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This project was focused on learning about on-the-ground implementation of change and change leadership from senior academic leaders (primarily provosts) at a number of institutions. While change, in general, is a constant in higher education, I was interested in whether and how senior leaders plan for it and develop their institution’s change capacity. In this context, I define change capacity as the organizational attitudes and skills that enable substantial change processes to happen without too much drama, whether the changes are internally planned or externally imposed.  

I interviewed eight provosts and several other senior staff at nine highly regarded and highly ranked institutions. Of these, eight were private institutions and one was a large public institution. The conversations were wide-ranging, even with a set of questions sent to interviewees in advance (see Appendix) about change and change leadership. The challenges each provost and their institution were facing were different, but there were also some common threads.

These institutions were all successful and were not under extraordinary financial or other pressures, though resources and resource allocation was always a challenge. These interviews were conducted in the spring of 2021, at which time all these institutions were using remote learning in response to the COVID pandemic. 

Many of the interviewees recognized their institutions’ fortunate situation in terms of resources, but also found that to impede change. As one provost put it, 

“…I think that's sort of that mentality that it's been working well, why change? I mean, things are good, leave good alone. I think it's hard for people to envision change, improving things when things are going what they perceive as going well.” 

In almost all the conversations it was clear that a change agenda for these provosts was connected to their institutional context. Among the major elements of that context were pressing issues provosts and other senior leaders needed to prioritize that might not have been part of larger a change strategy—but they were things that needed to be done at the time. A second important part of that institutional context that I heard from provosts was the impact of recent history regarding change at their institutions. One, for example, described their institution as “…for many, many years was a very top down organization…” such that “…any of the changes that preceded us were imposed and not explained.” In contrast, at another institution, a provost’s predecessor was described as “… turning the box over… opened things up all over the place” in initiating a wide range of efforts and substantial upheaval, though few of the initiatives were brought to fruition, leading to some frustration in that community.

An additional perspective on change reflected the comparative and competitive nature of these institutions, often encouraged by Trustees. Comparisons can be instructive, though relentless comparison and benchmarking against other institutions risks obscuring a distinctive mission.  As one senior leader said, “…one worry I have is they're looking out at what other people are doing and trying to see if we can do it, which may be the right way to do things, but also means that we are not supplying our own vision.”  As this provost indicated, there was some concern that as a result of ‘benchmarking’, some of the near-term objectives of change needed to mimic other institutions might not be aligned with local institutional goals and a long-term vision. While most of our discussions concerned change implementation, this point indicates that for some institutions, change direction is not always consistent or well thought out.

Other themes were expressed in each of the interviews, some shared across a number of the institutions, some seemed unique to only one. These top-of-mind areas of focus on change as expressed by my provost interviewees do not seem to fall neatly into any of several current models of change leadership. One common underlying theme is the deep meaning internal academic communities make of some changes (e.g. curriculum changes) that appear cosmetic to those outside the academic community. An additional theme was the recognition by leaders and “followers” that major change is particularly difficult in a reasonably successful organization, particularly when some of the change participants (i.e. faculty) have significant autonomy.

Many of the leadership challenges for senior leaders in this environment could be characterized as ones that are complex, multi-level, and vary to fit circumstances. This summarization seems to match Heifetz description of “adaptive work”: “Adaptive work consists of the learning required to address conflicts in the values people hold or to diminish the gap between the values people stand for and the reality they face.” (Heifetz 1994).

As Heifetz describes, a framing for leadership needed to support adaptive work involves both transactional types of work and related leadership tasks, and transformative type work and its leadership tasks. As described by Heifetz, the work and required leadership for change in these different kinds of change is different. From my interviews of provost and senior leaders, I think I was hearing their own views on the kinds of change-work they saw needed, their leadership responsibility for those changes, and the leadership action they felt called to make. Heifetz describes different responses to “disequilibrium” or an external or internal recognition of pending change. One response is “…the current problem presents no new challenge and a response from the current repertoire may restore equilibrium successfully.”—a transactional response. A different response is “…society recognizes it has no ready solution for the situation, may still try to apply responses from its repertoire, but may only restore equilibrium in the short-term.”  A third response is “the society may learn to meet the new challenge”—a transformative response. Most of the change examples I discussed with the interviewees were neither exclusively transactional nor exclusively transformational, but almost always a combination of the two.

