including faculty, staff, and administrators.  Employees often selected small institutions because 

they identified with the institution’s values and mission.  As a result, when changes were 

experienced at the institutional level, they were also likely to affect the personnel.  However, it 

was not clear how their perceptions of their identity, work, or values changed with a shift in 

institutional mission, such as the growth of graduate programs.  The desire to know more about 

how employees perceive change made sensemaking a logical vehicle for this study, because of 

the emphasis placed on the voice of the participants. 

The Institutional Mission  

An institution’s mission articulates its intentions and ideals and should also aid in 

“developing a clear sense of purpose, facilitating decision-making, enhancing communication 

between groups, aiding institutional evaluation and measurement, and clarifying marketing 

strategy” (Scott, 2006, p. 2).  It should provide a foundation for the “day-to-day routines 

performed by faculty, staff, and students” (Kuh, 1993, p. 662).   Traditionally, the purpose of the 

mission statement was to convey “the college’s expectations and educational purposes and serve 

as a yardstick against which to measure the appropriateness of the curriculum and the behavior 

of the students” (Kuh, 2003, p. 662).  The mission statement is part of the language that defines 

the institution and its goals for its stakeholders.  

  Research on small private institutions indicated that in recent years mission statements 
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changed, becoming marketing tools directed toward various stakeholder groups (Taylor & 

Morphew, 2010).  Today, institutions use different versions of mission statements to accomplish 

different goals (Morphew & Hartley, 2006; Taylor & Morphew, 2010).  Recently Morphew and 

Hartley (2006) wrote that today’s mission statements  

may legitimately be viewed as statements for communicating with external audiences that 
have specific expectations of colleges and universities…as a means of telling important 
stakeholders outside the institution that “we understand what you want and we’re going 
to deliver it to you. (p. 469) 
 

This change was evident by the use of variations of the mission statement based on the 

anticipated target audience.  For example, mission statements used in recruitment literature focus 

on the points that are important to prospective students and their families, while the portrayal of 

the mission in institutional literature often focuses on the values that are important to institutional 

benefactors (Morphew & Hartley, 2006).  In contrast, campus publications such as websites, 

alumni magazines, and giving literature are much more likely to reflect the values traditionally 

associated with the institution.  Each version was adapted to achieve the maximum impact with 

their expected audience. 

There were also indications that differences also existed between the mission statements 

used by public and private institutions.  Morphew and Hartley (2006) found that “public colleges 

and universities construct their mission statements with combinations of elements more similar 

to one another than to their private peers” (p. 466).  However, the mission statements for private 

colleges are more individualized, and continued to emphasize the liberal arts heritage, even if 

their current focus had shifted to professional studies (Taylor & Morphew, 2010).   

Role of Institutional Culture 

Much of the available literature on institutional culture is theoretical and focuses on how 

culture is defined and expressed within an institution (Tierney, 1988; Kuh & Whitt, 1988; 
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Schein, 1984; Bergquist & Pawlak, 2008).  Because the growth of graduate programs at small 

private institutions reflected a change in both structure and culture, it was important to 

understand the role culture played as institutions adapted to such a change.  According to ASHE 

(2005), 

institutional culture comprises the shared beliefs, values, assumptions, and ideologies  
that bind a group together and provide a framework for group members to understand 
their setting.  [It] consists of the norms, values, and beliefs or organizational members 
(substance) and the more tangible ways that organizations express meanings (forms).  
(p. 56) 

As such, institutional culture reflects an institution’s identity and values, is unique to an 

individual institution, and is based on meaningful events and values that have been passed on 

(Shein, 1984).  However, according to Kuh and Whitt (1988), culture is not static, “it is always 

evolving, continually created and recreated by ongoing patterns of interactions between 

individuals, groups, and an institution’s internal and external environments” (p. 14).   

Existing research indicated that culture operates on both visible and symbolic levels and 

influences both internal and external interactions (Tierney, 1988; Schein, 1984; Bergquist & 

Pawlak, 2008).  Culture places a group within the context of its environment and defines how it 

operates within that particular sphere (Tierney, 1988; Kuh & Whitt, 1988).  The idea that 

institutional culture is based on “something valued by its members” (Bergquist & Pawlak, 2008, 

p. 10) is a core concept in institutional change.  Whether the value is placed on a name, a 

specialized mission (Strout, 2004; Brown, 2011; Urbanski, 2009), or another vestige of the 

institution, such as athletics, the important point is that it has power because of its value to the 

stakeholders.   

Each unique culture reflects an identity constructed by the whole through the assimilation 

of its diverse subgroups (Hartnell, 2011; Mills, Bettis, Williams, & Nolan, 2005) such as faculty, 
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staff, students, and departments.  These subcultures often have unique identities within the 

dominant culture of the institution (Bergquist & Pawlak, 2008; Lee, 2007).  According to Kuo 

(2009), “they construct their unique cultures through indispensible roles and functions, diverse 

perspectives and dynamic interactions with others” (p. 44).  These groups actively contribute to 

the dynamics of the institution (Kuh & Whitt, 1988) as they develop similar expectations and 

responses (Kuh, 1993).  According to Lee, it is important to understand how these subcultures fit 

into the overall institutional picture because problems arise when subcultures and dominant 

cultures do not align (2007).   

Research indicates the manner in which subcultures and dominant cultures interacts have 

a profound influence on how an institution functions.   Lee (2007) and Kuo (2009) found that 

while two different subcultures may have a cordial working relationship, they often look at an 

issue from vastly different perspectives.  Their perspectives may be influenced by different 

agendas and goals, or lack of contact and understanding (Lee, 2007; Mills et al., 2005).  

According to Kuh (as cited in Komives & Woodard, 2003), understanding this is critical because 

subgroups exert substantial influence that could either be an asset or a liability in times of 

change.  Kuo (2009) and Lee (2007) found that a lack of understanding and empathy for these 

differences weakens the ability to collaborate and meet challenges, and creates an environment 

where people are less likely to be invested and supportive of the work of others (Kuo, 2009; 

Mills et al., 2005).  This conflict may be reflected in the resistance to change exhibited by 

various groups of stakeholders (Hammond, 1984; Zannoni, Ehrenberg, & Fitchenbaum, 2009).  

Lee (2007) found that it was not enough to know change theory, but that “reformers need to look 

beyond managerial studies toward the shared values and beliefs that drive college behavior” (p. 

43) in order to make strong decisions.  
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Research also indicates a relationship between cultural strength and change (Smart & St. 

John, 1996; Kezar, 2002).  According to Bolman and Deal (2008), culture is a primary element 

in institutional interactions and decisions and play an important role in change.  Studies also 

indicate that a strong culture supports change (Sporn, 1996; Smart & St. John, 1996), while a 

weak culture is less effective (Smart & St. John, 1996; Kezar, 2002).  Sporn’s (1996) work, 

which supports this position, found a strong culture is closely related to the values espoused and 

practiced by groups within the institution.  Other research states that there is no optimum culture, 

but different cultures are suited to different situations (Smart & St. John, 1996).  The need for 

leaders to understand institutional culture in order to make strong decisions was also a 

reoccurring theme.  According to these writers, the failure to recognize and address the role 

culture plays within an institution impairs the ability to make changes and good decisions 

(Tierney, 1988; Bergquist & Pawlak, 2008).  

Nature of Mission Shift at Small Private Colleges 

 The relentlessly changing environment has challenged educational institutions for 

hundreds of years, driving them to adapt constantly (Martinez-Alemán & Salkever, 2003).  In 

recent years the need to align with a changing environment has been a driving force at liberal arts 

colleges (Delucchi, 1997).  Much has been written about the influence of the relationship 

between the current socio-political environment and institutional change (Neeley, 2005; Ferrall, 

2011; Schuman, 2005).  Fluctuating enrollments, increased competition, changing curriculum 

and delivery methods, state institutions offering honors programs and merit scholarships, and the 

preference for occupational education over liberal arts, pushed many private institutions to 

explore new markets (Brindt, Riddle, Turk-Bicacki, & Levy, 2005).   
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The changing market for higher education presents challenges for small private 

institutions (Neely, 2005; McPherson & Shapiro, as cited in Koblick & Grabaud, 2005; Ferrall, 

2011).  A particular concern is the philosophical change of direction many small institutions face 

today (Neeley, 2005; Schuman, 2005; Ferrall, 2011).  Kuh (1993) stated that while “it is not 

unusual for an institution’s mission to evolve over time in response to events and conditions in 

the external environment” (p. 662), it is critical that the mission continue to convey the essential 

values and goals of the institution.  Many institutions must determine whether or not an alteration 

of their traditional character is necessary, or desired, to compensate for a shrinking pool of 

students.  Data indicates that the exclusivity derived from race, gender, and religious affiliations 

which creates the individualized character of many private institutions, also limits their pool of 

candidates (Gueverra, 2001; Urbanski, 2009; Brown, 2011).  According to Bates and Santerre 

(2000), private colleges closed at a rate of about six per year between 1960 and 1994, and 

closure was often related to declining enrollments.  More and more often the ability to maintain 

or increase enrollment relied with an institution’s ability to create demand and address its 

students’ demands in times of change.    

 According to Ferrall, (2011), the perspective that “learning is of value in and of itself, 

without regard to whether it is related to a marketable skill” (p. 18) is less popular today than in 

the past.  Current literature frequently espouses the idea that modern students and their parents 

are more interested in a college education that prepared them for a career than one that focused 

on philosophical and political thinking (Brindt et al., 2005; Ferrall, 2011; Pace & Connolly, 

2000; Hawkins, 1999).  Data seems to support this perspective.  Brindt et al. (2005) found that 

the percentage of degrees awarded in occupational fields rose from 45% to 60%.  As a result, the 

demand for the liberal arts education found at many small private institutions declined in recent 
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years (Brindt et al., 2005; Delucchi, 1997).  The preference for more practical skills created 

friction as many small private institutions face the choice between keeping their traditional 

curriculum and identity, or altering it to appeal to more students (Delucchi, 1997; Hawkins, as 

cited in Koblick & Graubard, 2005; Brown, 2011; Urbanski, 2009).   

Curriculum was not the only institutional characteristic that influenced change.  Kraaz 

and Zajac (2001) found that a study of organizational change should also consider institutional 

resources.  They found a direct relationship between the institution’s resources and the impetus 

for change (Kraaz & Zajac, 2001).  Data from their study indicates the institutions with the 

greater amount of tangible and intangible resources were less likely to feel the need to initiate 

change, and that they did not experience the benefits associated with curricular change (Kraatz & 

Zajac, 2001; Taylor & Morphew, 2010; Delucchi, 1997). Other studies found similar 

relationships between resources and change.  In particular, research indicated that institutions 

with adequate endowment support operate from a position of power, and are more likely to be in 

a position to maintain their traditional purpose and curriculum, than institutions in financial 

jeopardy (Taylor & Morphew, 2010; Delucchi, 1997).  

Research also indicated that the manner in which one institution reacted to change could 

potentially affect other institutions.  Kraatz  (1995) found that “private colleges were more likely 

to undertake major curricular adaptations when their network partners had previously adopted 

the same change”  (p. 246).  The study found that while external environmental pressures might 

initiate a need for change, the implementation of that change is significantly influenced by how 

comparable institutions react (Kraatz, 1995).  Kraatz contends that leaders work in a network 

context, they communicate with their peers, and they base their decisions on the results of their 

peers’ actions (Kraatz, 1995).  Therefore, if an institution knows that comparable institutions are 
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experiencing positive results for a change under consideration, then it reduces their own risk of 

implementation (Kraatz, 1995).  The adoption of a more practice-based curriculum by many 

liberal arts colleges, and the acceptance of men to previously all-women’s institutions, reflect 

this tendency for members of a network to take a similar path to common issue (Delucchi, 1997; 

Pace & Connolly, 2000; Brindt et al., 2005; Kraatz. 1998).   

Graduate Programs 

The research and literature on graduate programs often treated all graduate students as a 

single group, rather than acknowledging the unique perspectives of master’s, doctoral, and 

professional students.  Although master’s degree programs have increased by 43% since 2000 

(NCES, 2010), studies of doctoral programs, or general postgraduate studies, occurred with 

much higher frequency than those specifically on investigating master’s degree programs.  As 

the population of master’s students increased it placed new demands on the academic 

environment and created a need for new institutional knowledge and awareness.  However the 

existing empirical studies on master’s programs are heavily student centered and focus on topics 

such as enrollment (Mullen, Goyette, & Soares, 2003; Kallio, 1995; Ethington & Smart, 1986), 

engagement, and persistence (Liu, Magjuka, Bonk, & Lee, 2007; Endres, Chowdry, Frye, & 

Hurturbis, 2009; Ferguson & Tryjankowski, 2009; Newswander & Borrego, 2009; Maher, 2005; 

Andrieu & St. John, 1993; Girves & Wemmerus, 1988; Liu et al, 2007).  These studies give little 

voice to the institutional employees working with the graduate students. 

Enrollment in Graduate School 

 The total number of students enrolled in postgraduate education grew at an average rate 

of 3.3% between 2000 and 2010 (Bell, 2011).  Many of these were women, minorities, and 

temporary residents of the United States (Bell, 2011).  These students arrived with different 
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needs and goals than the graduate students of the past.  They also bring new challenges to higher 

education. The need for educated, skilled workers is expected to increase in the near future 

(Carnevale et al. 2010), but the completion rate in many graduate fields is too low, and the time 

to completion is far too long (Wendler et al., 2010).  The result of this concern with completion 

rates and a changing student population was research that focused more on the student’s 

perspective than on that of the institution and its employees.    

 Extant empirical data reveals that the master’s student’s decision to enroll is influenced 

by factors such as their academic background, financial means, employment, and family 

responsibilities (Mullen et al., 2003; Kallio, 1995; Ethington & Smart, 1986; Glazer-Raymo, 

2005; Frazier, Young, & Fuller, 2012).  Today, family and career responsibilities play a key role 

in the decision to enroll in graduate school (Kallio, 1995; Frazier et al., 2012).  The ability to 

attend school while sustaining other obligations, and the desire to keep expenses down, also play 

a significant part in institutional selection for graduate students today.  “Geographic proximity of 

universities and workplaces, part-time and weekend courses, employer subsidies, and virtual 

campuses enhance the marketability of the master’s degree” (Glazer-Raymo, 2005, p. 109).  

More than ever before, the master’s students in the 21st century must consider the personal, 

professional and academic expectations of enrollment.  

The competitive market made it necessary for many institutions to adapt to the needs of 

modern graduate students.  A study by Frazier, Young, and Fuller (2012) found that specific 

graduate student characteristics had a noticeable effect on their academic experience.  They 

found that gender, age, race and family status play a key role in determining which graduate 

programs students enroll in school (Frazier et al., 2012).  These studies suggest that 

understanding how personal characteristics influence graduate school selection allows 
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institutions to implement successful programs in the highly competitive graduate education 

market (Kallio, 1995; Frazier et al., 2012).    

Mullen et al (2003) and Brindt et al. (2005) found that the influence of family history also 

played a significant role in the decision to enroll in graduate school.  Research indicates that 

students with highly educated parents are more likely to go on to graduate school (Mullen et al., 

2003; Ethington & Smart, 1986).  They were also expected to attend graduate school and had the 

high test scores associated with a privileged socioeconomic background necessary for graduate 

school.  However, the strong familial academic influence reflected in doctoral students, was 

evident to a lesser degree in master’s students.  

 It is unclear how much influence the undergraduate education has for prospective 

graduate students.  Some research indicates that a bachelor’s degree equalizes the opportunity to 

attend graduate school (Mullen et al., 2003), while others argue that students from a higher 

socioeconomic bracket maintain some advantage due to their ability to attend elite undergraduate 

institutions (Mullen et al., 2008; Ethington & Smart, 1986).  Kallio (1995) found the decision to 

enroll in graduate school was influenced less by family academic background than by current 

family and work obligations.   

Others studies (Mullen et al., 2003) indicate that the student’s academic background is 

less important than their undergraduate social experiences.  Ethington and Smart (1986) found 

that the undergraduate experience had a causal relationship with the intent to go to graduate 

school.  According to their study, once a student enrolls as an undergraduate, the strongest 

influence on the decision to enroll in graduate school is the student’s integration into the 

undergraduate academic environment, not the influence of his academic background prior to 

college.  According to Ethington and Smart (1986), 
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Students who become more involved in the social and academic aspects of the 
undergraduate experience are expected not only to be more likely to persist to 
undergraduate degree completion, but to exhibit further commitment to the educational 
process by subsequently enrolling in graduate school. (p. 291) 
 

The study argued the only pre-baccalaureate marker that continues to be influential is the level of 

family education, and this is only indirectly influential (Ethington & Smart, 1986).   

This socioeconomic status was expressed through the initial selection of the undergraduate 

institution, and in regards to whether the student had residual financial aid responsibilities after 

graduation.   

While these studies did not speak directly to the topic of how institutional employees are 

affected by an increased emphasis on master’s programs, they did touch on the differences in 

master’s students and undergraduates.  These studies indicated that the master’s students of today 

were diverse, enrolled with a broad scope of skills, and often had significant obligations outside 

of their academic life.  While these studies provided some insight into the growing population of 

master’s students, they fell short in addressing what demands this changing population placed on 

the institution and its employees. 

