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Abstract: Recent studies of university governance focus on cultural
elernents of decision-making processes. However, structural aspects of
university erganization are equally important for effective governance.
Using an adaptation of rational decision-making theory, I consider the
effectiveness of university governance structures. Through the use of
a case study of a large public research university, | analyze how the
structural configuration of universities potentially influences the quality
of governance and decision making. In addition, I discuss reconciling
ciltural and structural aspects of governance, eliminating spurious
governing bodies, and reframing governance reform as ways to improve
the effectiveness of university governance,

4 ome scholars suggest that the future of higher education depends on the capacity of
Suﬁivcrsitécs to transform the way that they are organized to make decisions critical to
institational vitality (Collis, 2001; Eckel, 2000; Longin, 2002). Yet colleges and universi-
lies employ governance structures as diverse as the population of imstifutions themselves.
The contiguration of governing boards, campus administrators, and faculty senates can
vary significantly from campus to campus (Van Grinkel, 2001).

Scholarship on academic governance promotes the purported virtues of effective gov-
ernance sysiems. For example, many in higher education believe that the concept of shared
governance should be upheld as an institwtional value (Burgan, 1998; Tierney & Minor,
2003), Others belicve that governance systems void of legitimacy or trust are problematic
(Seott, 1996; Sitkin & Stickel, 1995). Benjamin and Carroll (1999) suggest that effec-
tive governance systems are open, participatory, collaborative, and contextual. However,
universities have distinctly different goals and are uniquely situated in various decision-
making contexis; making sweeping declarations about what constitutes effective gover-
nance likely yields overgencralized observations.

Governance theory, from a phenomenological perspective, provides explanations of
how university decision making works (Birnbaum, [988; Richardson, 1974). Yet, few the-
orctical models or frameworks take into account what governance should be in light of
new and continually changing structural or coniextual dynamics. The relationship between
the following two widely held conclusions represents the focus of this article: (1} effective
governance is important for instiwtional success; and (2) the organization, structure, and
decision-making context al many institutions has changed significantly over the last two
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decades. One question raised by these two ideas is: How does the structural configuration
of campus governing bodies influence the effectiveness of institutional decision making?

Undoubtedly the effectiveness of governance structures has significant consequences
for institutional performance (Mortimer, 1971; Van Ginkel, 2001). However, the literature
offers few insights on how structure (e.g.. the configuration of governing bodies) influ-
ences campus decision making or institutional effectiveness. As the environment of high-
er education continues to change, governance structures have remained relatively static
(Longin, 2002). A better understanding how organizational structure influences campus
governance will be useful for researchers and campus leaders concerned with improving
decision-making processes.

For colleges and universities, the 1980s and 1990s meant increased govermment
involvement, drastic changes in information technology, and competition among institu-
tions for limited resources. In turn. institutions were forced to govern themselves in a rap-
idly changing environment demanding faster-paced decision making {Schuster & Milfer,
1989: Zusman, 1994). Many institutions now struggle with how to make decisions faster in
the interest of being responsive while also maintaining the traditions of shared governance
(Collis, 2001; Duderstadt, 2001). Issues such as intellectual property, distance education,
the place of college athletics, and corporate partnerships force campuses 10 reconsider the
role of the board, president, and faculty.

In this article, I utilize a case study (o examine the relationship between institutional
structure and the quality of academic governance. To begin, I define governance and pro-
vide a theoretical frame using an adaptation of rational decision-making theory. I then
describe the case study and use data from interviews and documents to consider the effects
of structure on institutional governance.

The Function of Governance

The term shared governance generally implies the coming together of multiple university
constituents to make decistons that affect an institution (Hamilton, 1999). The appropria-
tion of authority among various constituents, however, is often a point of contention {Laz-
erson, 1997). One model of academic governance, collegiality, acknowledges the benefit
of shared authority and participation as equals. This model emphasizes the process of con-
tinuous communication and deemphasizes status and power differences (Wolvin, 1991}
However, the range and complexity of university decisions threaten traditional views and
practices of shared governance.