Most of the provosts I interviewed seemed to recognize this approach, though none of them cited Heifetz or other experts on the topic. A few provosts, and one in particular, were quite intentional in terms of developing an ability to lead the kinds of transformational changes Heifetz describes in themselves and in their senior team. As noted above, this elevated perspective on change and leadership of change is interspersed with more mundane tasks that are also their responsibly, and cannot wait. A common thread among the issues and examples of success and failure they cited, is this sense of attending to transactional issues that often masked issues that required more transformational perspectives, and transformational efforts that also needed basic transactional work to come to fruition. A challenge for senior academic leaders is to not only provide the appropriate kind of leadership, but to be able to tell what is needed and when.

As explored in Heifetz’ later work (Heifetz, et al. 2009), how leaders look at adaptive work can be affected by available resources and real and perceived constraints. Senior leaders may recognize key transformational needs and yet with limited resources, may choose to adopt temporary approaches that are more transactional.

My personal experiences as a provost have driven my interest in this topic, and those experiences have also allowed me to develop some experience in change and developing change capacity. I served as provost and chief academic officer for nearly 3 years at a very large public research institution, and recently for an additional 11 years as provost and chief academic officer at a mid-size private university. Over this time I developed an interest in change at colleges and universities and the challenges associated with change. I am particularly interested in how leaders of these institutions see the change environment at their institutions, and to the extent they would like to see that environment be different in some way, I would like to know what they have been able to do to make that happen.  I initiated this study to learn from a small group of provosts how they perceived change attitudes at their institutions, and what they were able to do to support or alter those attitudes.

Methods

The study used a simplified multiple case method, relying on the basic elements of case method of qualitative research, with the additional evaluation steps suggested by Stake (2006). I identified 10 institutions, 7 private and 3 public and requested interviews with current provosts and when possible, other senior leaders involved in large-scale change at their institutions. Eight of the provosts agreed to be interviewed. While these universities presented a relatively small and homogeneous sample, there was a variety of levels of provost experience, from fairly new (< 6 months) to experienced (about 9 years) in the position, with a median for the group of 5 years as provost. The institutions I chose were in many ways similar to my home institution, Lehigh University. I had met most of these provosts in professional settings, some as often as twice a year for 5 or 6 years. My experience with senior university leaders is they are very careful about what they discuss, and with whom. Even with my assurances of confidentiality, I expected provosts who did not know me or my institution would decline to be interviewed. As it turned out, those who did agree to be interviewed for this study were very forthcoming and we had very good conversations. I don’t think provosts who did not know me or were not familiar with my institution would have been as open.

The present study does not inquire into the inner workings of these institutions. Rather, the results of my collected interviews could be considered as a preliminary foundation to a possible future guided theory development, not a detailed case study of each of these institutions. These conversations may also be useful as indicators of what kind of preparation for a provost or senior leadership position in academia might be most useful.

I interviewed the 8 provosts and 6 others (two additional staff at each of 3 institutions) by telephone or video and if interviewees agreed, recorded these meeting for later transcription. 

I developed a set of questions (see appendix) to be used for a guided interview and sent the questions to the interviewee several days in advance of our conversation.  I kept my own notes of the conversation, and for those with an audio recording, sent the recording to an external vendor for transcription. I reviewed each of the conversation transcriptions in concert with my notes to try to isolate the answers to my questions in the protocol and to identify other significant issues the interviewees had raised, whether or not they corresponded to my questions.  For three of the institutions, I was able to interview other senior administrators in addition to the provost or senior vice provost, and recorded and transcribed those interviews as well, when the interviewee agreed.

A traditional multiple case study effort (Stake, 2006) would approach multiple case studies by working through each institution on its own before looking across institutions for similarities or differences. In this study, with a relatively small number of institutions and limited number of interviews for each institution (typically one) I could neither develop a thorough picture of each institution nor develop comprehensive conclusions comparing across these institutions. As a result I will present the results of these interviews largely as aggregates of quotes from the interviewees on each topic I raised, and then attempt to summarize for each of those topics across institutions. 

These institutions vary in size (7 were ~5000 undergraduate student private universities with one 40,000 undergraduate student public institution), and all have substantial graduate student populations, and substantial research programs. Most have one or more professional schools as well (medicine, law…). There is a reasonable range of centralization vs. decentralization, among other features, and of course each has its own history and record of change successes and failures. One notable result of some of this variation is that the range of responsibilities for a provost will vary substantially across these institutions, despite the similarity in title. 