Engagement in Graduate Students 

 Much of the recent research on graduate student engagement focused on the manner in 

which graduate students related to each other and to faculty members.  These studies were often 

set in classes with the non-traditional formats developed to address the needs of the rising 

number of graduate students who enroll while working and raising families.  Many of these 

graduate courses were either on-line, included an electronic component, or were taught in cohort 

formats.  These alternative educational models have created different challenges and obstacles 

for student engagement and retention.   

Research indicates that student engagement with learning communities and faculty are 
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still important, whether the class is offered electronically or face to face (Liu et al., 2007; Maher, 

2005; Newswander & Borrego, 2009).  According to Liu et al. (2007), Maher (2005), 

Newswander and Borrego (2009), and Conrad, Duren, and Haworth (1998), learning 

communities contribute to success and comprehension for graduate students.  There is evidence 

that engaged students are active learners, and learning communities provide vehicles to stimulate 

and engage the students in class material (Liu, 2007).  Students that are a part of learning 

communities, both online and in person, are more likely to be successful (Liu et al., 2007; 

Maher, 2005).  Interaction with other students leads to deeper understanding, improved 

communication and team skills, and the support needed to take risks (Conrad et al., 1998).  Data 

also indicates that the collegial and collaborative relationships among faculty and students create 

a community of learners that enrich their educational experiences (Conrad et al., 1998).  There 

are also indications that the benefits of peer and faculty interaction are not limited to the 

classroom.   Interaction and group contact on both academic and social levels provides benefits 

to students (Newswander & Borrego, 2009; Conrad et al., 1998).   

 Liu et al. (2007) and Maher (2005) acknowledged the potential benefits of learning 

communities, but pointed out that learning communities may also have negative aspects.  

According to their studies, not all students or faculty want to participate in learning communities.  

Maher (2005) found that problems develop if students are not committed to the format.   Liu et 

al. (2007) stated that learning communities are not always practical, or desirable, for students in 

on-line courses.  Other students with significant commitments outside of the classroom may be 

reluctant to commit additional time to a group.  Students and faculty in online courses 

represented a broad spectrum from those who wanted the sense of community and professional 

ties, to those who only want to complete their work (Liu et al., 2007).   
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 Studies by Girves (1988) and Andrieu and St. John (1993) examine factors that influence 

persistence for graduate students such as institutional type, enrollment category, faculty, and 

finance have on graduate students.  Andrieu and St. John (1993) found that fulltime enrollment 

and attendance at private institutions positively influenced persistence.  Their study found “there 

are aspects of the private college experience that foster and encourage graduate student 

persistence” (Andrieu & St. John, 1993, p. 410).  In contrast, enrolling in a public institution, 

being fiscally independent, and having poor grades are detrimental to academic success (Andrieu 

& St. John, 1993).  Girves (1988) also found that faculty interaction was a key element in 

graduate student persistence.  Faculty serve as mentors and teachers, they influence future career 

paths, and they “impart the norms and expectations” of the program and the department (Girves, 

1988, p. 171).  Data also indicates the importance of financial considerations to student success 

Girves (1988).  Many graduate students offset rising tuition with teaching assistantships, but 

indications are that academic work suffers due to the time away from studies required by these 

labor-intensive jobs.   

 The increase in the number of  students from diverse backgrounds not only influences the 

decision to enroll in graduate school, but also the ability to complete.  According to Portnoi and 

Kwong (2011), many first generation graduate students struggle to balance the expectations of a 

graduate program with family demands.  These students often lack the support of a family that 

understands the commitment needed to succeed in graduate school.  Perhaps for these students, 

more so than for others, “affirmative interactions with faculty are integral to their positive 

academic experiences” (Portnoi & Kwong, 2011, p. 421).  Their research indicates that positive 

interaction with faculty and peers helps counteract the negative ethnic and family influences that 

put these students into jeopardy (Portnoi & Kwong, 2011).  
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 There were also indications that as the master’s student population changed, their 

relationship with the faculty also changed.  New delivery methods, new class formats, meant 

changes for the faculty.  However, much of the research focuses on what the students want and 

need.  Little emphasis has been given to how these changing needs affect the faculty in terms of 

workload or job satisfaction.  

Nature of Mission Shift on Institutional Levels 

Empirical studies indicated institutions that fail to acknowledge the urgency and 

complexity of the changing environment are susceptible to failure (Hammond, 1984; Urbanski, 

2009; Brown, 2011; Gueverra, 2001).  Entrenched philosophical norms and established traditions 

put small private colleges at odds with a changing environment.  At these institutions, resistance 

to change, and reliance on entrenched historical trends, often inhibits an institution’s ability to 

move forward and jeopardizes its future (Gueverra, 2001; Urbanski, 2009; Brown, 2011).  

Urbanski (2009) found that a mission focused on a narrow segment of the population, Polish 

American students, became detrimental when the target market was no longer there to generate 

the necessary funds or enrollment.  Similarly, many single gender institutions struggled with the 

choice between coeducation or closure as demand for their product fell into the 20th century 

(Brown, 2011; Gueverra, 2001).  Other institutions struggled with balancing the falling interest 

in a liberal education with consumer demands for a practical education (Brindt et al., 2005; 

Delucchi, 1997).  In each of these studies, the inability or reluctance to alter narrowly defined 

missions and philosophies led to institutional closure.   

An evaluation of the alignment of the institution’s goals, personnel, academic history, 

and societal change is critical to the change process (Scott, 2006).  However, the process of 

redefining or reaffirming a mission may reveal issues that inhibit an institution’s ability to 
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change.  Research indicates a shared institutional purpose and identity are critical elements in the 

change process (Hartley, 2003).  Without consistency between vision and mission, an institution 

may struggle and fail to progress (Martinez-Aleman & Salkever, 2003).  Creating a cohesive 

vision is a crucial step when an institution faces change.  However, a narrowly defined mission 

statement inhibits an institution’s ability to adapt.  

Reevaluation of the institution’s mission was a critical step is addressing a changing 

environment.  Hartley (2003) and Hammond (1984) found that institutions that reassessed and 

recommitted to their institutional goals increased their enrollments. Their work emphasized the 

importance of obtaining support from various stakeholder groups and providing strong 

leadership for redefined institutional purposes.  The institutions in these two studies improved 

their enrollment numbers after intense scrutiny of their institutional purpose (Gueverra, 2001; 

Hartley, 2003; Hammond, 1984).  Research indicates that institutions may benefit in a positive 

manner from a new or renewed common purpose that involves critical, data driven decisions, a 

dedicated group of people, and strong leadership (Gueverra, 2001; Hammond, 1984; Hartley, 

2003).  Revitalization of institutional identity means re-committing to their traditional values and 

goals for some institutions (Hartley, 2003).  For other institutions it meant a significant change of 

direction, such as becoming a coeducational institution (Gueverra, 2001).   

The challenges faced by small private institutions are not insurmountable and closure is 

not the only possible outcome.  The research reveals that while some institutions failed to 

implement change (Brown, 2011; Urbanski, 2009), others took a critical view of their institution 

and made the difficult choices needed to initiate and sustain change (Gueverra, 2001; Hartley, 

2003; Hammond, 1984).  However, even for institutions willing to adapt, maintaining 
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enrollments in the face of a changing market and increasingly stringent competition continues to 

be a concern (Schuman, 2005; Bates & Santerre, 2000).    

Impact of Mission Shift on Institutional Personnel 

 Change does not exist in the abstract alone, people experience it (Bettis, Mills, Williams, 

& Nolan, 2005).  As a result, mission shift, or a change in priorities, have an impact on 

institutional personnel.  Change is often difficult for people because it requires a shift in both 

institutional and cultural levels.  Therefore, it is important to acknowledge and understand not 

only how cultural forms are passed through an organization, but also how they are manifested 

within different institutional subgroups (Hora, 2008).  Subgroups develop a group perspective 

through their common interests (Hora, 2008; Luscher, 2008).  When leaders identify the need for 

a change of direction, they also must convey this to others.  Understanding how leaders 

communicated change, and how different subcultures viewed and experienced change, were both 

critical parts of successful change implementation.  

How are Leaders Affected by Mission Shift? 

Leadership plays a key role in institutional change, and as a result, much has been written 

about the qualities and the skills that are desirable in strong leaders (Kouzes and Posner, 2007).  

Leaders must be able to work with the assets and the constraints, such as the people and the 

culture, of their institutional setting.  Effective leaders recognize that culture is an important 

consideration in institutional change and that resistance from within the institution affects a 

planned change (Kotter, 1996; Bolman & Deal, 2008; Brown, 2011; Bergquist & Pawlak, 2008). 

Rogers (2003) described a leader as “an expert who creates a vision for his or her organization 

and through a process of exchange with followers motivates them to buy into it” (p. 450).  
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Leaders need to understand the various manifestations of culture and manage the resistance that 

develops when change is initiated if they hope to implement it successfully (Schein, 2010).  

Strong leaders value the shared ideals of others, encourage them to act, and engage them 

in the change process (Russell, 2008), because engagement creates bonds and support for the 

outcomes (Hartley, 2003; Kezar & Eckel, 2008).  They recognize that an important part of a 

successful change is the inclusion of stakeholders in the process.  These studies found that 

institutions that included faculty and staff in a structured process, and provided an environment 

that encouraged sense-making, had better results in managing change (Gueverra, 2001).  

Therefore it is often beneficial for institutional presidents and leaders to “create a level of 

stability…on campus before they engage people’s minds and hearts” (Kezar & Eckel, 2008, p. 

399).  

Strong leaders often combine the use of various leadership styles to facilitate change with 

multiple groups of stakeholders (Jung, 1999; Kezar & Eckel, 2008; Parry & Proctor-Thomson, 

2002).  Transformative leadership “is a process in which leaders raise their associates to higher 

levels of morality and motivation” (Kezar & Eckel, 2008, p. 381).  In contrast, transactional 

leadership is a hierarchical model based on goal achievements (Kezar & Eckel, 2008).  Each 

style has its strengths, and leaders adept at both the transformational and the transformative 

styles have the ability to choose the model most appropriate to a given situation.  Jung and 

Avolio (1999) found that group culture influences the response to a given leadership style.  In 

order to get the best results, leaders need to be able to select the style that best produces results 

for the group they are working with.  Jung and Avolio (1999) found that individualists responded 

best to a transactional leader because their natural inclination to work independently and for 

individual goals matched the transactional style.  However, collectivists, performed better for a 
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transformational leader, where their identification with the group and its goals were an asset 

(Jung & Avolio, 1999). Strong leadership made the difference in the success or failure of a 

change initiative Gueverra (2001), and whether or not the institution can sustain the change 

(Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  Those leaders who understand the dynamics of different leadership 

styles are better able to match the correct model to the situation (Kezar & Eckel, 2008; Parry & 

Proctor-Thomson, 2002).   

 Leaders also brought an assortment of personal qualities to a situation.  Research 

indicates that integrity, ethical conduct, and charisma influence a leader’s ability to perform 

(Waldman et al., 2001; Parry & Proctor-Thomson, 2002).  Personal integrity creates a foundation 

for trust in interactions with others.  There is also evidence that a strong sense of ethics and 

conduct create a positive relationship with institutional performance (Parry & Proctor-Thomson, 

(2002).  Similarly, charisma also indicated a positive effect on performance when combined with 

transactional leadership in times of uncertainty (Waldman, Ramirez, House, & Puraman, 2001).  

Therefore, mission shift requires leaders to use both personal and professional skills to facilitate 

change with a diverse constituency. 

How are Subordinates Affected by Mission Shift? 

 The change process begins when leaders make the initial decision to initiate change, and 

then try “sell” it to both internal and external constituents.  The focus of this study was on how 

the middle level employees, faculty and administrative staff, experienced and perceived change.  

Research indicates that midlevel employees respond to a change in various ways including 

acceptance, negotiating and resistance (Gonzales, 2012).  The manner in which midlevel 

employees implement institutional change policies is influenced by how they and their peers 

interpret, or make sense, of how the change is expected to affect them (Balogun & Johnson, 
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2005).  

Many faculty and staff chose to work at a small private college because they may feel a 

strong affinity for the institutional mission, and believed the institution fit well with their goals 

and experiences (Castiglia, 2006).  The emphasis on teaching is important to many who choose 

to work at small colleges “where faculty involvement with students and input into university 

governance are often selling points of institutions of less than 5000 students” (Mallard & Atkins, 

2004, p. 375).  According to Gonzales and Rincones (2011), they 

are personally and emotionally invested in their work and, thus, that they are unlikely to 
yield to organizational mandates that undermine what they see as the purposes of their 
work (p. 67) 
 

As a result, there may be concern that a shift may result in values that different or alter their 

perceptions of their worklife (Rusch & Wilbur, 2007).   

Studies have indicated that faculty resist changes they perceive as detrimental to their 

accustomed roles as teachers (Bettis et al., 2005; Gonzales & Rincone, 2011) or are contrary to 

the mission and culture of the institution (Brown, 2011).  Castiglia (2006) found a shift created 

by a drive for increased research, produced feelings of disconnection between the faculty and the 

institution.  While the leadership deemed the change necessary, the faculty perception was that of 

an institutional move away from a traditionally nurturing environment, and toward one driven by 

a business plan (Castiglia, 2006).  Mallard and Atkins (2004) also found evidence that faculty 

perceived changes differently than administrators.  In their study faculty expressed concern that 

as the institution demanded more research, little was done to support their efforts to generate it.  

Changes, such as these institutions experienced, in other words changes that threaten or alter the 

original intent of the institution may result in resistance from institutional personnel.  
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Literature Summary 

 Existing literature and studies indicated the importance of developing an awareness of the 

many facets of institutional change, such as culture, mission, and personnel, and how they were 

expressed at various levels of the institution.  Culture often played a pivotal role in an 

institution’s reaction to stimuli. Therefore, understanding how culture is reflected in an 

institution, and what its values are, is important to a successful change process.  An institution 

that underestimates the power of culture could find itself bogged down and unable to make the 

needed changes (Brown, 2011), while another may find itself propelled ahead by strong support 

(Hammond, 1984).  

 Mission defines the purpose of the institution and guides its path.  Because mission and 

institutional identity are important at many small institutions they must be considered when 

studying growth at small private institutions.   A mission shift is not an isolated occurrence; it is 

experienced by all sectors of the institution.  As such, both leaders and subordinates played 

important roles in successful institutional change.  According to Kuh and Whitt (1988) “all 

institutional agents participate in constructing a coherent picture of what is going on in the 

institution”  (p. 51).  

The literature revealed both the extent of the challenges small private institutions face 

and the scope of their attempts to manage changes and stay competitive.  Many small private 

institutions were founded with very specific missions.  These missions became an integral, 

valued part of the institution.  However, narrow, specific missions, and strong cultural resistance 

to change continue to create challenges for institutions seeking change.  Research indicates 

institutions that develop a comprehensive perspective, leverage their resources, and committ to 

change have an opportunity to improve their status (Guerverra, 2001; Hartley, 2003; Hammond, 
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1984).  However, while there are numerous avenues these institutions could pursue toward 

revitalization and stability, one that has been the subject of little institutional research is the 

addition or growth of graduate school programs.  The number of graduate students enrolled at 

small private colleges is growing steadily (NCES, 2010), driving a need for a deeper 

understanding of their impact on the institution and its personnel as more small institutions 

examined this opportunity.  

 The number of students enrolling in graduate programs has continued to grow.  These 

students offer institutions the opportunity to develop a new market and help create the leaders for 

the future.  However, as students, they differ from undergraduate students and even graduate 

students from other times.  Today, graduate students are often older, have careers and families, 

attend school part-time, and represent a diverse ethnic population.  They exhibit different 

interests, priorities, and preferences concerning their instruction.  While data exists that defines 

the students’ perspectives and challenges, there is little available that defines how this rising 

population influences the employees they are in contact with at the institution.  Many employees 

at small private institutions are drawn by an affinity for some aspect of the institution.   As the 

environment changes, these elements also change and may alter that which appealed or spoke to 

the employee.  Therefore, more data is needed to understand the perspectives of the faculty and 

staff working in an institution facing changes such as a rising graduate population. 

Theoretical Framework 
 
 Sensemaking refers to the behaviors, both tacit and obvious, that people engage in to 

process change when “there is a shift from the experience of immersion in projects to a sense 

that the flow of action has become unintelligible in some way” (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 

2005, p, 409).  In effect, sensemaking is initiated in an effort to return equilibrium to the 
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organization.  The process recognizes the influence multiple factors such as being grounded in 

identity construction, retrospective, enactive of sensible environments, social, on-going, focused 

on and extracted by cues, and driven by plausibility (Weick, 1995) exert on sensemaking.  

Sensemaking is initiated when something disrupts the current conditions (Weick, 1995) and 

people begin to try and sort out what the changes mean.  Ultimately, sensemaking enables 

employees to move from an abstract concept to one that is well-defined (Weick, 1995).  

 According to Weick (1995) individual and group identity is a key element in how people 

perceive change. Weick states that “no individual ever acts as a single sensemaker” (1995, p. 18) 

and that “conduct is contingent on the conduct of others” (1995, p. 39).  Previous events and 

experiences  also influence current sensemaking efforts because they influence how people react 

to stimuli (Rouleau & Balogun, 2011; Weick, 1995).   