University governance has been the subject of study for more than three decades, but
the literature has not identified an aathoritative theory of university governance (Allan,
1971; Corson, 1960), Richardson (1974), more than 30 years ago, noted, “There 15 noth-
ing that can be properly regarded as an accepted theory of college governance” (p. 347},
The diversity of colleges and universities and the structures within them make it nearly
impossible to prescribe a “one size fits all” approach to governance, Many carly studies of
governance attempted to delineate the function of various governing bodies (i.e., governing
boards, the president, and faculty) and the responsibilities of each with litde attention given
to context (American Association of University Professors, 1966; Baldridge, Curtis, Ecker,
& Riley, 1977; Dykes, 1968; Gross & Grambasch, 1974; Mortimer & McConnell, 1978).
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Governance research leaves many questions about the effectiveness of particular gover-
nufice structures unanswered.

For the purpose of the present stady, the term governance refers to the university struc-
tware that dictates decision-making authority: the organization of decision-making bodies.
Decision making then refers 1o the processes employed by decision makers to reach a con-
clusion on issues under consideration. The literature points to various cultural models of
universily governance and 1o a lesser extent structure (Campbeli, 2003; Del Favero, 2003,
Kezar & Bckel, 2004}, The case presented here is used 1o consider the question: How do
structural configurations of governing bodies influence the effecuveness of campus deci-
sion making?

Theoretical Framework: Bounded Rationality

There are widely accepted theoretical assumptions about how universities are organized
(Birnbaum, 1988; Mortimer & McConnell, 1978; Weick, 1976). I draw upon what might be
considered classic organization theory in higher education. Such theory treats institutions
of hizher education as distinet organizations. Even lay observers of higher education recog-
rize that colleges and universilies are organized and function significantly differently than
business and indusiry entities. Universities are said to have ambiguous goals, nonroutine
iechnology, and a professional culture that demands high levels of autonomy (Baldnidge et
al., 1977). These nuances increase the difficulty of making sense of organizational behav-
ior in higher education, yet our need 10 understand requires the continued development of
thecretical frames to interpret institutional behavior.

1 utilize rational decision-making theory as a way of understanding university struc-
tures and their influence on outcomes. Many scholars call for the use of political, cultural,
or anarchical theories in order to understand the organizational behavior of colleges and
universities (Bess, 1988; Cohen & March, 1974; Floyd, 1985; Pusser & Ordorika, 2001;
Tierney, 2004). Collectively these models are useful for interpreting a range of institution-
al aciivity and the interplay among structure, culture, politics, and outcomes (Del Favero,
2003; Eckel, 2000; Ferren, Kennan, & Lerch, 2001; Rhoades, 1995). My use of rational
decision-making theory recognizes the soctal, cultural, and political dynamics of institu-
tional behavior but also focuses on the organization as a whole versus specific interactions
of individuals or subgroups.

A strict interpretation of rational decision-making theory maintains that decisions
must involve clearly defined goals that must be known before decision making takes
place. Concerning universily decision making, there are a few limitations w this theo-
relical approach: (1) universities have multiple goals; (b) it is often difficult to know the
consequences of a decision before making it; (¢) many decisions are time bound, limiting
the amount of information gathered about alternatives before making a choice; and (d) the
consequences of decisions are often difficult to measure.

Consequently, 1 employ an adaptation of what Simon (1976) called bounded ratio-
nality. This theoretical model extends the fundamental assumptions of rationality.
Bounded rationality maintains that an organization is a reified entity that can be under-
siood and that members of the organization are able (o interpret its parts in a similar
manner. Bounded rationality from a decision-making perspective employs four slightly
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different assumptions: {a) Goals are inferable; (b) alternatives cannot be completely
known; (¢) some, but not all, organizational behavior can be predicied; and (d) resources
interact with decision processes (Nutt, 1976),

The use of bounded rationahity allows for what Weick (1976) calls loose coupling, but
it also assumes that the institution, as an entity, is structured {0 make rational decisions
that can be undersiood by its members. Bounded rationality assumes that one might not
be able to make sense of each organizational nuance, yet its goals, siructure, and decision-
making patterns are consistent.