Findings  

Attitudes towards Change
The first question I asked was about attitudes towards change on their campuses—positive, negative, or varied, and why those attitudes exist. This turned out to be a multi-faceted question for most of the provosts I interviewed. Attitude, both kind and depth, was reported to vary with constituent group and within each group, on or off campus. Each of those constituent groups had its own reasoning for the group’s current feelings—and many of the groups seemed to have variations of attitude among their members. Attitudes towards change was also dependent on history—some recent, and some older but still remembered.
Comments from provosts included:

Regarding perspectives and enthusiasm for change, some faculty and staff say  ‘…what's wrong with things now or is this going to be more work for me or is my job or my way of understanding the world going to go away?’
So I think that's sort of that mentality that it's been working well, why change? I mean, ‘things are good, leave good alone’. I think it's hard for people to envision change, improving things when things are going what they perceive as going well.  

For faculty, change can be ‘…a narrative of loss’;

You couldn't say that the scared and frustrated are all the faculty. I have lots and lots of entrenched staff people who absolutely hate change. And I think a lot of students who are scared of change too, and what will I do to their degree and the meaning of whatever their diplomas is, and that sort of thing. And equally, I've worked with tons of excited faculty who are super supportive of change and want to see things move, for instance. So from my perspective, I don't think it can be broken down by type of community member, at least not here. 

Change and history at the institution: What people think about suspicion and fear, I think sort of go together, and suspicion, fear, and transparency. I bring up transparency as what we have had for many, many years was a very top down organization. And therefore, the context for understanding, for the change, as any of the changes that preceded us were imposed and not explained.

When I came, to this institution, “…we could have been the most change averse institution I have seen…content at all levels…”

…the faculty are very conservative… People on the business side are the most positive towards it because they're just looking at how we can be sustainable and they don't see any way to do it without change. The upper administration-- you know, the President and provost-- are probably somewhere in the middle.

I think there is a recognition amongst various segments of the University that we need to really think about how we do things, how we operate, to be able to sustain ourselves long term. 

Trustees…a lot of them are in business and very, very interested in change in certain ways, but if you say anything that in any way sounds like it's negative about the four-year residential experience that they hold so dear to their hearts…

What to make of this? As told by provosts, nearly every group within the University has proponents and opponents of change—those who see opportunity if not necessity, in making the future different from the past—and those who feel the institution is already in a very good place and there is both substantial risk and possibly a great deal of effort needed to make really productive change.
A second element, present in many, but not all of the provost discussions, was a residual of expectation of whether and how change works at that institution based on past efforts. There may have been successes that were well-remembered, but most of the provosts who talked about history at their institutions remarked on remembered shortcomings or outright failures of change as impediments to new discussions.
As noted above, the institutions these provosts lead are largely successful and well-funded, so faculty, staff, students, and Trustees did not express great concern about the survivability of the institution, perhaps allowing a rather complacent attitude to seem justified at some institutions.

What is most frustrating to you about change: for example, type, pace, level of engagement, uncertainty, risk, etc.…?
A second question—or topic of discussion with provosts--was around their own frustrations with change, and their sense of frustrations within their communities about change. Clearly some of the issues outlined above help address this question, but many provosts had more to add on this specific topic.

I would say for sure, the biggest frustration is the pace of change. And I couple with that, the scale of change.

And in many cases they (faculty) feel the history weighs upon them. They feel like well, I got burned on this, or we talked about this and nothing came of it. And they're just not seeing the-- I'll switch my metaphor-- the playing field fully. And so there's just the tendency to kind of judge based on where they are.

There was a little bit of push back from the faculty, and there was more push back when we made the case that we need to do this because it's going to help us with the budget cuts. And that made it even worse. It's like, ‘why should we be driven by money?’

So I think my frustration is mostly with change, it's probably just that. It's silos, basically.  So the frustrating piece is that it's hard to thread the needle between all of that.   And I think that the frustration, the silos, and then the lack of the ability for a repeatable way for these groups to continue to interact in ways that is most productive. 