 Sensemaking is social in many respects and depends on the ability of members of the 

group to communicate effectively and take an active part in the process (Weick, 1995).  This 

behavior is also influenced by how they perceive their relationship to the group.   Rouleau and 

Balogun, (2011) also recognized the dynamic relationships found in sensemaking and described 

the process as one that “occurs in a relational context. [Where] intertwined and mutually 

reinforcing multiple acts of individual sensemaking shape the processes and outcomes of 

organizational sensemaking”  (p. 955).   

Rouleau and Balogun’s (2011) framework allows an analysis of the change process from 

the perspectives of multiple participants.  In their research Rouleau and Balogun, (2011) found 

two components central to sensemaking by mid-level employees: 1) social, symbolic, cultural, 

and verbal context; and 2) performing the conversation and setting the scene. The researchers 

found that “social, symbolic, cultural, and verbal context elements exerted an intangible 
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influence on the participants’ perception of an impending change (Rouleau & Balogun, 2011).  

The other part of the process, “performing the conversation” and “setting the scene,” are 

described as purposeful, formal and informal interactions with others, which are often intended 

to define a position.  Utilizing these two components enabled employees to examine the change 

and what it meant to them, and share those perceptions with others in order to move from 

concept to implementation.   

Rouleau and Balogun also found that the two components answered different questions 

related to the sensemaking process.  The social, symbolic, cultural, and verbal context explain 

“why” people react to change in a given way, while performing the conversation and setting the 

scene define “what” they do in response.  Figure 1 presents a schematic that illustrates how 

symbolic, cultural, and social elements create a context that influences the discursive 

sensemaking activities in performing the conversation and setting the scene (Rouleau & 

Balogun, 2011, p. 958).   This framework provided the researchers the opportunity to study what 

elements played a role in moving employees from concept to reality during the change process.  
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Figure 1. Schematic of Sensemaking. Adapted from Rouleau and Balogun (2011). 

Today, small private institutions exist in an environment where change is the norm.  

Often, the changes these institutions face create challenges to which their various constituent 

groups must adapt.  For many of these institutions and their employees change presents both 

opportunities and challenges as mid-level employees must often implement changes originating 

at the institutional level.  The environment, culture, social systems, and activities are all factors 

in sensemaking at small institutions.  Rouleau and Balogun’s (2011) work was selected as the 

theoretical framework for this study because it aligned well with the strong influence context and 

activities inherent at many small private institutions. Sensemaking, with its emphasis on the 

perceptions of the participants, provides a mechanism to study how mid-level employees at a 

small private institution perceive institutional changes and generate additional data to improve 

practices at other small private institutions.  

Conclusion 

The environment that higher education operates within today presents institutions with 

significant challenges.  Change is a constant at most institutions today.  It is not always 

“precipitated by crisis.  More often perhaps, such change is required simply to maintain the long-
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term viability of the institution in the face of changing conditions” (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 

445).  Extant empirical research on institutional change provides insights into the role the 

environment plays in driving change, the constraints an institutional mission places on the 

change process, the growing market for graduate degrees, and how mission and institutional 

culture influence the change process.  However, little has been written that defines how these 

elements intersect with the recent increase in graduate programs at small colleges.  This study, 

built on previous work on institutional change, institutional culture, small colleges, and using 

sense-making as a framework provides a vehicle to analyze how faculty and staff of a small 

private institution make sense of the change. 
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CHAPTER III: 

METHODS 

The early years of the 21st century brought changes that presented challenges to all 

sectors of American higher education.  Small private institutions were particularly susceptible as 

they faced increased competition, rising costs, and consumer demands for professional curricula.  

Statistics indicated that graduate programs provided many institutions with a means to remain 

competitive.  However, little research addressed how the faculty, staff, and administrators at 

small private colleges adapted to the demands created by new or growing graduate programs.     

Research Design and Methodology 

Although institutional change could be investigated using several different research 

perspectives, a qualitative approach was selected for this study.  Creswell (2008) recommends a 

qualitative approach when the intent is to generate a deeper understanding of a specific research 

topic rather than generalizable trends.  Qualitative research places a heavy emphasis on the 

location of the study, the voices of the participants, and the meaning the participants assign to 

their experiences as revealed through the researcher.  The emphasis on understanding the 

experience, the researcher’s central role in data collection and analysis, an inductive process, and 

rich description of the end product are critical elements in qualitative research (Merriam, 2009).  

The intent of this research was to develop a deeper understanding of how stakeholders perceive 

change at an institution experiencing growth in its graduate programs.  Therefore a qualitative 

approach was chosen because,  

it is reasonable to conclude that one of the more effective means of adding to 
understanding for all readers will be by approximating through  the words and 
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illustrations of our reports, the natural experience acquired in ordinary personal 
involvement. (Stake1978, p. 5)  
 

Research Questions 

The research question used to investigate changes experienced by small institutions as 

they increase their graduate programs is:  How do employees make sense of changes at the 

institution?  Small colleges often have deeply ingrained cultural and historical traditions.  

Change, such as an increase in graduate students, may alter, or threaten, those foundations and 

require concessions from multiple stakeholders such as undergraduates, faculty, and staff.  

Therefore, in an actively changing environment, it is important to understand the participants’ 

experiences and how they perceive them.  The questions used to develop a greater understanding 

of how mid-level employees perceive institutional change include the following: 

1. How did employees perceive their roles, and those of their peers in the change 

process? 

2. How did they create consensus? 

3. What concessions were they required to make in the change process? 

The words of the employees, framed in Rouleau and Balogun’s (2011) work on sensemaking, 

provided a vehicle to study how members of a subculture interacted and responded to change at a 

small private institution.   

According to Yin (2009), a case study is the preferred method to study research questions 

that ask “how” or “why” questions, do not require behavioral controls, and examine a 

contemporary event.  A case study describes a unique event or phenomenon in a bounded 

system, attempts to increase the reader’s knowledge and understanding (Merriam, 2009), and 

creates a complex picture through the voices of its participants.  According to Merriam (2009), 

the presence of a bounded system distinguishes the case study from other forms of qualitative 
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research.  Since the purpose of this study was to give voice to how institutional employees 

perceived change at one institution, at a specific point in time, the design selected for this 

research was that of the case study. 

Site Selection 

Intrinsic case studies provide the opportunity to obtain detailed data about a specific area 

of interest (Merriam, 2009).  In this study, the intent was to develop a deeper understanding of 

how mid-level employees at a small private institution perceived institutional change.  Therefore, 

it was necessary to find an institution that was an exemplary representative, one with a history of 

change and positive growth in graduate programs.  Because the site played a vital role in the 

research, purposeful sampling was used to select the site for the study that best met the research 

requirements.  According to Creswell (2008), purposeful sampling is advantageous because it 

provides the means to study an exceptional case, one that represents an extraordinary learning 

opportunity.  Criteria used to select the site included the following:   

1. Private institution; 

2. Non-profit institution; 

3. Between 1,000 and 5,000 students enrolled; 

4. Located in a three-state region in the southeastern United States; and 

5. Consistent growth in graduate programs in the years between 2006 and 2010. 

NCES was used to select private institutions with enrollments between 1,000 and 5,000 

students, a predominance of undergraduate students, and growth in their graduate programs in 

the last ten years.  The search yielded 330 institutions nationally, 74 of which were located in the 

southeastern United States.  Twenty of these institutions were located in the targeted three state 

region.  Five institutions, two each from State A and State B, and one from State C indicated 
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growth in graduate programs between 2002-03 and 2009-10.  A further look indicated that only 

two, in two different states, had shown growth between 2006-7 and 2009-10.  The graduate 

enrollment growth rates of these two institutions were 51% and 28%.  This was considered 

important because the protocol required an institution that displayed a positive trajectory in 

graduate enrollment in spite of the challenging economic conditions during the specified time 

frame.  The institution with the 51% growth reflected both a long-standing commitment to a 

graduate education component and the strongest growth in recent years.   Ultimately that 

institution, Southern University (pseudonym), was selected because it best represented the 

criteria established for the study, and a professional connection promised to facilitate access to 

the site and its subjects.   

A case study at Southern University (SU) presented the opportunity to study a small 

private institution negotiating growth in its graduate programs and the maintenance of its unique 

institutional character.  Founded over 100 years ago, Southern University evolved over time 

from an all women’s college to a dynamic institution with multiple components.  The institution 

grew to include a women’s college, separate co-educational programs, on-line programs, remote 

locations, and a growing presence in its graduate schools.  However, it still struggled, and 

without a large endowment, in the closing years of the 20th century it became obvious that SU 

once again faced a time of change.   

The arrival of President John Walton (pseudonym) in the early years of the 21st century 

signaled the beginning of a period of significant change.  The changes at SU were both 

philosophical and visual.  Within three years of President Walton’s arrival there were visible 

signs of change.  The president’s vision, to grow the enrollment to 5,000 students in less than 20 

years, would double the number of students enrolled at the time of his arrival.  A new mission, a 
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new logo, and a new strategic plan were created and put into effect.  The new Strategic Plan, A 

New S.U., became the foundation for the changes proposed throughout the institution.  It 

proposed to stabilize the university through growth in the graduate and co-educational programs, 

but also affirmed its continued commitment to the liberal arts and an all women’s college as its 

core.  The acquisition of new property, the renovation of existing facilities, departmental re-

organizations, and an increased emphasis on technology, all represented initiatives designed to 

support the vision of growth at SU.  This commitment to traditions and innovation endures today 

as the institution continues to build its graduate programs on its main campus and at satellite 

locations around the state.  

Participant Selection 

After the institution was selected, a second layer of sampling (Merriam, 2009) generated 

a list of candidates for interviews who had the ability to describe how the growing graduate 

programs influenced employees at SU.  Because this study was focused specifically on faculty, 

staff, and administrators affected by the growth in the graduate programs, random sampling 

could not be used effectively.  Purposeful sampling was used to select the interview participants.  

In this case, the subjects represented the variety of roles influenced by institutional change.  Each 

employee provided a different layer in the description of their experiences related to growth in 

the master’s programs.  The initial participant list was developed with the help of a gatekeeper at 

the institution and included participants at the main campus and at least two remote locations.   

Participants identified during the research process were added to the interview protocol.  

Data Collection 

Data collection through a case study, from an institution indicating successful navigation 

of changes, offered the best opportunity to develop the most complete picture possible.  
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Individuals provided the unit of analysis to investigate the institutional changes related to the 

growing graduate school program.  Multiple forms of collection, such as interviews, document 

analysis, and observations, were employed in an effort to produce valid, trustworthy data that 

acknowledged both the voices of the participants and the importance of the context of the study.  

Data collection continued until saturation was reached and no new subjects or topics were 

identified.  

Interviews 

According to Yin (2009), interviews “are essential sources of case study information” (p. 

106).  They provide the researcher the opportunity to establish a line of inquiry designed to 

generate data pertinent to the focus of the study.  In this study, 28 on-site interviews were the 

primary sources of data.  Interview participants were drawn from multiple sectors and levels of 

the institution such as administrators, faculty, and support staff.  Employees at several of the 

institution’s remote locations were also included in the interview process.  Drawing on these 

multiple voices made it possible for the researcher to create an in depth description of a specific 

situation, such as how midlevel employees perceived and made sense of institutional change. 

As mandated by the research protocol, the interviewer was responsible for  (a) following 

the approved research protocol and (b) pursuing follow-up in a manner that promotes the 

acquisition of knowledge without an indication of bias (Yin, 2009).  Interview subjects in this 

study included departmental administrators, faculty, and support staff.  Participants from each 

group had the opportunity to add their perspective to the overall effects of institutional change on 

planning and management change; its influence of change on the interactions between faculty, 

staff, and administrators; its influence on institutional processes and communication; and how 

other stakeholders perceived institutional changes.  
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After the approval by the Institutional Review Board, the initial wave of participants was 

selected with the help of a colleague inside the institution.  These participants were contacted 

though a written letter of introduction approved by the Institutional Review Board (see Appendix 

C & D).  A follow-up letter was sent to participants who did not respond to the first round of 

inquiries.  Appointments were scheduled and confirmed via their preferred type of 

communication. In total, 28 mid-level employees from three campuses participated in the 

interview process.  

Participation in interviews was voluntary and without added incentives.  Participants 

were briefed on interview procedures prior to the start of the interview and were given the 

opportunity to opt out at any time during the process.   Interview protocols were used for all 

interviews (see Appendices E & F).  Data was collected using a digital recorder and transcribed 

by the researcher.  Identities of the institution and participants were protected through coding. 

The researcher kept a field journal of interview and observation notes.  Transcribed interview 

protocols were stored in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s home office, with access to the 

cabinet limited to the researcher.  

On-site Observations 

 On-site observation is a key element in a case study ‘because a case study should take 

place in [its] natural setting” (Yin, 2009, p. 109).   Observations provide researchers the 

opportunity to look for “relevant behaviors or environmental conditions” (Yin, 2009, p. 109) that 

will shed light on the research question.  Previous studies have acknowledged the important role 

language, and interaction, play in sharing and negotiating a change (Balogun & Johnson, 2005; 

Gioia & Chittpeddi, 1991; Rouleau & Balogun, 2011).  Observations at Southern University 

provided the opportunity to watch how employees interacted with each other in their natural 
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setting.  Of particular interest was how they communicated with each other on the main campus 

and with their colleagues at remote locations.  In this case, observation of the interactions 

between faculty, staff, and administrators, provided additional critical insights into the changing 

dynamics of their interactions due to the growth of their graduate programs. Observations were 

kept in a field journal that became part of the audit trail.  Conclusions drawn from direct 

observation provided an additional means to support, or contradict, the verbal responses of the 

interviews and created a source of validity.   

Document Analysis 

Document analysis is a crucial part of many cast studies.  Documents provide the 

researcher the ability “to corroborate augment evidence from other sources” (Yin, 2009, p. 103).  

According to Yin (2009), documents can corroborate spelling and data, and lead to additional 

inferences.  Document analysis provided data on the evolution of the institutional mission, 

changes in class scheduling and teaching duties, and enrollment changes associated with the 

graduate program at SU.  Analysis of campus documents enabled the researcher to develop a 

deeper understanding of the changes the institution has experienced due to the growth of the 

graduate programs. Data found in internal documentation, periodicals, websites, correspondence, 

and other institutional literature helped clarify the perceptions expressed by the various 

stakeholders involved in the study.  The following chart summarizes the research design for this 

study 
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Table 1 
 
Research Design 
 

 

Data Analysis	  
 

According to Merriam (2009), many types of qualitative research still rely on inductive 

and comparative strategies for data analysis that were used here.  After recordings were 

transcribed and reviewed for accuracy, they were coded and analyzed for reoccurring themes.  

Coding employed both initial coding techniques and second cycle techniques (Saldanda, 2009).  

The two-step process allowed the researcher to organize and form codes initial codes, and then to 

reevaluate them in terms of emergent themes (Saldana, 2009).  As such, analysis was inductive, 

building upon the data collected from conversations and observations during the research period 

(Merriam, 2009).  Data collected from faculty and administrators were presented collectively.  

Many departmental employees at small institutions were serving in dual roles therefore, it was 

Method Population Frequency Date Protocol 
 
Personal Interviews 

 
Administrators 

 
Faculty 

 
Graduate School Staff 

 
Remote location staff 

 
Remote location 

faculty 
 

 
6 
 
8 
 
4 
 
2 
 
8 

 
May/June 2013 

 
May/June 2013 

 
May 2013 

 
May 2013 

 
May 2013 

 
A 
 

B 
 

B 
 

B 
 

B 

Observations Main Campus 
 

Remote Locations 

1 
 
2 

N/A 
 

May 2013 

 

Document Analysis   On-going  
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not always possible to Constant comparison (Merriam, 2009) was used as new data or themes 

were generated during each subsequent round of data collection.  Interview protocols were 

adjusted as needed due to emerging data.  Arrays and matrices were used to organize data and 

analyze content and frequency.  Contradictory findings were acknowledged and addressed.  

Outcomes were subjected to member and peer examination.  After research was complete, the 

key for the storage cabinet was moved to a bank lockbox with access limited to the researcher 

and spouse. 

Delimitations 

It is understood that qualitative research is not generalizable to the larger population 

because it is tied specifically to a single site (Yin, 2008).  However, the data derived from this 

study may prove beneficial to other institutions considering initiating or growing master’s 

programming on their campus, and thus it may be transferrable.  The research parameters of this 

study limited it to small private institutions.  Data on these institutions indicated significant 

growth in master’s degree programs, but little empirical research defined the effects of these 

changes.  Only institutions active and reporting to IPEDS at the time of the study were 

considered as possible candidates. Time considerations and the need to be present on the site 

further narrowed the potential institutions to those located in a three state area of the southern 

United States.  A single institution was selected in order to develop a deep, rich study of the 

influence of masters programs at a predominantly undergraduate institution.  The selected 

institution sustained growth at a higher rate than the others in the designated geographic area 

throughout the recent economic crisis.  Small public institutions, two-year, and for-profit 

institutions were not a part of this study, although they too may have experienced shifts due to 

the pressure to generate revenue through changes in enrollment.  