To be clear, the aim here is not to account for or dismiss the importance of social
exchanges between individuals but to examine the rationale of structures that ofien dictate
how individuals interact. Bounded rationality is used to understand the extent to which
decision-making bodies are organized to promote effectiveness (however defined) and
the degree to which individuals within instilutions make sense of ihe existing struclures.
Recent governance studies characterize governance structures as a challenge to institu-
tional performance at multiple levels, because they are often inconsistent with institutional
needs and Individuals’ understanding of the organization (Baldwin & Leslie, 2001; Dika
& Janosik, 2003; Duderstadt, 2001; Jordan, 2001).

Based on this understanding of bounded rationality, two main theoretical assumptions
help frame the present study. First, institutions with governance structures congruent with
the practice of actual decision making are likely to experience more stable participation in
campus governance and satisfaction among constituents with the process. In other words,
given a particular type of decision one can predict the process that might ensue and the
locale where decisions are likely made. Second, flexible governance structures able to
respond to changes in the decision-making environment are more useful than static non-
conforming structures. Governance structures should be rational in that decision-making
bodies are intentionally arranged (or rearranged) to make determinations most effectively
on issues under consideration,

Methodology

This approach is not prognostic but, rather, secks 1o make sense based on the analysis of
data derived from the case (Denzin, 1988). The use of an interpretive approach atlows
participants to define and assess the effectiveness of their institution, Case study methods
are intended to provide a description and/or analyses of a single instance or phenomenon,
in this case, the governance structures and decision-making processes at a large university
{Hatch, 2002; Merriam, 1998). The case study method is particularly useful given the dif-
ficulty of making an outside judgment about the effectiveness of governance, This method
also takes into account contextual conditions inextricably linked to decision making in
universities (Yin, 2003).

SELECTION OF SITE

This study is a follow-up to a pational study on academic governance (Tierney & Minor,
2003). During the initial study, site visits to 15 campuses were conducted in conjunction
with other research activities to better understand the challenges associated with academ-
ic governance. To better understand governance and decision making at institutions with
more complex organizational configurations, a follow-up visit was conducted at two large
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pubiic research universiics during the 2004-03 academic year. One of those institations
is the subject of this case study. Confidentiality agreements prevent disclosing the name of
the institution or participants. The pseudonym complex university (CU) is used for the in-
stitution and only the positions of participants are disclosed. The particular institution was
selected because of its structural characteristics and the potential for making inferences
about simitlar institutions, or those becoming more organizationally complex.

SELECTION OF PARTICIPANTS AND DATA ANALYSIS

1 conducted one-hour interviews with 21 members of the campus. Interviewees included
the provost, members of the university senate (including the chair), members of CU’s fac-
ulty council, and a group of deans and faculty members from various disciplines. The
participants were identified with the help of an “insider” and selected according to specific
criteria provided as a means 1o enhance trustworthiness of the data. The criterion for se-
lecting participants was purposed to gather diverse views concerning the quality of gover-
nance. Participants represented various vantage points within the institution. For exampie,
soime were without tenure, others were in administration, a number of them were longtime
atfiliates of the campus, and still others were newcomers.

In addition to the interviews, I collected governance-related documents such as min-
utes from the university senate meetings, the faculty handbook, the university constitution,
and bylaws that direct governing hodies. Field notes, interview transcripts, governance-
related documents, and observations of meetings provide the data for this case. The data
were analyzed using a grounded-theory method, an inductive strategy used 0 develop
(hemes based on a continual comparison of the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Themes
were developed according to the relationship between structural aspects of university gov-
ernance and participant perceptions about how such structures influence the effectiveness
of decision making. Grounded theory s a continual approach that uses data o support or
reject developing theories about a particular phenomenon. Consequently, 1 view theoreti-
cal undersianding about university gOvernance as developmental more than established. In
the foliowing sections, I describe the campus, organizational characteristics, and themes
thiat developed from the analysis.

Findings

ClLk: A DESCRIPTION

CU is a “flagship” public instilution founded in the mid-1700s. It now boasts more than 25
undergraduate colleges and graduate and professional schools with a student body of more
than 48,000. The racial/ethnic composition of the student population is approximatety 60
percent While, 14 percent Asian, 11 percent African American, 9 percent Latino, and 7
percent foreign oF unkaown. More than 90 percent of students are in-state residents, with
just more than half living on campus.