You rarely see, except in a way that's clearly pro forma, anything about the sustainability of the University or how this supports our mission. It really is fairly local… 
One worry I have is they're (Board of Trustees) looking out at what other people are doing and trying to see if we can do it, which may be the right way to do things, but also means that we are not supplying our own vision.
This Board is nose in, elbows in, knees in…

Board of Trustees:  …no weed too small…the Board has trouble being consistently strategic

The frustrations identified by provosts interviewed clearly cut a wide swath across organizational challenges, from narrow viewpoints of some community groups to acceptance if not encouragement within the organization of isolation between groups (silos), to a long memory of past change efforts. While there may be some connections among these areas, they can also be discrete challenges provosts and other change agents need to address in order to make forward progress for their institutions. One result is that change leadership in these environments may need to engage multiple parallel change paths to engage the distinct concerns of community groups.

Are faculty, staff, and student attitudes about change recognized, perhaps accommodated, maybe celebrated? 
How and where change originates, is vetted, and is acted upon can have a major impact on acceptance in organizations like colleges and universities. As noted above, a few of the provosts commented that their institutions had histories—sometimes long histories--of rather top-down administration and when changes were initiated, they most often came from “the top” sometimes with little or no rationale given. Most of the provosts I interviewed saw that “top down” approach as contrary to the environment they would like to foster at their institutions now, but engaging and recognizing the many constituent groups at a university in the entire process can also be challenging. As some noted, the hangover from previous leadership styles can be substantial, and may take a long time to move past.

Regarding a provosts position at a prior institution that was open to change:  There's this notion of getting things done. So that getting things done-- you see it in the students too. They just want to get things done. It's more pragmatic so-- it's a combination of things. So one I'd say pragmatically, people don't feel like they have time to pursue a lot of political nonsense, basically. They see it as saying, look, this is not worth my time because I've got to get things done. …and the leadership over the years have kept saying the same thing. We're the ‘can-do’ place, we're innovative, we are movers and shakers.

For many provosts, changing the “culture” around change is a major effort that takes time, focus and persistence:
What leaders say consistently over time makes a difference.
It feels like every day you're making deposits in the bank of change readiness.
I think the second thing is ongoing support for the change. Change takes time and there can often be a lot of enthusiasm and support from leaders around change early on, but they forget that it's a five year process to implement.
While these quotes illustrate the wide range of concerns regarding campus engagement in change, they also suggest that these provosts are always looking for opportunity. For many, the effort to engage and recognize seems to be broad and not always specific—aimed at the campus rather than a select group of participants. Their approaches to increasing engagement seem to also be broadly aimed—consistently “walking the talk” around their campuses.
Several provosts drew comparisons on campus attitudes between their current institution and a prior one. While they may have been in a different role at the previous institution, their perception of that culture was sometimes quite different from the culture of their current institution. While the origins and support for different cultures at different campuses is certainly beyond this paper, the comparisons do illustrate that history and culture of a campus can support or obstruct change, and many of these provosts have seen examples of both.

To the extent that attitudes towards some changes are not positive, what have you been able to do about that?
Many of the provosts I interviewed have success stories to tell about how attitudes and engagement of constituents across their campus have been changed, usually by very intentional action by the provost or other senior leaders. Few, however, wanted to say that those examples of success were commonplace or so embedded in a new institutional culture that further efforts on the provost’s part were unnecessary.

Change leadership strategy: So if you initiate-- if you could say I'm going to do these two things and I'm trying to do them fast, you would do a lot of fast, to do a lot of bad things. Or you just say, I'm going to do 10 things. And I'm going to get the right people, I'm going to slowly moving forward, and then in a year, I have 1,000 flowers blooming all at the same time. 

So I've always been that way. Let me get a portfolio and let me move things along and nurture them so that they go through. Because what I found is when you jam something quick, you won't get a year. You get two years of blow back. 

…if you were able to get the wins out there in a way that people feel like they were bought into it and is working, then it paves the way for the next day. 
In order to be a change maker and a change driver you also have to be a doer. There's no kind of disaggregating those two things, there's basically 100% overlap there. 
{My goal}… over the last eight or nine years…has been to institutionalize and deliberately/intentionally build in a culture of change readiness, change management.

I make sense of things by storytelling. I'm a narrative storyteller.

This sample of responses to this question may illustrate the variety of approaches these provosts have taken to address negative attitudes towards change on their campuses. Most seem to recognize that there may be short-term actions that might help, however generating sustained support for new direction for the campus is a long-term effort in which they as provosts, play a key role. 
Have you been able to find support (commiseration, guidance…) to work through these challenges to change? Where or how?
On most campuses the provost position is a singular position, with no other senior leadership position quite like it. This can make it difficult for some provosts to confer with knowledgeable colleagues or try out new ideas that they aren’t ready to discuss publicly. The question was aimed at learning if, in spite of these challenges, these provosts had found colleagues they could work closely with, whether at their own institution or elsewhere.
Regarding working with and consulting colleagues: There's three of us in particular, the President's Chief of Staff, the COO, and me. We call ourselves the kitchen cabinet.  You also learn that communication is really important. But then we always circle back when there is time to breathe and say, I might have thought about-- I was thinking about this, obviously you were thinking a different-- help me through your thinking.