 

50 
 

Trustworthiness and Validity 

A criticism of qualitative data is that it is subject to the influence and interpretation of the 

researcher and “the human instrument has shortcomings and biases that might impact the study”  

(Merriam, 2009, p. 15).  However, there are accepted techniques and procedures that can 

alleviate this concern.  Yin (2009) cites construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and 

reliability as methods that could bolster the validity and trustworthiness of the research when 

applied consistently to qualitative research.   

Construct validity addresses the viability of the data and its presentation (Yin, 2009).  

Each interview participant received a copy of the interview transcript with the option to respond.  

In this study construct validity was also addressed by triangulation of data (Merriam, 2009) 

through interviews, document analysis, on-site observations, and peer reviews.  Internal validity 

concerns the veracity of the inferences made by the researcher (Yin, 2009).  This study built 

internal validity through on-going, constant comparison of data.  Data from a single site study, 

such as this, are typically not generalizable because they are inextricably tied to the people and 

events at the research site and replication would be difficult (Merriam, 2009).  However, framing 

a study in theory strengthens its value to other populations and increases its external validity.  

Therefore, the information gleaned through the research process may be useful to other small 

private institutions as they consider the implications of growth in master’s level programs.  

Reliability refers to the ability to reproduce the study.  While this was difficult due to the heavy 

reliance on individual interviews, the use of structured research protocols, and an audit trail that 

included meticulous record keeping and the preservation of those articles, created the possibility 

of replication. The following chart illustrates the four types of validity and how they were 

applied in this study (Yin, 2009, p.41). 
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Table 2 

Application of Data Validity  

Tests Case Study Tactic Research Phase This Research 
Project 

Construct Validity  • Use multiple sources 
of evidence 

• Establish chain of 
evidence 

• Have key informants 
review draft case 
study report 

 

• Data Collection 
 
• Data Collection 
 
• Composition 

• Interviews 
 
• Research Journal 
 
• Member Check 

Internal Validity 
 

• Do pattern matching 
• Do explanation 

building 
• Address rival 

explanations 
• Use logic models 

• Data Analysis 
• Data Analysis 
 
• Data Analysis 
 
• Data Analysis 

 
• Coding 
 
• Grouping 
 
• Themes 
 

External Validity • Use theory in single-
case studies 

• Use replication logic 
in multiple-case 
studies 

 

• Research Design 
 
• Research Design 

• Theoretical 
Framework 

Reliability • Use case study 
protocol 

• Develop case study 
database 

• Data Collection 
 
• Data Collection 

• Establish 
Protocol 

• Create a database 
of research 

         
According to Merriam (2009), credibility and trust play a significant role in determining 

the validity of the research.  The researcher has the obligation to represent accurately the purpose 

and type of research, obtain consent from all concerned parties, maintain confidentiality, and 

exercise strong ethical and moral conduct during the process (Patton, 2002, paraphrased from 

Merriam, 2009).  No research was done without the express approval of the Institutional Review 

Boards or managing authority at both institutions.  Participants were fully informed as the to 

purpose of the study, and participation was on a voluntary basis.  Data from interviews were 
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recorded electronically and transcribed by the interviewer.  Original recordings, printed 

transcripts, and field notes were stored in a locked drawer in the researcher’s home office and the 

key is kept in a bank safety deposit box accessible only to the researcher.  Pseudonyms were 

used to conceal the identities of the institution, its location, and the participants. 

Definition of the position of the researcher in qualitative research helps to further clarify 

the results of the research.  However, it is possible that interviewer’s “shortcomings and biases… 

might have an impact on the study” (Merriam, 2009, p. 15).  Therefore it was necessary to define 

those elements that might influence the researcher’s interpretation of the data.  The researcher 

acted as an observer during the data collection phase.  It is also acknowledged that the researcher 

worked in the education department of a private non-profit organization and was not currently 

employed by an institution of higher education.  However, the researcher had an interest in small 

private institutions, believed they occupied an important place in American higher education, and 

as such it was important to know more about how they make sense of significant challenges.  

This interest drove the study.  

Limitations of the Study 

 Effective qualitative studies employ several practices were employed to insure the data 

generated were not unduly affected by the human elements involved in its collection and 

interpretation.  As discussed earlier, construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and 

reliability were addressed during the design of the study and utilized during data collection and 

analysis.  However, there were limitations that should be acknowledged due to their relevance to 

this research.  These limitations included a single site, the timing of the study, and the 

researcher’s background. 
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Single Site Limitation 

 The researcher selected Southern University as the site for the study because it was the 

best candidate in light of the parameters established for the study.  As discussed in Chapter III, 

SU was a private, non-profit institution, the right size, with the required growth pattern, and 

located in the designated geographic area.  It also provided the opportunity to study a small 

institution with multiple locations.  The administration granted approval for the study, although 

they expressed surprise that anyone wanted to study a small private institution. 

 Much of the value of this study was from the depth of the data derived from a 

concentrated effort at one institution.  A study conducted as a single site could not be transferred, 

but with rich, thick descriptions, the data could be useful to others.  In this case, because the 

study was limited to one institution, it was possible to interview faculty, staff, and administrators 

in both the graduate and undergraduate colleges, and at three of their six locations.  The 

researcher also met with the archivist and publications officers, and observed their work in situ to 

develop a deeper understanding of historical and cultural influences, and daily practices at work 

in the institution.  Utilizing multiple sources of data, such as these, in a qualitative study placed 

strong detailed information at the disposal of the reader.    

Time Limitation 

While there is no specified time requirement for conducting a case study, the length, and 

the time when it is conducted could influence the data collection.  Timing restrictions that needed 

to be acknowledged for this study included the length of time to conduct the study, and a timing 

restriction placed by the administration.  The data were collected over a three-week period at the 

end of the 2013 spring term.  However, the most impactful limitation was due to a restriction 

placed by the administration.  Due to a significant change on campus, data collection could not 
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begin until the final weeks of the spring term.  The delay was due to the implementation of a 

significant change in the enrollment management practices at the institution’s Graduate School.  

Because of this change, faculty members on nine-month contracts were leaving for the summer, 

and one entire department of graduate school faculty resigned in response to the change and was 

unavailable for interviews.  Therefore it was necessary to conduct the interviews in a compressed 

period of time in the final weeks of the spring term. 

Also, as part of the new enrollment protocol, graduate school admissions were absorbed 

back into undergraduate admissions, the remote campuses were preparing for contract employees 

to take over that role, and some graduate school staff were reassigned.  Observations were 

possible, but they were impacted by the disruption in their established procedures during the 

three-week period of research.  

Repeated trips allowed the researcher to reach more people and accommodate their 

teaching duties at multiple locations.  However, conducting the research over a longer time 

between the months of September and April might provide access to other people because as a 

non-tenure institution, many of the faculties at SU work on nine-month contracts.  Although a 

short time frame for research, late in the academic year, created an extraordinary situation for the 

institutional employees and the interviewer, there were still ample opportunities to gather data 

from across the institution. 

Researcher’s Background Limitation 

 The goal in qualitative research is to minimize the impact of the researcher on the data 

and its analysis.  The researcher entered into this study without any preconceived ideas as to the 

outcome of the study and without any previous connection to the site chosen for the study.  

While it was the researcher’s intent to conduct observations and interviews with a minimal 
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amount of impact on the natural setting, it is also true that as an outsider some influence may 

have occurred.  Therefore, the research design included the use of multiple sources of data, 

triangulation, and review of the data by key subjects and professional peers, in an effort to 

mitigate this interference. 

It should be noted that the researcher was not employed in the field of higher education at 

the time of this study, but occupied a position of educational leadership with a private non-profit 

organization sharing many of the same institutional attributes.  It may be of interest that the 

researcher, while an advocate of the important role the small private institution plays in 

American higher education, did not attend such an institution, and has never been employed by 

one.   Every effort was made to present the findings of this study in an unbiased manner such that 

other institutions may find them beneficial.  
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CHAPTER IV:  

RESULTS 

 Regardless of size, purpose, or affiliation, institutional change is inevitable.  Institutions 

of higher education do not abide in a vacuum; they are a part of the world they inhabit.  

Environments are not static; therefore, institutions cannot afford to be.  Higher education history 

is rife with examples of institutions challenged by changes in their environments.  Many of these 

are small institutions with strong cultures that inhibit their ability to change (Hammond, 1984; 

Urbanski, 2009; Brown; 2011).  Therefore an institution’s culture, and the manner in which it 

responds to change, become critical factors in its long-term outcome.  

 Changes occur on multiple levels throughout an institution, and as a result, employees 

throughout the institution also experience changes.  For employees, the process of change can 

run the gamut from exhilarating and energizing, to frustrating and overwhelming (Balogun & 

Johnson, 2005; Bettis et al., 2005; Brown, 2011; Devin, 2011; Finder, 2005).  While extant 

research often focuses on the process of change, there is less data available that reflects the 

employees’ experiences with change.  The purpose of this research was to develop a deeper 

understanding of how mid-level employees made sense of change, as expressed through the 

voices of the participants.  

The data presented in this chapter are the result of interviews, observations, and artifact 

review conducted at the main campus of Southern University, and at several of its remote 

locations at the end of the 2013 spring term.  Participant interviews, on-site observations, and 

document analysis provided a means to place these experiences within the context of this 
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particular institution.  The data are presented in five sections.  The first section describes the 

environment of Southern University.  The second and third sections reflect the Sensemaking 

activites identified by Rouleau and Bologun (2011) as reflected by the mid-level employees at 

SU.  The fourth section covers additional material on Sensmaking visible to a lesser extent in the 

data.  The chapter closes with reflections on the data collected at SU. 

Circumstances of Significance at Southern University 

 Research indicates the change process is closely tied to the culture of the institution and 

the values of its constituent groups (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Sporn, 1996).  People within an 

institution develop bonds that connect them to the institution and influence how they behave 

within that context.  Therefore, it was important to acknowledge the values and events relevant 

to a study at Southern University.  Employees interviewed at SU were passionate about their 

institution.  As is typical of small colleges, many people self-selected small private institutions, 

such as Southern University, for employment because of the unique sense of environment, of 

purpose, and of belonging they experienced there.  This attraction was reflected as SU employees 

described what drew them to the university.  One Southern University administrator described 

the deep sense of institutional commitment saying, 

We all care about SU and are vested in [it] as an organization.  It is not a job for us.  
Being a private non-profit college we all do not get paid a lot, so you really have to love 
your job, and we all really do…We all have deep ties and deep love for the organization 
and that makes it a whole lot easier to deal with change because we want to see the best 
for something that means so much to us. 
 

Another said she chose SU because, “[I] just fell in love with the campus.  I just walked down 

the campus and I can’t even tell you what it was.  There was just this feeling...It just felt like a 

place that was nurturing.”  One, a long-term employee, said she chose it for  “that feeling of why 

we are here, that makes SU the community that I have decided to stay in for 25 years.”  Others 
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chose it for the “caring” environment, the opportunity to work “face-to-face” with people, and 

the focus on teaching.  Values, such as these, are unique to each institution, or organization, and 

its population.  It is important to recognize these values because they influence how people 

perceive changes to their environment, and significantly affect the outcome of a change process.  

In addition to Southern University’s strong commitment to its historical roots as a 

women’s college, and its small college values, a changing environment was also a key factor as 

the SU leadership implemented significant institutional changes in recent years.  After years of 

declining enrollments and fiscal trials, SU faced significant challenges in both its traditional 

women’s college and its programs for non-traditional students.  As one administrator described it 

they realized, 

The income was dropping.  We couldn’t continue that way.  The women’s college lost 
money every year.  I think it was something like $2,000 per student…but because it was 
our history, and what grounds us in the community, it was really important that it was 
kept.  But something had to support it.  
 

In addition, the adult programs, which had thrived in the past, were also faltering due to the 

changing environment.  According to one administrator,  

’98-’99 was kind of the high water mark for our nontraditional populations.  But when 
the proprietary institutions began to move in, and things began to get competitive, and 
universities and colleges began to realize that students needed convenience and 
accessibility for their programs, and they began to compete with us, we never rose to the 
challenge.  We assumed that since we…started these programs people would flock to 
us…Our numbers began to suffer.  
 

It was evident that the institution could not continue on as it was.  The arrival of a new president 

in 2005 signaled the start of a period of significant change at SU. 

An increased emphasis on graduate programming was introduced by the new president as 

a solution to the issues stemming from declining undergraduate enrollments.  Increasing the 

number of graduate students at SU provided an opportunity to stabilize the institution in the face 
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of a rapidly changing environment.  However, the plan for growth in the graduate schools was a 

source of concern and tension for many at the institution.  By necessity a growing graduate 

enrollment also created the need for changes in many areas of the institution.  For many 

employees, these changes appeared to jeopardize cherished traditions and values associated with 

SU.  Some stakeholders feared the loss of its undergraduate womens’ college and small school 

atmosphere.  Others were concerned about the ability to maintain strong academics as more 

students enrolled.  According to one administrator, “there is a difficulty in maintaining and 

sustaining the good quality as that growth happens, and once it has already happened.”  In an 

institution described as a place where things admittedly “moved much more slowly than in the 

outside world,” mid-level employees faced significant challenges in moving from President 

Walton’s vision to a functional reality.   

The most recent event in the planned growth of the graduate programs was a contractual 

agreement with an outside entity for enrollment management.  Announced late in the 2012-2013 

academic year, the agreement had far-reaching effects throughout the institution.  Departments 

were merged, curricula had to be rewritten, and jobs were affected.  In an institution where 

change was typically cautious and participatory, the change happened quickly and quietly.  As a 

result there was fallout as people struggled to accept and implement the new arrangement.  

Sensemaking became critical as mid-level employees struggled to re-define their positions and 

move from concept to implementation. 

Interpretation of Data through Sensemaking 

Data in Chapter II indicated the dense documentation on the influence of various internal 

and external elements, such as environment, leadership, and culture, on institutional change.  

However, studies of the human element in change typically focused on the actions and roles of 



 

60 
 

the leadership.  The purpose of this study was to learn more about how mid-level employees 

processed, or made sense, of change.  Therefore, it was important to analyze the data from a 

perspective that acknowledged the voices and perceptions of the participants.  

Social, Symbolic, Cultural, and Verbal Context 

Change affects each group differently; therefore, it was important to evaluate and analyze 

its effects within a particular context.  The same factors that attracted people to Southern 

University, such as the strong connections to the people and the principles of the institution, also 

played an important role in institutional decision-making because they represented ideas or 

concepts valued by the group (Bergquist & Pawlak, 2010). Therefore, it was crucial that 

conversations about change were conducted within the institution’s historical and philosophical 

contexts.  

Underlying values. As mentioned earlier, the small school environment drew many 

people to Southern University.  An important part of this environment was the influence of a 

network of underlying values and behaviors, such as the foundations of trust and respect, and 

support exhibited in their relationships.  

The mutual sense of respect and trust that existed between departmental employees at SU 

was based on the common values, experiences, and interests among department members.  This 

common foundation facilitated discussions of change because there was a level of understanding 

and respect derived from “being out there in the trenches, so to speak, with those faculty who are 

teaching in classrooms and clinicals and seeing what the obstacles are.”  The knowledge of what 

was important to employees, on both personal and professional levels, enabled leaders to define 

the issues and craft the responses and motivation needed to achieve the desired results.  This trust 

and respect was an important part of sensemaking on the departmental level.  One employee said 
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it was important that the leadership was able to identify the issues that were bothering people and 

address them in order for the group to move on.  A department chair acknowledged this saying,  

[our] faculty are highly autonomous, and I really think [we] have to be able to lay out a 
compelling case for change...for why we need to go in that direction…[before] they can 
start to put the picture together and their role in this change.   
 

Other chairs also drew on their own experiences to build a level of trust and reassure people.  

One described how his “current dean was at another university where this [system] was used and 

she is familiar with it, so she [used] her experiences to calm things down some.”  He went on to 

say that during difficult times he met with “faculty members just around the office, or going to 

lunch, where we [sat] around and talk[ed] and I [told] them about my experiences” as a way to 

calm people and get them to be open to change.  He realized that his employees needed support 

during change, and acted upon that knowledge. 

In turn, faculty members indicated their respect and trust for the departmental leadership. 

According to one faculty member, 

I know, and I trust, and I have extreme faith in [our chairs].  I know that what they tell me 
needs to be done and what is going to help us grow is what we need to do.  So I have 
always followed their lead.  
 

Departmental employees were also appreciative of administrators who listened to them and 

advocated for them.  According to one,  

[our dean is] very realistic about the [change], but she is not panicked about it or worried 
about it.  She puts her faith and trust in us, that we can meet the demands, and I think that 
makes us all feel good. 
 

Another said her chair, “listens to us and she does put our concerns through, so I know we have a 

voice”.  A third faculty member described their lead administrator as “protective of the staff” and 

went on to say “she does everything in her power to look out for us, and you know, to make sure 
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that we have what we need to professionally and personally grow.”  For these employees mutual 

respect and trust played an important role within the department. 