CU is recognized as a research-extensive university with more than 100 research insti-
lies and many distinguished faculty members. The university has three campuses throughout
the state: the main campus is located in “College Town.” an urban campus in “City,” and 2
rural campus in “Country” The president is located at the main campus, and the two other
campuses are run by vice presidents for academic affairs with complete administrative staffs.
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Alihough CU is one university, each campus has distinet academic programs, admission poli-
cies, and faculty. For example, the main campus and the rural campus each Eaave Es\ulw schiols
bu% do not share faculty, students, or standards for admission. The urban campus is distin-
guished by a more ethnically diverse student body and a significant proportion of students
who attend class at night. The urban campus alse contracts with a local private tec.hnoiog;f
E;aﬁi:ﬁ;:n;)i l:;zhangt, courses i liberal arts for higher-level math and science courses offered

The main campus comprises five colleges, each located in geographically differemt
places within College Town. Although undergraduates take courses across colleges, each
coliege on the main campus has a distinct mission as well as admission standards “’IL col-
ieg‘es‘ are physically held together by a bus system. Each college also has separ;ne social
a}ctwaues and a reputation for hosting “particular types of students.” Cambridge C(glleue
'i(n" example, has a reputation for admitting higher-achieving students whereas Ejiver ()otlpi;
said 1o be.where students who “require special academic attention”™ reside. F

CU is governed by a matrix of bodies, To begin, the university has a board of gov-
ernors composed of 11 voting members. The president of CU is an ex-officio men{;ber
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s members 53 members - -
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Figure 1. CoMPLEX UNIVERSITY
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Additionally, two facully members and one student are elected as nonvoling representa-
tves. Of the 11 voting members, the governor appoints 6 who are confirmed by the state
Scpaies tive are elected by the board of ustees.

Al the campus level there 1s both a universily Senate and an adminisirative assembly.
The administative assembly is an elected deliberative body representing the university’s
nonumion. nonfaculty, administrative, professional, and supervisory employees. It consists
of delegates elected annually. CU’s president appoints a nonvoting delegate. The university
Senate is a representative universitywide deliberative body consisting of faculty, students,
sdministrators. and alumni. The Senate meets six times during the academic year t©0 consider
matters of gencral university inierest and 10 make recommendations to the administration. In
addition to the university Senate, cach of the three campuses employs a faculty council, the
principal faculty body that deals specifically with academic matters pertaining to faculty ona
particutar campus. g, 1 provides a sketch of the university.

The foliowing sections represent emergent themes that provide understanding about
the governance structures and their perceived effectiveness.

THEME | ENIGMATIC STRUCTURES

i tound in speaking with campus constituents that many did not fully understand how the
campus was organized or where many decisions were made. For example, while explain-
ing the organizational structure, one faculty member and afliliate of the faculty council
ctated that “this is a really difficult university to understand. I've been here for 12 years
and 1 still don't fully understand how things [units] fit together.” In addition, as a former
chair of the Senate deliberated on how campus decision-making bodies are organized,
this individual paused and remarked, “P've never considered how what I'm explaining
doesn’t make a whole lot of sense.”

The colleges on the main campus of CU are governed by faculty and faculty asso-
ciates from different colleges. “Associates are faculty from other colleges that sit on
schoolwide governing bodies that determine admission and graduation requirements.
Facully from one college can be associates in another. I know it’s very bizarre,” said one
protessor ol eight years. Many campus constituents perceived the organizational and
decision-making structure 1o be “ynusual” “unnecessarily elaborate,” and “complex.”
A longtime member of the campus and biology professor explained, “It’s a very uncasy
system with a Jot of historical aspects still in place.”

In addition to the elaborale and confusing structure, informal governing bodies also
exist. that is, decision-making bodies that arc not a part of the formal governance struc-
wres, “To further complicate things, there are also a few decision-making bodies set
up by the president,” explained the faculty Teader of the campus American Association
of University Professors chapter. The chair of the faculty council on the main campus
seported not knowing the names of faculty who occupy these committecs. The provost,
however, claimed that “these commitices are quite representative and communicate with
4 wide range of faculty.”