I have built a meaningful relationship with (a group) as a team and as very close colleagues, in a way, really, trying to build a culture of change readiness also builds a culture where you can get a lot of the kind of really ‘let your hair down’ and ask what you're really trying to ask.

I think from a networking standpoint the challenge to the job is not that there are not resources out there, it's just that we're so busy.

I found this quote somewhere about the provost position. It says, a good friend to all, a best friend to none… everybody has an agenda… that's why I really try to bounce these high-level structural changes off of people that have nothing to do with (my institution). They'll tell me the truth in terms of both they have the experience, but they don't have the issue of how it's going to impact them. 
Is there anything else I should have asked or that you think might be helpful?
While our conversations were generally pretty far-ranging, I wanted to know if there are other topics related to change that provosts thought I should be asking about. The responses suggested a wide variety of additional thoughts, some about change, and quite a few about the effects of decisions they and their institutions made in response to the COVID pandemic and how they thought that would change the “change” conversation. These interviews were conducted in the spring of 2021, so COVID case numbers were high and the vaccine was just becoming available. Most colleges and universities had moved almost exclusively to distance teaching and learning the past spring and for the Fall of 2020. Some faculty were enthusiastic about the move, and many were apprehensive, as they needed to adopt on-line learning as a primary mode of teaching and do it very quickly. These provosts reported that change went relatively smoothly, considering the scale of upheaval. A conclusion is that major, rapid change is possible, though still difficult.

I think many universities are using it (COVID) as a mechanism to make change faster than they normally would
Among the other thoughts a provost shared with me was this one:

But the whole enormous sort of industry of consultant-driven university change advice, that's fascinating. I am beset, literally daily, by these people-- all know my name. I wonder if the effect of this industry around change at universities and innovation at universities and enhancing this and that starts to have a strange sort of retarding effect on actual innovation… we are all converging on a kind of central, small set of changes that are kind of curated by these consultants. My worries were outsourcing the ideas inadvertently, and we haven't really built the processes.
In one sense, this may sound like a peripheral complaint—though I heard less eloquent versions from others (note comments on Trustees above).  As some of the quotes above illustrate, even among a fairly homogeneous group of institutions, there are real differences provosts see in readiness for change, willingness to engage, and ability to acknowledge different perspectives. Some external consultants seem to suggest those institutional differences are trivial, and efficiency calls for a well-developed standardized approach to change, change readiness, and change capacity building. These conversations, perhaps with an exclamation point offered in the last quote, suggest that provosts and their campuses see their challenges with change as contextual. Problems and possible solutions are related to institutional history, senior leadership “style”, and the community perception of the institution’s current standing. These interviews show some clear commonalities among these institutions, but also substantial differences. This particular aspect of variation across institutions suggests leadership within the institution is a critical piece in building change capacity.

Discussion

Across the different provosts interviewed and different institutions presented in in this report, there were many similarities--and some differences between individuals and institutions.

All the provosts I spoke with recognized how their experiences before stepping into the provost role had prepared them for their new role in some ways, and they also recognized that their new environment (or new position in a familiar environment) was significantly different from their previous roles. In most cases, this led to a rapid “learning curve” in their new role possibly at a new institution. Most found a little time to get a sense of the new culture as valuable, but also acknowledged that waiting too long after taking on the provost position to begin to implement change would be a mistake. 

In the following sections I will try to summarize what I heard from the provost interviewees regarding each of my questions. As noted, the questions were general and the subsequent conversations often included elements of later questions or topics not included in my core set of questions.  

During my two stints as provost I also experienced many of these same issues as those we discussed, so after summarizing what I heard from my provost interviewees on each topic, I will take the liberty of adding a few comments based on my own experience as provost at UW-Madison and at Lehigh University. 