Many employees also identified transparency as critical to trust.  They placed a high 

priority on keeping the information flowing. In response to the recent enrollment management 

changes one department leader 

held several additional meetings with the faculty and consciously took their thoughts, 
wrote them, communicated the, and gave them feedback.  [The Associate Dean] met with 
the President and a few others,…and she made a point of coming back and telling the 
faculty what she heard, what she asked, and what their response was.  [They] were very 
proactive with the intent of sharing with folks within their department. 
 

Another department chair said when information was not readily available the leadership told 

them “we don’t have answers, but at least give us your questions” and we will try to find out 

something.  Another found it important to “share what we know, even if it is that we don’t know 

anything.”  One employee said it was important to be proactive and “get things out in the open 

and try to address some of the gossip” because incorrect information can hinder progress.  As a 

whole, mid-level employees stressed the need to listen to the concerns of others and to keep an 

honest dialogue going, even if definitive answers were not available yet.  

In addition to trust and respect, the other element that seemed to have a high value at SU 

was that of support.  Many mid-level employees spoke of the strong ethic of support, for both 

peers and students that was an important part of the institutional character.  This emphasis on 

supporting others contributed to an environment that engendered co-operation, and encouraged 

relationships among academic colleagues.  One administrator admitted that she did not see 

herself as a leader, but took on more leadership roles because her superior encouraged her to do 

so.  Another described how the support from her peers enabled her to take on new challenges, 

saying  
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the atmosphere…it’s very encouraging.  If there is something you can’t do, 
 because you are surrounded by people who teach, they are quick to say, “ well, you can 
 learn that!…It is very nurturing.  

 
 Faculty members also found the professional support from their colleagues invaluable.   

According to one, 

When I started teaching the classes that I taught, the professors gave me like, so much 
information…from the syllabus, to their notes, to books, to everything I needed to teach 
the class.  It was more a matter of having too much information... 
 

She compared her experience to that of a colleague at a larger institution who was only given the 

course objectives for class development.  “I didn’t know how good the environment where I was 

is.  I just liked being there, and I liked learning, and I loved the support, and that I felt like I was 

growing professionally and as a person”.  This ethic was not limited to the main campus.  A 

regional campus faculty member explained the nature of the support they receive from their 

peers on the main campus.  According to her,  

I appreciate that I am not left alone out there to do it.  We have great mentors.  As 
professors we depend on one another.  We have what we call lead instructors for a 
course, so we get their syllabi and their agendas, [and]we can kind of follow their formats 
and make sure that we are synchronized and being consistent with one another around the 
campuses. 
 
The ethic of support also applied to the relationship between university employees and 

students.  A strong emphasis on student support was not new at SU.  However, in an increasingly 

competitive market, there was a new awareness that the nature of this support was changing with 

the student body.  Employees working with graduate, on-line, and other non-traditional students 

were particularly vocal about the support needed by these students.  These employees recognized 

that students attending classes on nights and weekends had different needs than those in the 

traditional residential college.  Graduate students often had schedules that precluded their access 

to institutional resources available during regular business hours.  As a result, employees on both 
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the main campus and the remote campuses were frequently called upon to help address the 

different needs of the non-traditional students.  According to one staff member, 

A big part of my job is students trying to find faculty, and faculty are busy every second. 
They work from home one day a week and they are very difficult to find, so you kind of 
need a constant presence for the students to feel that there is always somebody there for 
them…as you can see…my door is always open so the students know they have a place 
to go because the chances are the faculty they are looking for they are not going to be 
able to find. 
 
With the growth of the graduate programs to well over half of the student body, the 

pressure increased “to understand what their needs are and [to] meet them” through changes in 

processes, personnel, and vision.  One administrator described the adaptations required to 

support these students when classes met at nights and on weekends on a traditional day campus, 

saying, 

There is a lot of activity that goes on at night now because of the graduate students, but 
there is really no support for them.  It is hard to find a cup of coffee if the [undergraduate 
school] is not going on, or it is not during regular terms, because there are enough people 
to support the [cafeteria] anymore, and yet they are resilient.  They show up, they go to 
class, they stop at Starbucks on the way, and they prepare themselves.  I think it is forcing 
us to be more cognizant of their needs and the fact that they are paying a lot of money for 
this and there should be more services for them.   
 

The underpinnings of support, and trust and respect revealed here illustrated the “means of 

demonstrating legitimacy, transparency, integrity, and respect” that Rouleau and Balogun (2011, 

p. 972) found to exert significant influence on why people responded to change in a particular 

way.  

Timing.  

Time, and its implications for participation and implementation, was a significant issue 

for many mid-level employees.  Southern University had a history of slow, participatory change; 

therefore, deviations from this method unsettled employees and contributed to resistance.   
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According to one faculty member, “How the change [was] implemented tend[ed] to have a 

bigger impact on how resistance develop[ed] than any one area.”  Similar to many higher 

education institutions, the change process at SU was often slow and involved many people.  As 

one faculty member said, 

the difference in us and the corporate world is we don’t do things very quickly.  It is just 
the opposite. There is a lot of thought that goes into every change. Looking at outcomes, 
looking at the big picture…So it is handled very differently. 
 

Time after time, people reiterated the idea that change happened slowly at SU. 
 
Changes that allowed participation appeared to experience less resistance among the 

ranks than those that originated at the top.  According to one faculty member, “I have had both 

[change experiences].  When it comes from us it is easier process for everyone, it works much 

better.”  Faculty members in several different departments indicated they valued their ability to 

initiate new programs, or changes within existing programs, in response to departmental issues 

or needs.  In these cases the employees described a sense of ownership because they were able to 

take the lead in the development of new programs.  As one stated, we were “given a lot of 

freedom…we wanted to start a grad program and they said, “go for it.”  Other changes, such as 

the new vision and new strategic plan at SU, started at the top, but went through numerous 

iterations and involved the input of many people over a period of time.  As a result, by the time 

the final versions were announced a foundation or an acceptance had developed, that allowed 

them to move forward.  While these changes engendered support precisely because they allowed 

mid-level employees to contribute to something about which they are passionate, they were not 

always practical for large scale, time sensitive changes.  

Quick changes, which originated at the top, were enacted in times of dynamic 

transformation at SU.  Changes, such as those related to the new enrollment management system, 
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occurred without the benefit of a lengthy support-building process unsettled many employees 

and significantly impacted the responses of mid-level employees.  One administrator said a 

particular problem in the quick, top-down change that occurred with the enrollment management 

program was “a timetable that did not really let us come together and then march forward.  We 

had to keep marching forward and that was out of my control.”   In the view of one faculty 

member, “you have to give people information along the way, and I guess on some level they 

tried to do that, but I do think the short time period” did not allow enough of it.  The enrollment 

management change happened very quickly, late in the academic year.  Mid-level employees had 

little opportunity to participate in or to process the change.   As a result they used words such as 

“blindsided,” “anxious,” and  “threatened” to describe their reactions to the announced changes 

in enrollment management.  

Another experience that colored the employees perspective of the growth of the graduate 

school was also time-related.  In this case, the rapid growth of the graduate enrollment created 

concerns about whether the departments had the ability to keep up with the growing needs in 

terms of faculty, student services, and departmental practices.  Little time for the implementation 

of the new enrollment management system left many concerned about the ability to meet staffing 

needs.   One department chair said,  

Everybody had a full load [without the new system], so we are kind of going, how is this 
going to happen?  I am hiring adjuncts on June 29.  We have a system we use, so we have 
to hopefully hire a whole bunch of people.  It’s tough because we really need PhDs to 
teach at the graduate level, and it’s not like there are a lot of PhDs [in this field] walking 
around [the area] looking for something to do.  It’s very difficult. 

 
Another said, 
 

One of the concerns I have now with going to what we are getting into this fall, is our 
full-time faculty.  We have a load limit, and because of that limit I am concerned.  We are 
already obligated to teach certain courses and our key adjuncts that we use on a regular 
basis are also limited to the number of courses they can teach.  If they are filled up, then 
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we have to draw a bigger pool of people to serve as adjuncts.  That is why I am doing 
interviews now, because that is something we do not know right now.  How many 
adjuncts will we need to teach certain courses once all this starts? 
 

Others were concerned that the departmental systems were not geared to handle a larger number 

of students.  Tuition structures, advising, curriculum coordination, and the increased need for 

summer classes were all concerns expressed by departments managing a growing graduate 

enrollment. 

Existing role systems.  

While leaders were often the departmental administrators, at times others could also take 

on the attributes of this role.  This was not unusual as many departmental employees had 

multiple responsibilities within their departments and across campus.  Research participants 

described leaders as ones who:  “implemented,” “motivated,” “engaged others,”  “supported 

others,” “advocated for others,” and “empowered others.”  The leader was the one who utilized 

various skills “to propel the group toward the next change, to keep the momentum going 

forward.”  According to one administrator, the focus on the execution of the task often placed the 

mid-level leader in a  

classic mid-level conundrum. [Mid-level leaders] have had not had a say in the decision, 
[they] have had no say in how it is going to roll, but once the decision is made, if you are 
a middle manager, you don’t really have a choice.  You have to move forward or you 
have to leave. 
 
Other employees felt that strong leaders recognized what was important to their 

colleagues were protective of them during the change process.  One administrator said that as 

leaders, “we are dealing with a lot of different dynamics…faculty who are implementing their 

changes and students who have to deal with the changes.  We have to gear up to get ready to 

support them.”  Another employee said their leaders were protective of their subordinates and 

were able to recognize when they had reached their capacity and needed to step back.  This was 
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particularly important to the faculty at SU as the graduate student population grew.  One leader 

spoke of the need to address the stress that teaching at multiple locations was putting on her 

faculty. She said 

now it's getting to the point where people are just working too much because when you 
have the weekend folks that means you are doing a lot of evening work, when you have 
the day folks that are doing a lot of day work, and then you never…it's hard to get off.  
 

More graduate students, taking classes at multiple locations, changed the workload for many of 

the faculty members.  Some divided their time, teaching in two departments.  Others had to teach 

more on nights and weekends. Administrators expressed concern about how changes in 

curriculum, calendars, and teaching hours associated with the new enrollment management plan 

would affect their faculty.   

 Many felt that effective leaders engaged their colleagues in the change process. 

 Several employees pointed out the impossibility that any one person could anticipate all of the 

repercussions of a change.  As one put it, leaders need “to listen to those people who actually do 

the work” to fully understand the impact the changes will have on them.  This dialogue between 

the administration and their subordinate population played a key role in change because “if you 

make decisions outside of the input of those people that you are asking to participate, then you 

are not engaging those people in you vision.”  Dialogue between participants allowed the 

participants to define their expectations of each other, and the institution, and build support for 

the change. 

The “supporter” role was also seen as important to the change process at SU.  As 

mentioned earlier, there was an underlying ethic of support at SU and many employees felt that 

they could, and in fact should, contribute to and support the change process.  One expressed the 

depth of this commitment saying it was important to “be a part of the discussion, to at least say 
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you had some input into the decisions…[but] after the decisions are made, it is in everyone’s best 

interest that everyone just pull together and try to make it work.”  Another voiced a similar 

opinion saying, “once we have decided to go in a direction whether I agree personally with it or 

not, my responsibility is to make it work.”  Others framed their support in terms of their ability to 

provide assistance to colleagues and students affected by the change.  According to one,  

we have to be able to come together [and] understand what everybody is going through.  
They are different, but they are the same, and we need to support each other.  
 

Another said their “job [was] to take care of our faculty…and our students,” to see them through 

the process.  Another said it meant they had to “be more versatile, and more flexible, in [their] 

responsibilities and [their] scheduling…[they] have to be willing to participate in the growth and 

pick it up and carry it.”  Each, in their own way expressed the importance of their contribution to 

change in terms of providing support to others during the process.  

At SU, as at many small institutions, mid-level employees occupied a unique position on 

the organizational chart, one that forced them to “wear many hats” and work with many people.  

The varied roles played by mid-level employees influenced how they perceived change 

initiatives.  As mid-level employees often had little choice, “they just [had] to go along with the 

changes” that were handed down.  As one administrator phrased it, these employees were 

expected to “hop on the train, or get off the tracks.” Yet, they occupied a crucial position in the 

organizational chart.  They were expected to not only “help implement the changes, but [also] 

deal with the people who walk in the front door and are upset about the changes.”  These diverse 

experiences created a context for change for mid-level employees and ultimately affected their 

responses when sensemaking was initiated. 
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Performing the Conversation and Setting the Scene 

 Major changes at SU were typically announced at faculty meetings and then turned over 

to the leadership in the various schools and departments who are tasked with developing support 

for the impending changes.  Handling change at the departmental level allowed the employees to 

draw on their common experiences and interests.  However, this process often placed mid-level 

employees in the unenviable position of facilitating change when, 

you have no say so in the decision, you do have say so in how it is going to roll, but once 
the decision gets made if you are a middle manager you don’t really have a choice.  You 
have to move forward or you have to leave.   
 

Departmental leaders created support for change through the invocation of a process that allowed 

them to “understand, interpret, and create sense for themselves based on the information 

surrounding the strategic change” (Rouleau, 2005, p. 1415).  The data from SU indicate several 

activities mid-level employees utilized as part of their sensemaking discussions included the 

following: 1) creating a dialogue; 2) engaging the participants; 3) overcoming resistance; and 4) 

giving employees a voice. 

Creating a dialogue.  Sensemaking at SU occurred through conversations that were both 

formal and informal, but were deliberate in their intent.  In the initial stages of sensemaking, 

departmental leaders took the mandates handed down from the executive leadership, and defined 

the impact the growth of graduate programs would exert on their departments.  As news of the 

change spread, the dialogue began.  Conversations between colleagues played a key role in the 

interpretation of impact of the changes on their departments.  

Many of the communications that occurred among the mid-level employees were 

informal, verbal exchanges.  Encounters, such as these, created opportunities to draw support, 

both professional and personal, from their peers, and to discuss the potential ramifications of the 
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growth of the graduate programs.  According to one administrator, an office in a busy area 

provided an opportunity to interact with other employees.  She explained, 

[people] wander in here and want to sit and talk…I try to make sure I have the correct 
information and even if they are upset, just listen.  I try to make sure I infuse the correct 
information if they are working on rumor, or fear, or false information. 
 

Another employee found social networks allowed her to gather information from around the 

campus.  As she described it, she stayed “plugged in…I have a network of people I go to lunch 

with once a week,” and she talked “to the Office Managers because they are the people that 

know what is happening.”  Conversations, such as these, allowed employees to analyze the 

president’s vision in terms of its potential impact on their departmental employees and systems 

and to share information with their colleagues.   

The importance of these informal conversations and information sharing was also 

illustrated by comments from employees who worked at the remote campuses.  There were 

indications that faculty and staff working at the remote locations felt they missed out because 

“there’s a lot that happens in hallways, there’s a lot that happens if I go to the [cafeteria]…that if 

you are physically not here a lot of that interaction doesn’t happen.”  Because these remote 

campus employees were rarely on the main campus, they developed other practices to stay 

informed and keep in touch with their colleagues.  One administrator drove to the main campus 

periodically in order to develop working relationships with other leaders.  Other employees 

traveled to attend the meetings on the main campus, or “tr[ied] to utilize technology to stay in 

touch” when the physical separation and the timing of the meetings did not fit with their 

schedules.  Others worked actively to keep information current at remote locations.  

According to one, usually “we both get [emails] but as reminders if [my colleague] gets it she’ll 

filter it to me, and I’ll filter it to her, to make sure we both connected and kept abreast of what is 
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going on.”  Another said their campus director kept them informed through email and verbal 

contact in addition to regular meetings.  These employees recognized the importance of being a 

part of the conversation and worked to make it happen.  

It should be noted that while informal communications provided a source of information, 

they also presented challenges to administrators.  A significant challenge was the speed at which 

inaccurate information traveled.  One administrator marveled at its speed saying, “word of mouth 

is faster than email.”  The result of this informal, unofficial, high velocity communication was “a 

lot of hearsay, a lot of projecting, and gossip” leading to “a lot of frustration and fear” which 

could affect the outcome of the change process.  The fact that incorrect or incomplete 

information spread quickly, was a concern as leaders prepared to address the issues with their 

subordinates.  Strong communication and support from peers, through informal and social 

interactions, enabled leaders to gage the effects of the pending changes on their departments and 

allowed them to bring forth the data needed to contribute to the formation of the plan. 

Engaging the participants.  While changes were often discussed informally among 

colleagues, more formal venues, such as faculty meetings, were also utilized to discuss change.  

According to one faculty member, information often “trickle[d] down through the administration 

and the deans to the faculty meetings.”  Monthly faculty meetings at SU provided an opportunity 

for the announcement and discussion of issues and changes that impacted departmental 

operations.  As a result, these meetings reflected the individual personalities, challenges, and 

sense of identity that ran through each department.  One faculty member described their 

meetings as a place where she could “stand up and pitch a fit” if necessary to get her point 

across.  Another said their departmental meetings were places for “coming together, and 

laughing, and getting through it, and supporting each other.”  In each, the common frame of 
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reference within the department allowed the employees and their leadership to discuss the issues 

and express their thoughts “using the same meanings and references” (Schein, 2010, p. 95). 

These meetings provided leadership the opportunity to “answer questions about what is going 

on,” and employees the opportunity to ask questions and respond.  Language, and a common 

frame of reference, played a vital part as employees developed a deeper understanding of the 

change and what impact its implementation would have on them. 