A review of documents for cach formal governing body revealed several incon-
sistencies and underlying ambiguities. For example, the bylaws for the faculty council
(madc up of 11 committees) states, “The faculty council will be the principal faculty

quy from which the administration will seek advice and to which the administratio

will be accountable on campus-wide academic policy issues.” The universit manuar;
states that the Senate (made up of 17 commiitees) “shall regulate formal rela}tfionshi $
among EF&% academic units within the university.,” Faculty associates do not fall undit)‘,

etthe}r of ih.ese bodies but have substantial influence in determining the academic ma:
ters in particular schools. Additionally, there are no clear indicatio;s of how academic
matters concerning all three campuses are to be decided. From an organizational per-
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THEME 2: THE INFLUENCE OF HISTORICAL ASPECTS ON STRUCTURE
_Understa_ndii_lg contextual aspects of an institution helps to better situate it and comprehend
1&% organizational activity. Institutional history is, in pari, responsible for the Grgaiization
of CU. A dean, formner provost, and campus historian by his own account provided
coniext that helps one understand the main campus: ° e

The pf‘esidenr in the late fifties tried to make [CU] the Cambridge or Oxford of
America. He had a plan of setting up 15 undergraduate colleges but that only
went so Jfar—the College of Arts and Sciences and Liverpool, In the sixties the
umver"szt‘y acqguired three small private colleges which became CU’s in name and
a.ssoa'auon. Each had its own faculty and course offerings, which meant we had
five dzﬁeren: chemistry classes and five different sociology classes with faculty
who didn't talk to each other. It remained that way until the early eighties. When {
becam‘e provost we began to merge these faculty into departmer.zts bur as you can
see evidence of the old system is still present.

Tl‘ac former Senate president explained the collection of governing boards. “The gov-
€Inor is pretty hands on. Neither the trustees nor the faculty will have much to do :vilh
decisions that come from the state.” When asked why, she noted:

Complex l{mversity is still a private institurion that is under contract with the
state. That's why we have botli a board of trustees, the original governing body,
and a board of governors that was put into place once we, in essence, became

public. Today it’s very clear that the board of gover 'L
D of et of governors wields the power, not the

‘Pamc:pants in the study referred fo a state government proposal to drastically reor-
ganize the campus as an issue illustrative of CU’s governance systern. The imroc{ucti
of the proposal from the governor took most at CU by surprise. When a.sked how the 122
was developed, a dean asserted that “the plan to reorganize the university was ba%icill
announced_ to' the campus.” Essentially the plan was to reorganize all state institmios&s in{i
a sysiefn similar to the way higher education is organized in California. A member of the
Senatc 8 t_axecutive committee claimed that “not a single member of the [CU] faculty was
mnvolved in the planning process.” A former dean atested, “The campus after 1eami):w of
the proposal was given the luxuory of responding to the plan.” The provost, who chosz io
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focus on shaping the plan through shared governance rather than dw.eil oRn how_{he pro-
posal was devetoped, stated: “I've sent out a memo to all deans and directors asking tht’:m
to sohicit input and reactions from their faculty about the governor's proposal. Once Pve
gotien feedbuck we will craft an institutional response to the proposal and maybe some
recommendations for change.” . o

i1, many faculty members expressed low expectations, d_oubimg that iclr 1:1‘[F)‘u{
will make much difference. In response to questions about the faculty’s I‘(}-i(‘: in m})dify-
ing or approving the plan, the former Senate president stated: “I doubt if the t'ucu‘ltwyw
will have any role in deciding if we reorganize. We might have some say about I}ow it’s
done” The governance climate at CU is one marked by faculty apathy, compie_xﬁy, and
illegitimacy. Although more than half of the participants agreed that the university needs
10 bvc reorganized, all except two disapproved of the governor’s proposal and the method
by which it was introduced.

THEME 3: INCONGRUENCE OF AUTHORITY _ o |
Bqually important to understanding the configuration of governing bodies 1s the cxtem_of
their authority. In the case of CU, statutory authority and f‘reai” power are not neceﬁsarﬂy
congruent. “The Senate has a lot of power on paper,” cE:‘ﬂmed one member of the iacgh'y
council, This individual also asserted that “the only thing [the Senate] actually .dees is
decide on the academic calendar™ According to a department chair, “The Senate 15 more
of an information-sharing body that brings the multiple constituencies across the campus
together (o report more than dialogue.” . ‘