Attitudes towards Change

Almost all the provosts and institutions have had significant recent—and continuing—experience with change, some of which has been, and is, quite challenging. Most of the provosts framed their discussion of the campus attitude towards change in light of recent change efforts, some successful, some not, and many still underway.  Most acknowledged that they had a range of constituents with different expectations for what changes their provost should take on, and how they should be done. Many of these expectations were in place before these provosts arrived at their institutions. These existing expectations appeared to many provosts as an initial default agenda, not of their making, that most constituents expected would be addressed in some way. 

In many cases, internal proponents of one change were unaware of others’ expectations for change or stasis. While different expectations for change may not directly conflict, they are also not necessarily aligned. Putting resources towards one priority may not allow resources for another. At some institutions a ‘zero-sum’ mentality puts extra weight on resource choices. Most of the provosts I interviewed accepted this constraint, and their role as decision-maker in choosing change priorities. 

Around attitudes towards change, the most common concern from provosts was the slow pace of change and the apparent satisfaction with the status quo for some of the more powerful campus groups. In some cases, those features-- pace and reluctance to change--are connected but each can have its own reason for being as well. Motivating change or engaging a broad coalition for a significant change amidst a largely complacent group has been challenging for these provosts. In many cases, provosts indicated some constituents at their institution were highly motivated for change (Trustees, business office staff, some faculty and some staff, students)—though often the focus of their desired change was quite different for each of these groups.

The provosts themselves seemed to recognize current and coming challenges for their institutions, and thus were highly motivated to look at substantial changes. Many have been frustrated with a lack of enthusiasm and vision from some constituent groups. At one institution, as noted in the quotes, a predecessor provost had already indicated that major changes were possible and needed—setting the stage for a later provost to clarify what specific changes might go forward and why. While that initial upheaval may not have been well-received at the time, and the then-provost’s popularity may have suffered for it, the action did enable a new provost to engage the campus in moving from upheaval and uncertainty to specific strategic actions.

Most of the provosts also connected attitudes about change to overall organizational culture. As noted, one respondent described a previous institution he worked at that had adopted a cultural attitude around “get it done” and managed to “get things done” with limited resources. As that became an accepted attitude, it also became a norm and a way for the community to work together and perhaps distinguish itself from other institutions. This provost noted that at his new institution, there was more a sense of individuality and less sense of collective responsibility for “getting things done”. There seemed to be little or no penalty for not getting things done.  This provost had to adapt to that existing cultural norm.

My experience as provost mirrors the experiences and comments of my colleagues, from entering the position with elements of an assumed agenda already in place, to finding varied views on the value of the status quo vs major changes. Some members of the community with an apparent negative view towards major change would be themselves active change agents in another part of their job—for example in their research and scholarship. I found this apparent compartmentalization to be an opportunity for discussion, as many change-opponents clearly were engaged in major changes, but on different topics and motivated by different influences. As noted by Kagan and Lacey (2009), opposition to change is not always what it appears to be.

What is most frustrating to you about change: for example, type, pace, level of engagement, uncertainty, risk, etc.…?

Provosts talked about frustrations ranging from the pace of change, to complacency among some constituent groups, to the narrow view (organizationally, temporally) of some constituent groups. This latter frustration of constituent groups adopting fairly narrow views of the present organizational circumstances or future organizational possibilities was named by almost every provost interviewed. In contrast, provosts were expected to have a broad view and most are responsible for selecting which changes to pursue among a long list of possibilities, limited by time and resources. Some of the provosts found their constituents advocating for a particular interest group, and if their project was not made a priority, were unwilling to look more broadly and appreciate the needs of other groups within the organization.

My experience is much the same. At many colleges and universities, for faculty, a fairly narrow disciplinary focus has been promoted as the path to personal success (tenure, promotion, recognition in your field, even major awards). We expect that the reflected glory would bring institutional recognition and success. It’s not surprising this mode of behavior has become a norm, and is even emulated by up-and-coming institutions striving for the same individual and organizational success. Breaking or reshaping this set of cultural norms and the recognition and rewards associated with them, is difficult and counter-cultural.  I had felt we were best-served with a both/and approach, not rejecting the requirement for hyper-focus, but adding an additional expectation for a broader view of institutional goals and responsibility for contribution towards those goals as well.

Are faculty, staff, and student attitudes about change recognized, perhaps accommodated, maybe celebrated? 

Almost all provosts recognized this element—how highly regarded change and change agents might be at their institution—as a piece of the overall culture of their institution. Most also recognized that culture is difficult to change, but they recognized it is important to support those change agents for current and future changes.