Active participation was encouraged at departmental meetings at SU.  While the middle 

managers “determine[d] who they should be having the conversation with and when, or in other 

words what forum and format” (Rouleau & Balogun, 2011, p. 959) it was clear that the meetings 

were structured to engage the participants.  One faculty member described these meetings as 

places where, 

[change is] usually communicated by the departmental leadership in department meetings.  
There is some discussion, not just a mandate of “this is how we are going to do that,” but 
a discussion of do we need to do it, and in what manner should we implement the change? 

 
Another faculty member noted the inclusive nature of the meetings saying, “we have a very 

participatory program…our [departmental leadership] makes sure that everybody is a part of [the 

conversation], and that people are on board.”  Other faculty members elaborated on the emphasis 

placed on participation.  One said,  

Everybody is invited and expected to give an opinion.  A lot of the time reaching 
consensus can be a lengthy process.  [They] really want feedback from 
everybody…There is a lot of thought that goes into every change.  Looking at the 
outcome, looking at the big picture takes time.  
 

Another faculty member said their meetings could be “challenging,” but that the end result was 

“it is not like one person decides to implement the change, it comes through the whole faculty in 

our department.”  Others spoke of the positive outcomes achieved through departmental 

meetings.  According to one department chair, these meetings were a time for people “to present 
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plans, and other people to play devil’s advocate, to see which ones stand up to the test [so] you 

can, as a group, move forward.”  Responses such as these indicated the importance these 

departments place on participation as a path to a solution. 

A strong emphasis was placed on getting input from all department members.  This 

participation was particularly challenging, and important, at an institution such as SU where 

some of the departmental faculty members taught at remote locations.  Another faculty member 

described how growth had affected the change process saying, 

It used to be you sat around the lunch table and you’d make the change.  Now, with all 
these different places and different locations you may not see another faculty member for 
two months…it’s really difficult, so we are trying to use technology 
 

to be  inclusive.  Another remote faculty member acknowledged the issue saying,  

I appreciate the fact that when they are considering things they will send information out 
to us.  They send us documents, or attachments to read, and ask for our input and 
advisement on information.  Then from there we collaborate [with them].   
 

She went on to say that strong communications allowed the faculty at remote campuses to 

choose whether they wanted to provide a written response, to a problem, or drive to the main 

campus to participate in the discussions in person.  The important fact was that a commitment to 

active communication gave them the ability to participate in the information process, and the 

knowledged that they were recognized as important to the program.   

Overcoming resistance.  Departmental meeting provided an opportunity to engage the 

participants and address concerns related to impending changes.  Mid-level leaders said they 

found resistance much stronger when decisions were made without participation from the group.  

Timeliness, transparency, participation, and perspective were key elements for many leaders 

facing resistance.  These leaders countered resistance by creating venues for their employees to 
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be heard and procedures that allowed their employees to take an active role in processing the 

change.   

The common frame of reference between leaders and subordinates within departments 

enabled the leaders to identify and address sources of resistance.  Although employees identified 

several sources of resistance, such as the impact the change would have on the stakeholders, the 

institution, and its students, the concern most often expressed by the faculty was the lack of 

timely information.  According to one faculty member, she felt this happened because “people at 

the higher level do not understand how little information everybody else has, because they are in 

a different place.”  Many faculty members felt unprepared for the recent change in enrollment 

management systems.  One staff member said she learned her position was eliminated moments 

before it was announced to the entire faculty.  Another said her job situation was undefined for 

months due to the implementation of the new system.  Others spoke of spending the summer, 

when they were typically off contract, rewriting curriculum for the new class format and 

preparing for the changes that would be implemented in the fall.  Administrators expressed 

concern about having enough faculty members on board by fall to handle an influx of students.  

In each case, a short time frame mandated by the administration made timeliness an issue on the 

departmental level.  In these examples employees displayed resistance because they had less time 

than usual to process the changes. 

 In addition to presenting issues in a timely manner, employees also placed a high value 

on dealing with those issues openly and honestly.  As one administrator put it, she respected her 

colleagues too much to “try and sell them a used car.”  She found it much more effective to deal 

with issues openly and honestly.  One faculty member said their chair gave them plenty of 

information before they were asked to take a stand on an issue.  Words such as “trust” and 
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“honesty” were used repeatedly to describe the interactions between members of their 

departments. 

When discussion alone was not sufficient to overcome resistance some administrators 

responded by creating other opportunities for the staff to be involved.  One engaged his group by 

“explaining what’s going to happen, the expectations, the communications within [it] and then 

assigning [jobs].  I am a great believer in assigning everybody a piece of the action.”  Others 

took a similar approach and created committees to analyze the problem and report to the group.  

Another said their department did not just implement directives, instead they took an analytical 

approach and used their monthly meetings to “put things on the table and work through them to 

see what is going to work and what is not going to work.”  Another said she pointed out that 

much of the power they had as faculty and staff came from a willingness to get involved, and 

those who “[chose] not to exert themselves [were] giving away their power.”  In each case the 

departmental leadership empowered other employees to overcome resistance. 

During times of extreme change, additional energy was sometimes required to overcome 

resistance. The recent adoption of a new enrollment management system led one dean to set 

aside days for workshops with an outside facilitator.  These workshops enabled groups of faculty 

and staff to work through a SWAT analysis based on questions related to the change, and 

encouraged open discussion. Another brought in the Dean when they were faced with a 

particularly difficult change.  According to her,  

[The Dean] came to one of our department meetings.  There is rarely an elephant in the 
room.  The elephant is brought out and we talk about it.  It is very open.  People are not 
afraid to speak their minds around here…There is just very little, if anything, swept under 
the carpet. 
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Other departments utilized retreats to discuss the impending changes.  The final, last resort, 

practice utilized by some leaders was the reconciliation of differences through a one-on-one 

meeting between the dean and the faculty member.  

Although the leaders and subordinates benefitted from a common frame of reference, 

they did not always perceive events they same way.  While employees attributed their resistance 

to a lack of information, or the manner in which it was delivered, many mid-level leaders saw 

their colleagues’ resistance as the result of an inability to look beyond the boundaries of their 

department and see the change in terms of the whole institution.  One leader expressed concern 

saying “that those resistant to change often [took] a narrow view, they [didn’t] take an 

institution-wide view of things.”  Another felt that people needed to “realize it [was] not just 

about one department, it [was] about the entire university…it [was] a group effort.”  One faculty 

member described the problem saying,  

Sometimes it require[d] intervention from the leadership to discuss the need not to be 
territorial.  Some of the faculties get very territorial of what they view as their territory 
within the program.  They fight for it rather that for the program, so it is just a matter of 
getting them to expand their outlook and getting them to see the implications for the 
program as a whole rather than for them personally, or for their particular project, or 
subject matter they are devoted to. 

 
In cases such as these, when a focus on traditions and established practices created resistance, 

leaders attempted to shift the focus from the individual perspective to the larger one in order to 

minimize resistance and build support.  One leader pointed out the long-term benefits of the 

change to the institution, and ultimately, the employees saying,  

the literature is replete with examples of schools that didn’t change, wouldn’t change, 
couldn’t change, and they are dying or dead. While I believe our women’s college sits at 
our core of beliefs, particularly our beliefs about equality and justice for women, if it 
were the only thing, we would die. 
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Another focused on, 

what [the change] would bring to the university in terms of head count, credit hours, 
[an]…increase in finances,  also name recognition for the southeast, and also making a 
difference in the lives of the students in a way that the university really has never had the 
opportunity to do before, enriching the lives of the students and their families. 

 
Another said,  

if you can see the positive outcomes, say two years down the road, then you can help 
them focus from the immediate chaos that seems to be happening in their structures, in 
their lives, in their classrooms, and in their programs, 

 
and minimize resistance.  As one administrator put it, it was important to bring out the bottom 

line, to emphasize the positive: “that [they] will be employed longer” because of these changes.  

These leaders used their knowledge and placed the conversation within the context of what was 

meaningful to their group, on personal, departmental, and institutional levels.   

Giving employees a voice.  A critical point in sensemaking is that it depends on the 

exchange of information; it is not a one-way oration.  This was particularly important at SU 

because the faculty were accustomed to having a participatory role in decision-making.  One 

administrator acknowledged the need to respect the position of the faculty in the change process.  

She described her faculty as “very sensitive to anything they [thought was] encroachment on that 

autonomy.”  According to her, “when something [came] down from the top they [felt] like it was 

out of their control” and one of her jobs was to highlight areas where they did retain some 

control.  The importance faculty placed on having a voice in change was evident in their 

comments on the process.  One professor described their position saying,  

 At universities and institutions where you have doctoral level folks as the people who are 
going to have to make things happen, you know it is kind of like herding cats!  Doctoral 
people know what they want, and within their field they are typically right.  So if the 
leader has a different dream and is coming in telling you, you have to do something, but 
the people in the department know that is not the right way to go, that’s not going to 
make for good change process.  Unfortunately I think that happens a good bit.  So, I 
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really see the role of the leader as holding out there what the goals are, but not telling us 
how to get there…Let us figure it out.  

 
Another said,  
 

I know the administration has ideas that are innovative, and they think they are great, but 
they are not convincing me what those changes are and how they are beneficial…Don’t 
tell me I need to do something without discussing it with me first and telling me why I 
need to do it. 
 

It was important to the faculty that they be heard, however, this participatory attitude sometimes 

put them in direct conflict when the “upper management is really playing an autocratic role [and] 

it is dictating the change and is not really that open to input from the faculty.”  

As mentioned earlier, the employees at SU were accustomed to a change process that was 

typically slow and participatory and deviations from this practice strained relationships.  

Although top-down change was sometimes necessary for expedient institution-wide change, its 

implementation created a sense of resentment that was difficult to overcome.  At those times it 

was crucial that change was articulated in a manner that created a basis for support because the 

SU faculties were inclined to fight for issues they were passionate about. According to one,  

to some extent we’re not afraid to say, “No, that’s not working.  We think it should be 
this way”.  And I think our voice is heard, I think our voice is respected.  And if it’s not 
working, you know, [the] associate deans get together and say, “so, like we need to look 
at this another way”.  We talk to administration about that [and] we talk to our deans. 

 
It was particularly important for employees to have the opportunity to be heard during these top-

down changes because the short time frame left employees disconnected from the vision and 

resistant to its implementation.   

Employees at SU often faced changes that were initiated by others, yet many expressed a 

sense of empowerment because they felt their voices were heard.  Faculty members spoke of the 

importance of being involved in the change process, of having their contributions acknowledged.  

According to one, 
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[The administration has] a vision, and I think that is wonderful.  Institutions need to have 
a vision and they need to have a mission to get to that vision.  I think the moving forward 
in whatever way, if we feel like it is a change for the better, not change because 
something is forcing us to do something different, [but because] we’re electing the 
change, then I see it as a positive change.    
 

Another gave the example of how the faculty challenged the new academic calendar.  Saying, 

[it]was literally fifty-one weeks a year; they had like three days off between sessions.  
They even had classes on Christmas Eve in one of their schedules…we’re here because 
that is the lifestyle we have chosen and if that’s going to go away then we need to start 
reevaluating things.  Literally at the last faculty meeting the provost sat down with the 
president and the CFO and they had blocked out the weeks there will not be classes, any 
format, any time, anywhere.  I don’t know if that would have happened if we hadn’t 
raised the bar… 
 

One department chair, spoke of her department’s response to a mandate to increase their program 

enrollment this year.  The faculty presented a strong argument against the plan, along with an 

alternative plan for slower growth.  The end result was a compromise in which the administration 

got growth, but at a slower rate, and the department had ownership for the plan they created.   

Other administrators spoke of their pleasure when efforts to change long-standing policies on 

attendance and contact hour calculations were realized.  In these examples, the fact that their 

voices were heard, even if concessions or compromises were made, was critical to the faculty 

members.  The acknowledgement that their opinions were valued, and they had a voice, created a 

sense of empowerment for the faculty and encouraged their continued participation. 

This emphasis on participation, on using their voice, also extended to changes that 

occurred outside of the monthly meetings.  For example, according to one faculty member,  

they decided to do [a name change] for a group of courses, [the dean] wanted me, as 
curriculum chair, to send it out there to everybody to make sure nobody had concerns. In 
another department, I think they would just do it.  
 

Another said her department chair sought her out when she had not responded to a group email. 

Others faculty and staff members talked of the autonomy they felt when they initiated changes 
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within their programs.  The ability to define a curriculum need and develop a response was 

mentioned in several different departments.  In each case there was an expectation that the SU 

employee would and could use their voice to contribute to the discussion. 

Additional Data Representing Sensemaking 

 Sensemaking relies on constant interaction between those affected by the change.  It 

involves many people and occurs at multiple levels within the institution.  While this study 

focused on how mid-level employees used sensemaking to understand change, other people 

exhibited similar experiences at SU.  As a result it was inevitable that some data emerged in 

reference to the experiences of other employees at SU. This data is included in this section. 

The initial act of sensemaking is the creation of the new vision or plan  (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 

1991). There were indications that those in higher administration participated in sensemaking 

during the formation of the new strategic plan.  Data indicated that during the research process 

and the creation of the new vision, President Walton operated in a sensemaking mode.  One 

leader described the president’s actions saying, 

[President Walton] began to do some kind of vision casting.  He selected different people 
from across campus to participate in an [All for One] conference…We had a day and a 
half when we all came together from out different areas and thought:  What should be the 
visions of this school in [15 years]?  How do we get there?  So tactically, strategically, 
we had some input.  This was nice and I think that it helped solidify some ownership 
within the university in that we all kind of partnered together for figure out what is our 
vision?  It’s not just someone telling us what it is; we had a part to play.  
 

Another remembered, 
 
They did a market survey and he stood up maybe three years ago, and said in all of out 
data it shows us that, you know, we’re not going to grow in undergrad programs.  We’ve 
got too much competition, so where we need to grow is graduate [programs]. 
 

In these instances President Walton was utilizing conversations with others to create a 

foundation of knowledge, a context, for his plan.  He was sensemaking.  The president used his 
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knowledge of the institution and its needs, and its values, create a context for a new vision.  

President Walton used that knowledge as he set the scene and performed the conversation and 

shared his vision with others. President Walton created a format that encouraged others to be 

active, vocal participants, in defining the meaning of the anticipated change.   

 There was also evidence that other employees took on the role of visionary from time to 

time.  One school director said, “I map out how many classes would need to be taught, what that 

means in terms of faculty, and sort of give them a rather granular justification of the budgeting 

price” as she prepared to ask for additional resources. Another spoke of when they created a new 

degree program and had to get approval to gain the support needed to implement the program. In 

each case, the person, or group, assuming the leadership role acted as a visionary by initiating a 

plan, and used sensemaking skills, such as appealing to the issues and values important to their 

group, to build support for their project. 

Conclusion 

Although SU exhibited a culture of change for many years, the new strategic plan 

developed after President Walton’s arrival, propelled the institution into another wave of 

changes.  The plan created a framework and empowered the institution to implement changes 

intended to double the total enrollment, and generate a graduate enrollment five times larger than 

that of the traditional women’s college, in less than 20 years.  Although the changes initiated by 

the leadership were intended to stabilize the institution, they also permanently altered many 

cultural aspects of the institution, and consequently also affected many mid-level employees.  

While the leadership supported the changes, much of the plan’s success depended on the ability 

of the stakeholders to develop a connection, or an affinity, with the plan.  As a result, many mid-
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level employees became pivotal players defining the changes and building support by drawing 

on their knowledge of the departments and their colleagues (Schein, 2010).   

Sensemaking provided a framework to analyze how institutional employees, particularly 

those at the departmental level, created a level of understanding necessary to implement the 

changes successfully.  Sensemaking included both the social and cultural influences that shaped 

how people reacted to change and the actions used to work through change (Rouleau & Balogun, 

2011).  The data collected at SU illustrated how the mid-level employees at one particular 

institution made sense of change.  Figure 2 reflects the themes that surfaced as employees at SU 

described their responses to changes at their institution related to the growth of the graduate 

program. 
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Figure 2.  Sensemaking Themes Among Mid-Level Employees. 
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CHAPTER V:   

SENSEMAKING AT SOUTHERN UNIVERSITY:  
 IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
Small private colleges provide a diversity of educational opportunities and experiences 

rarely found outside of the United States.  People are drawn to them for a variety of reasons. 

While some are drawn to the intimate environment, others are attracted by the mission and 

values espoused by the institution, and others by the emphasis on students and teaching.  

Whatever the reason, these institutions enrich the landscape of American higher education and 

provide a positive educational experience for many students each year.  However, these 

institutions have faced significant challenges as their environments changed.  In fact, for many of 

these institutions the traits that made them unique also threatened their survival.  Interest in 

single gender institutions declined, liberal arts institutions began to offer professional degrees, 

and residential colleges started offering classes online.  Changes, such as these, affected all 

levels of the institution. 

 Although small private colleges are an important part of the American higher education, 

less research has been focused on them than on their larger counterparts.  The available research 

often focused on how small institutions struggled to survive in a changing environment, but there 

was little information on how employees experienced these changes.  As the environment 

evolved and became increasingly competitive, it became important to know as much as possible 

about how the small private institution and its employees managed these changes.  A study at a 

small institution with a history of dynamic change, such as SU, provided an opportunity to learn 

more about how mid-level employees experienced change.  This chapter discusses the data 
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presented in Chapter IV in terms of how mid-level employees made sense of change at a small 

private institution.  