" Other decision-making bodies across the campus also have authon{yl that is more
spurious than real. For example, the president often ignores rfecommendatmns made by‘
the faculty council. A dean suggested that “the faculty coancﬁ_ was created because th,
faculty voice was being diluted in the Senate. Theoretically, it ma‘de sense but { can.t
point 1o anything significant the council has done.” A mem.ber }ﬁ' the faculty council
lamented, “The council is good for bringing up issucs that affect faculty bui‘thera are 50
many other decision-making bodies that the council often has to compete i‘gr an ear 1o
1isie;1.“ Decision making on academic matters such as curriculum or gradu.atmn require-
ments are localized to schools and colleges. At CU an asymmetrical re}.auonshl_p exists
among the structure of the campus, the organization of decision-making bodies, and
authority. ‘ \

In addition to the collection of decision-making bodies, CU has, for the last 12
vears. employed a president “yninterested in faculty governance,” accord}ng to more
than haif of the participants. The bylaws for the main campus state that the iac_uity coun-
cil is the primary decision-making and advisory group on Campus. Accgrdmg to one
professor of 32 years, “The president listens 1o a special commitice of wh%ch he se.leci_s
the members—that's his version of faculty governance.” There is a commitiee on ms.n»
wtional priorities appointed by the president that reports only to the p’residcn{. on spccn'al
nrojects assigned to the committee members, “No one knows who's on this C{Jl’r'lmlt-
wce and they sure as heil don’t consult with anyone outside of themselves.” excia;me‘d
¢ac profess’or and faculty associate. The provost signaled that the pre§ident has, by his
actions, alicnated many faculty. He stated, “1 sce my role with the faculty as critical.

I serve as a buffer between them and the president. In years past there were incidents
where the president chose to ignore the advice of faculty to pursue initiatives he thought
would benefit the campus.”

The organization of governing bodies at CU does not necessarily serve as an indica-
tion of where decision-making authority resides. In addition to the previously mentioned
governing bodies, a collective bargaining unit for faculty is also in operation. Although
the union deals “primarily with salary standards and grievances,” it adds yet another piece
to CU's governance puzzle and thins evermore the authority of other governing bodies.
Faculty members view the president and board of governors as powerful. The provost
sees each constituency, especially the faculty, as empowered, and only individuals who
participate in the Senate and faculty council view those bedies as significant,

Discussion

Given the characteristics of the present case, there are many directions one could take in
discussing the relationship to governance. The focus here, however, is the extent to which
governance structures influence effective university decision making. Bounded rationality
as a frame is used to address how university structures relate to the expectations and under-
standing of those within an organization relative to the function of governance. A review
of the interviews indicaied that perceptions of effectiveness for 14 of the participants had
much 10 do with making sense of the organization and the processes one might expect 1o
be carried out during decision making. As one participant remarked, “Why waste time
meeting? ... [ understand why most people are skeptical about the values placed on shared
governance.” The context in which these comments were offered suggests that decision
making at CU is more inscrutable than rational. In other words, it a decision-making body
has no authority, then why bother having its members meet?

To be clear, I do not use the ferm rational to suggest that all decision-making pro-
cesses within universities are such. In fact, T acknowledge contextual and interpersonal
dynamics within university settings that significantly challenge rational-choice models of
decision making. Bounded rationality is offered to suggest boundaries or a rational frame
that offers fegitimacy and reliability to university governance. The use of bounded ratio-
nality does not go so far as to suggest that every university decision should be predict-
able or carried out the same way in cach instance. At the same time, capricious structures
seem to negatively affect perceptions of effectiveness related to shared governance as well
as participation among campus constituents, The findings revealed three considerable
challenges for academic governance: (1) enigmatic governance structures, (2) inhibitive
historical features of the organization, and {3} incongruence between the articulated deci-
sion-making patterns and actual execution. [ next discuss the implications of each and how
the challenges mighi be reconsidered.

RECONCILING GOVERNANCE STRUCTURES

Kezar and Eekel (2004) conclude through a synthesis of the Literature that the majority of
studies conducted on governance focus perhaps too heavily on structure. Like other schol-
ars, they suggest that cultural or social perspectives are useful for understanding governance
{Del Favero, 2003; Tierney, 2004). Although I agree that cultural approaches are useful,
they alone do not complete the picture of academic governance. Concerning the effect on
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the quality of academic governance, structural and cultural aspects are not so easily distin-
guished. In other words, it may be more useful to consider structural and cultural aspects of
university governance in relation to one another rather than in contrast.