As I have noted, by many measures, the institutions that the provosts I interviewed serve are similar. From the provosts’ perspectives, their success in engaging more of the campus in an overall change agenda varied. A few were very intentional about engagement, inviting broad input, and constantly feeding back what they had heard—and these few typically also have had a fairly long tenure as provost in which to develop and apply this approach. Others, often newer to the provost position, were still establishing what action they would take to create the kind of engagement on change they would like to see. As noted, some would have to undo some of the history of change at the institution. In a few cases, these new efforts were specific programs, such as calls for proposals to fund academic innovations, and in other cases, the efforts were more process-oriented, such as setting a pattern of one-day retreats for senior officers every 6 months, with some of that time specifically aimed at innovation.

In short, I did not hear provosts talk extensively about recognition and celebration of individuals who have helped lead major change efforts—though those may very likely happen. In some cases, campus culture seemed to place most of the major change responsibility on the provost, and that responsibility seemed largely accepted by provosts in this group. In one or two cases, provosts took action to distribute that change responsibility to others--deans principally--with some shared goal-setting and mutual accountability.

In my experience, attitudes towards change are an important element in change success or failure. Those attitudes have typically developed over time as a result of past observations and experiences, and while these attitudes can be difficult to change, it is not impossible. In my experience such a change in attitude is unlikely to happen accidentally. As I noted, some of these provosts are explicitly aiming at attitude change, and some more implicitly. We have had some success in understanding, as best we can, the underlying contributions to attitudes toward change and where possible, changing those contributions.

To the extent that attitudes towards some changes are not positive, what have you been able to do about that?

As noted above, most of the provosts interviewed took a ‘long-view’ of negative attitudes, rather than trying to directly change those attitudes in the near term. They were working towards creating openness and engagement that wouldn’t support those negative attitudes and hopefully would change them in the future. Again, some of those negative attitudes are inherited from previous administrations—but they can persist and these provosts were trying to offer an alternative view of how change can happen at their institutions.

In this set of discussions, provosts did not talk about specific strategies they have used to change attitudes towards change. Most appreciated the constructive contribution of openness or transparency around change in helping build more positive attitudes towards change, but it was not clear that this was a priority for some of these provosts.

Resistance to change is a difficult and perhaps touchy subject, as the implication that doubt or disagreement about change needs to be eliminated, can be as problematic as ignoring doubts or disagreements. Add to this challenge, there seems to be a common “conflict avoidance” attitude in university cultures, and even with best efforts at transparency, real conversations may not happen. My experience has been that a goal of changing attitudes is vague, and may even seem manipulative. A better goal, I think, is to aim for broad, repeated, constructive discussion (and disagreement) on change, with an expectation that at some point decisions will need to be made. I expect that approach, consistently applied, will change attitudes, but the more immediate and more specific goal is to establish a pattern of discussion and working with disagreement that honors different perspectives but doesn’t paralyze decision-making.

Have you been able to find support (commiseration, guidance…) to work through these challenges to change? Where or how?

Somewhat surprisingly, I found almost all the provosts I interviewed answered “Yes” to this question. The colleagues they connect with include on-campus partners (COO, Chief of Staff) and off-campus colleagues and mentors. Most seemed satisfied with the connections they had in their support network, though many voiced the sentiment in the quote”… , it's just that we're so busy…”.

My experience is that this element is more important than most provosts and senior leaders think it is. As noted by the interviewees in this project, most such connections are informal and self-initiated. I didn’t hear any provost say that their president or other senior leader recommended they find such a group and encouraged participation. I suspect admitting to the importance of working with colleagues sounds like weakness, or failure to look like a ‘leader’ so many don’t do this very publicly. I think it should be part of a president’s job to help their senior leader colleagues achieve long-term success and virtually insisting on one or more colleague relationships may be one element of that, along with opportunities for continued learning. As we heard, many provosts would like to be more active in this area, but find it hard to make the time for this work. That is likely true, yet if this aspect of development is always a ‘spare-time’ thing, it is unlikely to happen consistently.

Is there anything else I should have asked or that you think might be helpful?