Applying the Theoretical Frame to Interpret Findings 
 

Sensemaking focuses on how people use language to return a sense of equilibrium to an 

environment that has been disrupted in some manner.  Today many small private institutions are 

struggling to balance their long-established missions and values with a rapidly changing 

environment.  In the intimate environment of the small institution, changes often profoundly 

influence their stakeholders.  Rouleau and Balogun’s (2011) work on sensemaking, which 

explores the influence of culture and communication on the change process, provides a frame to 

analyze the data from one such institution and develop answers to the guiding research questions: 

1. How did employees perceive their roles, and those of their peers in the change 

process? 

2. How did they create consensus?  

3. What concessions were they required to make in the change process? 

 The two significant aspects of sensemaking identified in Rouleau and Balogun’s (2011) 

work which were utilized in the data analysis of the study at SU were 1) social, symbolic, 

cultural, and verbal context; and 2) performing the conversation and setting the scene.  

Analyzing sensemaking in this manner created the opportunity to investigate both the visible and 

tacit elements of change and define how the use of dialogue allowed mid-level employees to 

move from a conceptual point to tangible changes.  In essence, Rouleau and Balogun’s (2011) 

work made it possible to examine both the actions employees took in times of change and the 

motivations behind those actions.  
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 Rouleau and Balogun  (2011) found that there were two critical issues, why and what, in 

the sensemaking process.  They found that what happened in change discussions was intimately 

tied to why the stakeholders held certain perspectives on the issue, and why they reacted in a 

particular way.  For many stakeholders, their previous experiences, established beliefs, and 

existing social systems were important factors in processing both current events and events in the 

future (Rouleau & Balogun, 2011).  Behaviors identified at SU that defined why employees 

reacted to change in a given way were their 1) underlying values; 2) previous experiences; 3) and  

existing roles and behaviors.  Together, they created an underlying foundation for the 

sensemaking activities.  

Why employees react in a given manner is tied to the social, symbolic, cultural, and 

verbal references they bring to a situation (Rouleau & Balogun, 2011).  People often reacted in a 

particular way as the result of how they identified themselves and what was important to them 

(Rouleau & Balogun, 2011).  The employees’ perceptions of their roles as individuals and as part 

of the group, influenced their reactions when change was introduced.  Employees who had a 

strong affinity for the institution and its values and ideals resisted changes that threatened those 

ideals.  Other employees at SU framed the changes in terms of their perception of institutional 

culture or practices.  They framed changes related to the growth of the graduate programs in 

terms of their previous experiences, and resisted changes that deviated from established patterns 

and roles.  At SU contextual elements such as these influenced what employees did during the 

active phases of sensemaking.  

 According to Rouleau and Balogun (2011), performing the conversation and setting the 

scene describe the activities that enabled people to engage others in conversation in order to 

draw them to their agenda.  The focus of these activities was what people did in response to a 
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catalyst, such as the plan to stabilize SU through increased enrollments in the graduate school.  

Rouleau and Balogun (2011) found that mid-level leaders who were able to draw on their 

knowledge of their employees and their organization to frame discussions concerning change 

were able to overcome resistance and move the group forward.  The data from SU revealed that 

employees used both casual informal conversations and carefully orchestrated dialogues with 

their colleagues to negotiate changes.  At SU the “deliberate, conscious nature” (Rouleau & 

Balogun, 2011, p. 958) of the activities employed in the staging of conversations within 

departments served to engage the groups and encourage their participation in the process.  These 

carefully constructed conversations underscored by a shared context were the key to developing 

a deeper understanding of how employees at SU perceived the changes at their institution.  

Answering the Research Questions 

 Much of the literature on small private colleges presented in Chapter II was devoted to 

defining the characteristics that made them unique and set them apart from larger institutions 

such as their small populations, narrowly defined missions, and deeply ingrained cultures.  The 

research indicated that history, culture, and missions were inextricably tied together at these 

institutions, and that those elements exerted a distinct influence on their decision-making 

processes.  Many were drawn to these institutions because they had an affinity for the people and 

the values of the institution.  However there was also evidence that the very identities they 

cultivated and cherished created challenges as they struggled to adapt to a changing environment.  

Extant research followed the challenges these historically residential, undergraduate 

institutions faced as the environment changed.  At institutions where the employees, students, 

and alumni placed a high value on traditions, change often represented significant challenges.  

There were indications that stakeholders played a key role in change at small institutions, 
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however, little of the current research focused on how those stakeholders perceived change.  

Among the stakeholders directly influenced by institutional change are its employees.  Mid-level 

employees, in particular, occupy a unique and dynamic position in change because their location, 

at the center of the institutional structure, puts them in a position where they interact with both 

the administration, and with other campus and community constituencies.   

There were indications in previous research that as employees coped with changes they 

drew on their experiences (Rouleau & Balogun, 2011) and took on various roles (Gioia & 

Chittipeddi, 1991).  However, the research has not been demonstrated in regard to mid-level 

employees at small private institutions.  Data collected in this study through personal interviews, 

document analysis, and observations, gave the mid-level employees at SU a voice and an 

opportunity to inform others by defining how they perceived and managed change at their 

institution.  Framing the voices of the participants in terms of Rouleau and Balogun’s (2011) 

work on sensemaking created the opportunity to analyze employee experiences at small private 

colleges in the context of existing research, thus adding to the body of knowledge on this 

phenomenon (Merriam, 2009).  The results of these interviews are presented in terms of the three 

research questions presented earlier. 

How did employees perceive their roles, and those of their peers in the change process? 

While it is typical for employees at institutions displaying collegial characteristics to 

place a high value on participation (Birnbaum, 1988), this does not mean that the process always 

proceeds smoothly.  The interview data from SU reflected the value mid-level employees placed 

on participation and the ability to use their voice.  While this participatory practice was often a 

slow one, for many mid-level administrators, faculty, and staff, it created a sense of 

empowerment.  However, when the process deviated from the expected path, more resistance 
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was exhibited.  This was evident during the enrollment management change, when a departure 

from the typically slow, participatory, thoughtful process at SU created an environment with less 

opportunity to build support and acceptance for the change.  Many mid-level employees felt it 

was important to be heard, to be part of the discussion, even if they could not alter the outcome 

of the plan. When they were unable to exercise their voice and to contribute to the process, they 

reacted with anxiety, distrust, and resistance.   

While employees took on many roles, the two roles employees identified with most as 

part of the sensemaking process were those of the “supporter” and the “leader.”  Each role had 

specific behaviors associated with it.  The role of the “supporter” was one that most mid-level 

employees felt they took on in some respect.  To them, this meant supporting both their peers, 

and the other stakeholders, affected by the changes associated with the growth of the graduate 

programs.  Mid-level employees supported their colleagues in a variety of methods.  Some 

shared their concerns and ideas through informal conversations.  Others offered to help other 

employees when the workload was heavy.  Departments with successful practices shared them 

with others.  In each case the goal was to help their colleagues adapt to changes. 

Mid-level employees across the campuses were also extraordinarily committed to 

creating a positive, supportive learning environment for their students.  Due to their location on 

the organizational chart, the departmental employees, more so than the top leadership, were in 

contact with vast numbers of people such as students, parents, alumni, and donors affected by 

changes.  This meant they were often called upon to define the changes for others, and to present 

them in a positive light.  In a highly competitive higher education environment, where 

constituent groups expected to feel well-served and well-informed, this became a particularly 

important and valuable behavior.  
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Several behaviors were associated with the ways leaders provided support to others.  The 

terms used most often to describe these roles leaders played during transition and change were 

“implementer” and “protector.”  As implementers their task was to set up the conversations 

people used to process change.  If changes were too far-reaching to be handled through routine 

means, department leaders set aside workdays and organized retreats to create time for intensive 

discussion to work through the issues.  Described as implementers, these employees were 

responsible for the successful execution of the directive. From the leaders’ perspective it was 

their job to enforce the directive and to create a foundation that allows it to go forward, 

regardless of whether or not they agreed with it.  They were aware that this position could put 

them in a position of conflict with their peers.  As such, departmental leaders at SU spent many 

hours, and employed various techniques, in the negotiation of difficult changes.  Changes related 

to the growth of the graduate school, such as the shifting of many classes to five-week terms in 

the fall, and the need to coordinate curriculum at multiple locations, required SU departmental 

leaders and their subordinates to spend hours developing both the consensus, and the practices, 

needed to implement the plan.  

Faculty and staff often expressed a different perspective of the leadership role.  While 

employees acknowledged the role leaders played in moving change forward, they also felt that 

another important role for the leader was that of the protector.  Employees expected their leaders 

to listen to them and to understand their position on the change.  At SU, the growth of the 

graduate programs led to concerns such as an increased workload, changing schedules, and the 

need to rewrite curriculum plans in a short time frame.  While these concerns affected how many 

employees perceived the implementation of the change, it was important to note that these 

concerns were closely linked to underlying social and cultural context of the participants. As 
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such, it was important that leaders recognized both the tacit and obvious reactions to change and 

responded accordingly. 

How did they create consensus? 

 Data from SU supported previous research that indicated that the success of a change 

initiative was tied to how the conversations were executed.  Who was involved in the 

conversation, and how it was carried out, influenced a group’s ability to reach consensus.  These 

conversations occurred in informal chats with colleagues and in more formal departmental 

meetings and work sessions.  When changes were too far-reaching to be handled through those 

means, department leaders set aside workdays and organized retreats, brought in facilitators, and 

had one-on-one discussions with faculty members.  They tried to create a time for intensive 

discussion to work through the issues.  Regardless of whether the discussions happened in formal 

or informal settings, there were certain commonalities such as membership in the group, the use 

of  common language and terminology, and the knowledge that they would be heard, that 

provided a foundation for the discussions. 

 Groups provided an intangible, but vital, connection to others.  It was an association 

expressed not so much by a membership card, an office location, or even a professional title, as it 

was one based on a set of beliefs or values.  Departmental meetings and retreats at SU typically 

included office managers and support staff, faculty, and administrators.  The common interest in 

how the issue related to their group provided a foundation for the discussions.  These groups 

utilized their knowledge of their departments, and the needs of their staff and students, to analyze 

the effects of the change on their group.  Through these conversations the groups reached a point 

of agreement that allowed them to move forward with the implementation, or return for more 

discussion.  While change for mid-level employees was often characterized by a lack of control, 
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the ability to actively contribute to the discussions on critical issues created a sense of 

empowerment among the faculty.  Having a voice contributed to the success of the effort by 

mitigating the negative feelings change engendered. 

 Throughout the institution there were indications that concerns were also shared through 

informal conversations and communications with other employees.  These conversations seemed 

to create a feeling of camaraderie and eased the feelings of anxiety change created.  

Conversations, such as these, spanned departmental and geographic lines, and although they 

were informally constructed, they were still comprised of groups of people bound by common 

interests and beliefs.  While a risk of informal conversations was the transmission of inaccurate 

data, the benefit was it created a mechanism for employees to voice their concerns and anxieties 

with individuals they trusted.  Employees were able to support one another because they 

possessed a shared perspective an outsider did not have, and could not comprehend.  

 While it was important that people in the conversations had a common point of reference, 

it was also critical that they were free to express their opinions.  The exchange of information 

and ideas was central to the idea of sensemaking.  The mid-level employees at SU truly believed 

that their voice was valued and the leadership encouraged this perception.  Leaders reinforced 

this idea by setting aside addition time for meetings and structuring them to encourage 

interaction.  Some leaders brought in facilitators to aid the discussion process.   Others had 

people take the negative (con) side of the argument, and others met individually with those who 

continued to display resistance.  These behaviors were intended to help group members express 

their positions on the impending change. 

The ability to interact with others was a significant part of the current changes at SU.  

While communication on one campus was difficult, teaching courses at multiple locations and 
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online increased the challenge.  It was likely that other small private institutions will also 

experience this phenomenon as they alter their forms of delivery to make education accessible to 

the masses.  At SU many faculty members are separated from their colleagues by their location. 

As the graduate enrollment rose, more and more employees were teaching at remote campuses  

and online, and utilizing technology to be a part of the discussion.  The use of email and video 

conferencing allowed these faculty members to take a more active role in the process without 

travelling to the main campus.  However as the number of graduate programs grew, it was 

important faculty members continued to be a part of the discussion and the solution.  This often 

required additional effort from both the employees at the remote campuses and their peers at the 

main campus. 

In addition to having a foundation for discussion and the freedom to participate, it was 

also important to the employees that their voice was heard.  Negotiating change was time- 

consuming and stressful.  People were willing to become involved if they felt that there is a 

reason to do so; that they had the ability to influence the outcome and to make a difference.  

Employees, both at the main campus and at remote campuses, described instances in which they 

felt they had been able to influence the outcome of an issue.  One graduate school program 

successfully argued for a slower implementation of growth in their department, another 

successfully justified how they calculated their contact hours, and another spoke of their part in 

changing an attendance policy to better accommodate graduate students.  Others spoke of the 

support they received in the implantation of programs that originated within the departments.  

The ability to contribute to the process and to feel that their input was valued created a sense of 

empowerment that was evident in the faculty.  They realized that they were not always be able to 

influence change in their direction, but the combination of leadership that demanded their 
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participation and a history of positive results, encouraged them to continue to voice their 

opinions; to play an active role in building consensus. 

When change was particularly difficult and resistance was particularly strong it was 

sometimes necessary to frame the need for change in terms of what was best for the institution.  

It placed the focus on the needs of the institution rather than the wants or needs of the employee.  

Several employees at SU indicated that during contentious discussions they had been reminded 

that the big picture, the survival of the institution, was the top priority because these changes 

would secure the institution, and ultimately help preserve their jobs.   

What concessions were required in the change process? 

 While concerted efforts were made for mid-level employees to participate in the change 

process, and their efforts were often rewarded, there were also times in when they had to 

compromise and make concessions to move the process forward.  Mid-level leaders at SU 

employed a variety of techniques and processes that facilitated change and pushed their groups 

and employees to compromise.  Awareness of the source of distress was an important part of 

sensemaking. 

Change is difficult when it disrupts or jeopardizes the very things the employees are 

passionate about:  their professions and their personal lives.  As research indicated, many people 

chose to attend or work at small private colleges because of the unique characteristics of the 

institution.  People were often drawn to a small college because of the size, the mission, or 

something more intangible, more difficult to define.  Because of these connections, a difficulty in 

achieving consensus is that the impending change may threaten the essence of that relationship.  

Many at SU expressed concern about how the growth affected their relationships. In particular, 

more faculty members and students spread across more locations made it increasingly difficult to 
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maintain the one-on-one contact so valued at smaller institutions.  Others were concerned about 

maintaining the focus on students and teaching, and their autonomy as teachers.   Because 

concerns such as these were under the surface of many of the issues the institution was currently 

facing, many departmental employees were forced to make concessions in order to move the 

change process ahead.  For many, this meant letting go of their established perception of SU in 

order to create a new one. 

Institutional change not only affected their tacit relations with the institution, but also 

how they performed their jobs.  Support staff and faculty members spoke of the sacrifices and 

concessions they made professionally to support change in the institution.  Time was spent hiring 

additional adjuncts, leading meetings about the change, aligning curriculum.  Some employees 

took on new positions within the institution. Others felt they sacrificed autonomy in their 

teaching in order to establish the course continuity and integrity needed for a growing student 

population. Concessions such as these were often unwanted or distasteful.  In many cases they 

altered or jeopardized the very traits that drew the employee to SU to begin with.  However, they 

were necessary in order to serve the larger, more diverse, population of students enrolling in the 

institution. 

Others spoke of the personal concessions they made, such as travelling to teach at remote 

locations, teaching nights and weekends, and of spending the summer writing the new fall 

curriculum.  Again, changes such as these altered the very aspects that attracted many employees 

to SU.  However, although they expressed concerns about the changes they were experiencing, 

they also felt these changes could be managed by drawing on the strong ethic of support that 

existed with their colleagues and leaders.  In the end many chose to make these sacrifices 
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because of their dedication to the success of the institution and its students, and their desire to 

remain a part of it.  

Considerations to the Sensemaking Framework 

 Birnbaum (1988) labeled the behaviors of small private institutions as “collegial” because 

they reflect a participatory environment with strong cultural and traditional influences (p. 87).  

These are environments, often small institutions, where people frequently take an active role in 

governance.  This participatory attitude aligned with the basis of sensemaking and sensegiving 

(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991).  According to Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991), “change involve[d] an 

attempt to alter the current way of thinking and acting by the organization’s membership” (p. 

433).  They argued that sensemaking and sensegiving provided a mechanism by which thinking 

and behaviors could be altered with the participation of the membership.   

 Rouleau and Balogun (2011) narrowed the perspective further and focused only on 

sensemaking.  They found that while activities, such as setting the scene and performing the 

conversation were critical to sensemaking there were other factors that were also important.  