I found quite interesting the comment by one provost about the advice industry. This provost and several others commented on the eagerness, particularly from Trustees, to rely on consultants to provide direction and strategy for their institution. As noted in the quote, a risk with that approach is that while there are many characteristics that are quite similar across institutions, there are other characteristics that each considers distinct and a critical part of what makes their institution special. That distinctiveness is an important attribute these institutions offer to prospective students and many consider it a significant element of their future. We can speculate that one result of reliance on the advice industry will be the homogenization of higher education.  While some industries measure performance by how well their organization matches an industry-wide index, approaching that kind of singular measure for higher education, and in particular the institutions included in these interviews, seems counterproductive. Among the frequently cited strengths of higher education in the US is its varied nature and diversity of approaches and focus. To echo my colleague provost, reliance on one or a few advisors and measures of success risks making the system considerably less than it currently is. 

Summary

In this study I interviewed eight provosts at highly ranked universities to find out about their perspectives on change at their institutions. I had 5 specific questions about change and attitudes towards change at their institutions, and had an hour-long interview with each of these provosts. Our conversations tended to start with the questions I posed and then frequently went into related issues of change and the challenges of change at their campuses.

I have tried to summarize the responses from these provosts both in selecting representative quotes and in attempting to summarize the conversations I had on each of the main topics of my questions.

The institutions these provosts serve are reasonably similar (7 private, one large public, all research intensive, all highly ranked by USNWR). In many cases, their responses to the questions were also similar, describing attitudes and frustrations that were common in character across the institutions, though perhaps different in detail where local influences were important.

The provost themselves recognized the challenges around change at their institutions and depending on their circumstances, had adopted approaches to support changes underway as well as in many cases, change the overall cultural attitude towards change. This latter effort was widely agreed to be challenging and would take a long time. No one suggested that work in the area of change was likely to get easier in the future, and all the provosts were convinced it was essential for their institutions to better fulfil the missions they had set for themselves.
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Appendix: 
Questions for respondents (Farrell 2/2021)

Thank you for agreeing to talk to me about change and change readiness at your institution. In this study I am trying to learn about how senior leaders at leading universities prepare for change—some externally driven and some may be internal choices. In my experience, institutional history, expectations, comfort with uncertainty, and attitude towards engagement —among other elements—can affect the outcome of any change. I’m interested in how you look at preparing and engaging your campus with changes. I hope to learn about similarities across a number of institutions I’ll engage with, and I am sure there will be differences as well. I’ll share what I learn with all the respondents. This may be only interesting information for you, or it may suggest some ways we could better prepare ourselves and our successors in this area.

I am interested in the questions below (and more) and I realize there may be too many to really discuss in an hour. You could choose the questions you think are most interesting and we could discuss those first. If we’d like to find time to continue the conversation, I’d be happy to schedule an additional call. I’ll also ask if you can suggest one or two of your colleagues at your institution who have worked with you on change projects that I might talk to—with this same set of questions in mind. My hope would be to get a more compete idea of the change environment at your institution without taking an inordinate amount of your time.

My questions are:

1. As provost/President or Dean—do you see a positive, negative, or varied attitude towards change—and can you tell me why you think those attitudes exist? 
2. Change can be satisfying, exciting, and very frustrating (among other things). What is most frustrating to you about change: for example, type, pace, level of engagement, uncertainty, risk, etc.…?
a. What do you think other groups (faculty, staff, students, parents, alumni….) would say about change at your institution? (What is exciting, what is frustrating…?)
3. Are faculty, staff, and student attitudes about change recognized, perhaps accommodated, maybe celebrated? How? Does that impact where change originates or is supported?
4. To the extent that attitudes towards some changes are not positive, what have you been able to do about that?
5. Have you been able to find support (commiseration, guidance…) to work through these challenges to change? Where or how?
6. Perhaps you might think of a specific significant change effort at your campus that involved multiple groups and multiple levels of folks on campus. I suggest not considering pandemic pivots as they have unique drivers and constraints. Feel free to disaggregate different groups in your campus community who might see a particular change differently.
a. In that context, how well prepared do you think the campus was for the example you have in mind?
b. Can you describe the interplay among change drivers, supporters, and doers? What about spectators? My assumption here (possibly incorrect) is for any change effort there are motivation themes (change in state or federal law or in order to remain competitive…) and individuals who will lead the change effort (drivers), others who join in to help (supporters), some who are critical implementors (doers) and some who watch (spectators).
c. Were there significant predecessors (or contemporaries) to this effort that were positive or negative influencers of attitude towards this change?
d. Are there significant successors you envision that may benefit from or be hampered by the results of this effort?
7. Is there anything else I should have asked or that you think might be helpful?
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