Their study found that the ability to make sense in a group was also affected by the context of the 

discussion.  The social, symbolic, cultural, and verbal context of the people involved affected the 

manner in which they would respond, or react, to change.  In effect why people felt certain ways 

influenced what their response would be.  The data from the study at Southern University was 

much closer to this perspective than to that of Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) for several reasons.  

First, it acknowledged the strong influence institutional culture displayed at SU.  Second, the 

recent change in the enrollment management process disturbed the institution’s equilibrium and 

initiated the sensemaking process.  Third, the change in enrollment management was so new, and 
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so expansive, that the SU employees were still in sensemaking mode.  Most had not progressed 

to sensegiving.   

 Therefore, while Gioia and Chittipeddi’s (1991) work provided an underlying foundation 

for the study, Rouleau and Balogun’s (2011) work provided a stronger lens based on the recent 

developments at SU because it emphasized both the actions and the underlying social influences 

influential in sensemaking. The data indicated the relationship between actions and culture held 

true at SU where the growth of the graduate programs created change throughout the institution.  

As information was shared and discussed employees moved from the initial exposure to the 

impending change, to comprehending what it meant to them personally, to acceptance, and 

implementation.  The data in Chapter IV revealed mid-level employees were particularly active 

in the sensemaking process, taking on both leadership and supporting roles, and participating in 

the dialogue needed to move from concept to actuality, from turmoil to equilibrium.  In times of 

change, such as the increased emphasis on graduate programs at SU, the support of the mid-level 

employee was particularly important because they often operated at the nexus between the 

administration, the students, and other stakeholders.  They provided support to the students, 

feedback and support to the administrators, and communicated the changes to other stakeholders. 

Considerations for Practice 

 In recent years change has become a constant in higher education.  Institutions, public 

and private, large and small, have all been affected by the changes in the environment.   

Particularly hard hit have been the small private institutions without large endowments.  Many 

have struggled to align their established missions and cultures with and ever-changing 

environment.  However, research on institutional change often ignored these smaller institutions.  

It would be unwise to assume that the results of research conducted at larger institutions applied 
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equally to smaller institutions because they are inherently different in culture and structure.  

Therefore it is recommended that further studies be conducted to generate additional data 

specific to small institutions.  The three main considerations for small institutions managing 

change derived from this study, the Importance of Vision, the importance of Voice, and the 

Importance of Time, all pertained to how their employees perceived change. 

Importance of Vision 

 According to Schein (2010), “the targets of change must believe that the organization will 

be better off if they learn the new way of thinking and learning” (p. 305).  This philosophy was 

evident in the interviews at SU.  Within the last five years a new vision and strategic plan were 

introduced, which affirmed their continued commitment to their traditions and defined the path 

for the future. Written with the input of many people, over a period of time, the vision and the 

strategic plan serve as the foundation for many of the changes being implemented.   

 By inclusion and repetition the administration effectively infused this vision throughout 

the institution.  The creation of the vision and strategic plan were the topic of discussions and 

publications on campus for months.  During interviews employees at all levels spoke often of the 

strategic plan, A New SU, and its long-term goals for enrollment growth.  They knew details such 

as the target number of students at the graduate and undergraduate levels, the amount being lost 

on the residential program, and the reason so many resources were being put into the graduate 

school.  Through sharing information, and making the stakeholders a part of the equation, the 

administrators focused their attention on the big picture, the relationship between these changes 

and the fiscal health of the institution, and built support for their vision 
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Importance of Communication 

 One of the primary challenges to developing consensus within a group is finding a way to 

communicate meaningfully with the membership.  Communication was not just verbal, it also 

drew on the cultural context of the group.  Strong communication depended on having the right 

people and a frame of reference that grounded the conversation (Schein, 2010; Rouleau & 

Balogun, 2011).  Departmental level meetings provided a venue where the participants could use 

their common experiences to define how the change would impact each department.  At SU 

different departments were affected in different ways by the announcement of the new 

enrollment management plan.  Therefore it was beneficial to hold these discussions in smaller 

groups, with a similar frame of reference, rather than on a campus-wide level where participants 

lacked a common frame of reference. 

 It was also important to recognize the interactive nature of communication.  It needed to 

travel in both directions between the leadership and the employees.  As part of the sensemaking 

process, employees were encouraged to voice their opinions in meetings and discussions.  These 

communications, which happened in both formal and informal situations, allowed participants to 

work through the changes with their colleagues and develop a sense of ownership. Although 

these communications took time and effort from the parties involved, the end result was the 

ability to move ahead with the plan. 

Importance of Time 

 Time was a critical element in implementing change at SU.  As with many institutions of 

higher education change often occurs at a slower pace than in other organizations.  Employees 

relied heavily on established procedures and practices, and deviation from the expected behavior 

often produced anxiety and resistance (Schein, 2010).  Stakeholders needed time to let go of old 
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practices before they accepted new ones.  The administration at SU experienced this in the spring 

of 2013 with the introduction of a new enrollment management system.  Unlike the new strategic 

plan, which was developed over a period of time with input from many, the announcement of the 

enrollment management plan and the short timeframe for implementation took many by surprise.    

 Because the announcement deviated from SU’s expected behavior pattern, it created 

chaos.  The surprise announcement and the short time frame threw many mid-level employees 

into a state of anxiety.  They questioned the reason for the change, how it would affect them 

personally, and how it reflected on the institution.  While some resigned themselves to the 

change, others rebelled.  Administrators spent many hours working through their resistance 

before they could begin to execute it for the fall term.  

 While it was sometimes necessary to deviate from normative behavior, many 

administrators realized that such changes disrupted the status quo.  Employees still needed time 

to process the changes and come to terms with how they would be affected by it.  It was 

important to minimize the feeling of surprise.  At SU the employees who had some warning of 

the change, even if it was not detailed information, were less resistant.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

It is unlikely that there will be a significant change in the philosophical and economic 

conditions that currently threaten many small private institutions.  Since these institutions have 

not garnered the research attention that their larger counterparts have, it was important data on 

institutional change were generated that was specific to the small private institution.  The 

identities and cultures of small institutions were too dissimilar to larger institutions to assume 

that the experiences of employees at a larger institution would be perceived the same way at a 

small private institution.  Even among small institutions, outcomes may vary due to their 
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differences.  Therefore, it is recommended that additional studies be conducted to develop a 

more comprehensive body of data on how mid-level employees experience institutional change 

at small private institutions. 

This study was conducted at a single institution, which provided the opportunity to 

collect rich, thick data to use as the foundation for further studies.   A comparative study, 

involving several small institutions would provide information as to the universality of the data 

from this study.  The institution in this study originated as, and still maintains, a single gender 

undergraduate population.  However, a comparative study would allow the researcher to assess 

the data gathered at a diverse scope of institutions such as those with specific missions, religious 

affiliations, or ethnic or minority populations.   

It is also recommended that the study be replicated at small institutions of varying sizes.  

The parameters of this study called for an institution with an enrollment between 1000 and 5000 

students.  There is no specific enrollment that is accepted as the definitive number for a small 

college.  Therefore, it might be useful to determine if the results of this research are tied to the 

size of the institution; or if they vary at colleges that are either larger or smaller than the one in 

this study. 

The time frame for this research was affected by both the needs of the researcher and the 

parameters set by the institution.  Because SU was in the midst of a significant change, the 

research was delayed until late in the spring semester.  Ideally this research should be conducted 

early in either the fall or spring semester, in order to improve possibility of reaching the 

maximum number of relevant participants, and allow for additional visits if necessary.  This is 

particularly true if the research is conducted at a non-tenure institution that utilizes nine-month 

contracts.   
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The final suggestion is that this study be replicated at SU, the original site, several years 

from now.  At the time of the study the institution was implementing a highly controversial 

change in their enrollment management process.  In a departure from their typical process, this 

change happened quickly with very little discussion.  Mid-level employees were particularly 

concerned about both the philosophical and practical effects of this change, which was 

sometimes evident in their interviews.   A follow up study would provide the opportunity to 

compare the responses to this study with those given when they are not operating in a state of 

disarray.    

Conclusion 

 
Change, in higher education, as well in as in life, cannot be avoided.  In recent years, the 

changing environment exerted a strong influence across the landscape of higher education.  Of 

all the institutions touched, perhaps those most affected are small private institutions without the 

protection provided by a large endowment.  These institutions often possessed a sense of history 

and culture, and a commitment to their mission.  The very ideals that were the strengths of the 

small institutions, put them at odds with the changing world they inhabited.  While many of these 

institutions were unable to make the transitions needed for survival, others displayed a 

remarkable sense of resolve and ingenuity as they faced a changing environment.  These changes 

did not happen in isolation, they affected employees throughout the institutions.  While the roles 

the leaders of these institutions played in change has been studied, there is much less information 

available on how change affected the mid-level employee.  Therefore, the focus of this study was 

on how mid-level employees made sense of change at one such institution. 

Change, by nature, involved replacing established practices with different ones.  Under 

the best of circumstances it could produce stress.  Under less than ideal circumstances negative 
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reactions became incrementally more difficult.  This institution navigated many changes as it 

grew from a small women’s college to a multi-site institution with a diverse student population 

and a growing number of graduate students.  The change process at this institution was typically 

a slow process that allowed for the participation of many.  However, at the time of this study a 

unique situation precipitated a deviation from this institution’s established procedures.  The 

enrollment management change generated a strong reaction by the faculty and staff.  Mid-level 

employees vocally expressed their concerns about their loss of voice, their lack of 

communication, the short time allowed for implementation, and the long-term effects on the 

culture and reputation of the institution.   

In order to implement the plan, the administration needed to build support within the 

ranks.  The leadership tried to return the sense of empowerment that the employees felt was lost 

when the process changed.  Departmental leaders built support by addressing their employees 

concerns and encouraging their vocal participation. The leaders created venues for the 

employees’ concerns to be heard, they worked to keep the lines of communications open, and 

they encouraged the other employees to be active in the process.  They also appealed to the 

relationship the employees had with the institution, encouraging them to put aside their concerns 

and focus on the vision for the institution.  Working together, the various departments minimized 

the fallout, found ways to overcome the resistance, and moved forward. 

Change is difficult, but Southern University is committed to moving forward with its 

plan.  In the fall of 2013 the preliminary enrollment figures at SU indicated another jump in 

enrollments. Results such as these are possible because of the actions of its leadership and its 

mid-level employees.  Mid-level employees serve by enacting the vision and sharing it with 

others.  They make both personal and professional sacrifices to propel the institution toward 
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stability.  Sensemaking allows mid-level employees to take the vision put forth by the leadership 

and create a tangible, practical response.  Because the need to manage change persists at small 

private institutions, the more that is known about how employees perceive it, and react to it, and 

process it, the more prepared educators are to improve their practices.  
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Appendix D	  

Letter of Introduction	  
 

Dear  , 
 
My name is Cathy Rumble and I am currently a doctoral candidate at the University of Alabama 
working toward an Ed.D. in Higher Education Administration.  To fulfill the requirements of this 
program, I am currently conducting research for my dissertation about organizational changes 
due to the growth of graduate programs at small private colleges.  I write this message to request 
your participation in an interview to collect data for this study, which has the support of the 
administration of Brenau University.  Your participation is optional and a copy of the 
participant’s consent form is attached to clearly outline the expectations of participants.  
Population sample size and pseudonyms will be used to protect the identities of participants.  
There is no obligation on your part to participate and all responses will be completely 
confidential.  
 
I will be on the Brenau campus May 20-22, 2013. I will be available to conduct interviews from 
7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. each day at the location of your choice. If these dates do not work, I will 
be glad to meet with you another time.  If you choose to participate in this research, please 
respond to this message with two options of times when you will be available to meet with me.  I 
will confirm the specifics of our meeting in a follow-up email message, or by phone if you 
prefer. 
 
If you have any additional questions about this study or the data collection process, please feel 
free to contact me by email at cmr124@bellsouth.net or by calling my cell phone (803)640-3893.  
Thank you in advance for your consideration.  I look forward to speaking with you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Cathy M. Rumble 
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Appendix E	  

Interview Protocol A:  Administrators	  
 
Introduction 

From what I understand, [institution] has gone through a significant change in the last couple of 

decades from a small private women’s college teaching classes in a traditional face to face 

format to an institution that now teaches both undergraduate and graduate classes; both men and 

women; and both face to face and remote/distance classes. I am here today to get you 

impressions about some of those changes, specifically as they relate to the institution offering 

graduate degrees. But first, I want to get to know you and your work here a little better. 

Background 

1. How did you get involved in higher education? In particular what was the career path 

to your current position? 

2. What attracted you to working at [institution]?  

3. Tell me about your current position and responsibilities. 

Mission Shift 

1. To what degree were you or your division involved in helping the college increase its 

graduate offerings and enrollments? From offering classes traditionally to offering 

classes in remote locations or online? 

a. If you were involved… 

i. tell me about how the changes were conveyed to you.  

ii. In turn, tell me about your strategy for getting others on board with the 

change.  

iii. Who was involved? Who did you feel were the key players required to 

make the change happen? 
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iv. Who were the most open or resistant to the change?  

v. How did you frame (or reframe) the conversation about change with 

your subordinates to get them on board? 

b. If you were not involved… 

i. tell me about your observations as to what types of changes are taking 

place at the college.  

ii. In your opinion, who would be most resistant or open to the changes?  

iii. What strategy would you use to make the changes? 

2. What impact has the growth in graduate school programs and enrollment had on the 

college, overall? 

a. In your opinion, are these positive or negative? Why? 

b. In your opinion, will the institution face the need to keep changing in the 

future? Why or why not? 

3. From this experience, what have you learned about… 

a. Executive leaders and their role in changing the mission of a college? 

b. Yourself as a division leader and your role in changing the mission of the 

college? 

c. Where midlevel employees fit in institutional change? 

d. Institutional teams and their adaptability to changes in the college’s mission 

4.  Are there any other reflections or observations you would like to share about the 

growth of graduate programming at your institution? 
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Appendix F	  

Interview Protocol B:  Faculty	  
 
Introduction 

From what I understand, [institution] has gone through a significant change in the last couple of 

decades from a small private women’s college teaching classes in a traditional face to face 

format to an institution that now teaches both undergraduate and graduate classes; both men and 

women; and both face to face and remote/distance classes. I am here today to get you 

impressions about some of those changes, specifically as they relate to the institution offering 

graduate degrees. But first, I want to get to know you and your work here a little better. 

Background 

1. How did you get involved in higher education? In particular, what was the career path 

to your current position? 

2. What attracted you to working at this institution? 

3. Tell me about your current position and responsibilities. 

Mission Shift 

1. Who appeared to be they key players in the growth of the graduate programs? 

2. To what degree were you and your department/division involved in the changes that 

enabled growth in graduate programs?  

a. If you were involved… 
 

i. Tell me about how were changes conveyed to you? 
 

iii. How did you and your peers process the changes expected of you? 
 

iv. How did you frame, or reframe, the conversation to get others to  
 

support the change? 
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v.  Who were the most open/resistant to the changes? 
 

vi. How does offering courses online and at remote locations  
 

affect you?  Your work? 
 

b.  If you were not involved… 
 

i. What were your observations concerning the changes taking place at  
 
the college? 

 
ii.  In your opinion, who appeared the most resistant, accepting of the  
 
     changes? 

 
iii. What strategy would you have used to implement these changes? 

 
vi. How does offering courses online and at remote locations  

 
            affect you?  Your work? 

 
 

3. What impact has the growth in graduate programs and enrollment had on the college,  
 
overall? 

 
a. Do you see these as positive or negative changes?  Why? 

 
b. In your opinion will the institution face the need to keep changing in the  

 
future?  Why or why not? 

 
4. As an employee in an institution managing growth in a new arena, what is your 

perception of…. 

a. the role leadership plays in mission change? 

b. The role midlevel employees play in mission change? 

c. How internal teams/divisions adapt to a change in institutional direction? 

5.  Are there any reflections or observations that you would like to make concerning the 

growth of graduate programming at your institution 
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Appendix G: 

Definitions 

 
Carnegie Classification “has been the leading framework for recognizing and describing 

institutional diversity in U.S. higher education for the past four decades. This framework has 

been widely used in the study of higher education, both as a way to represent and control for 

institutional differences, and also in the design of research studies to ensure adequate 

representation of sampled institutions, students, or faculty. These classifications were updated 

using the most recent national data available as of 2010, and collectively they depict the most 

current landscape of U.S. colleges and universities” (Carnegie Foundation, n.d., para. 1).  

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) “is a system of interrelated 

surveys conducted annually by the U.S. Department’s National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES) that gathers information from every college, university, and technical and vocational 

institution that participates in the federal student financial aid programs. It includes data on 

enrollments, program completions, graduation rates, faculty and staff, finances, institutional 

prices, and student financial aid” (Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, n.d., para.1). 

Learning Community – “A subgroup of learners from a larger cohort, who worked 

together with a common goal to provide support and demand for group commitment and 

collaboration” (Davis, Ramsay, & Lindfield, 2005, Abstract).  In contemporary higher education 

these groups may be enrolled in either synchronous or asynchronous courses, through distance 

learning or face-to-face. 

Small Private Colleges in this study are defined as non-profit, primarily undergraduate, 

institutions with between 1,000 and 5,000 students.  No distinction is made as to the dominant 

curriculum offered (professional, liberal arts). 