From the present case it is apparent that cultural issues such as iFust, COMMURICa-
{ion, or perceptions about institutional values placed on shared governance are alfected
by structural characteristics. For example, trust between constituents was not necessar-
ily mentioned as a problem. Parlicipants did not view others from various governing
bodies as distrustful. Most believed that members of the community were all working
hard to improve the institution, It was trustworthiness of the system that represented the
problem. That is, many participants did not believe that the system of governance, the
collection of governing bodies, was legitimate. Structural inadequacies of the system
and mere confusion significantly contributed to feelings of apathy, disempowerment,
and modest participation among faculty—al} cultural components of governance. When
asked aboul changes that they would make to improve campus governance, 17 of 21
interviewees alluded to reforms that would logically streamline governing bodies and
grant them legitimate authority. Individual trust and trustworthiness of the sysiem are
cultural elements of sound governance affected by structure.

Having attended meetings, the Senate at CU seemed 1o serve as a source of information
{one directional), nol necessarily comimunication {bidirectional). At each meeting, the vice
president from one of the campuses 1eports about the activities of that particular campus.
Other members of the Senate are not there to debate, contest, question, or rebut as much as
simply to listen. The organization of governing bodies at CU significantly limits the facilita-
fion of heaithy debate on issues that affect the campus. A longtime professor and member
of the Senate explained, “You can get information around here if you are diligent in your
search, but once you have found out about something it usually means that communication
about it has wready taken place.” Another longtime faculty member who disapproves of the
way the campus is managed had this to say: “Like this plan to reorganize, communication
usually means being made aware of something that’s already been decided. 1 don’t think
that iU’s a matier of people being secretive but more an issue with how we're organized 10
communicate with one another”” The poor practice of information sharing and the lack of
communication are, in part, a result of the organization of formal and informal governing
buodics.

The tink between the structure and culture is evident at CU. Structural reforms and the
empowernient of faculty governing bodies will likely improve cultural aspects such as apa-
thy, trust, and communication. Challenges are intensified by the apparent mismatch between
the siructure and cultare of decision making. CU’s structure is built on separate units that
never fully integrated. As a result, their interdependence is artificial, resulting in the ineffec-
tive tntegration of governing bodies.

TRADITIONAL VERSUS REFORMED GOVERNANCE STRUCTURES

Ope mnention of this article is to consider the actions universities can take to improve the
function of decision making. At the core of this examination is the issue of evaluating the
effectiveness of raditional structures that exist versus reformed structures that do not. By
iraditional structures | mean systems of governance that are the same as or closely resemble

the original configuration of governing bodies. Traditional structures could also be systems of
governance that have been slightly adjusted but are essentially built on the original structure

By reformed structures I mean systems of governance redesigned or transformed based or;
an assessment of current needs and decision-making context. Reforming systems are pliable
and {cggiarky undergo reconsideration based on the relationship between governance activity
and institutional effectiveness. Complete abandonment of traditional govemance structures
seems radical, and research on reformed or aiternative structures does not exist. The lack of
resear(.:h on reform models, combined with relatively stable institutions of higher education

potentiaily make reforms less attractive. ,
‘ Research that examines institutions with reformed or alternative systems of governance
is only now ‘being conducted. The for-profit sector is one target of such research (Morey

2001; Sperling, 1998). The point here is not to pit the two (traditional and reformed,
structures) against one another. Instead, considering the benefits and drawbacks of tradition-
al versus Teformed structures would likely position institutions to make determinations about
the effectiveness of thetr governance systems and how they might be improved. In the case
qf CU, it is clear that reforms are needed. Perhaps more important, the fact tim’t 1o institu-
uQnal _eﬂ'oris are directed toward assessing the effectiveness of its governance system jeopar-
dizes institutional quality. The structure at CU has, over time, evolved rather than reformed

“Instead of creating a new system, [campus leaders] decided to just tack on [governing bod }
gfter [governing body] in an attempt to appease every constituent,” explained one dean Th}j{‘s
is ?)rgmoted by the fact that in most universities it is much easier to add components ‘to ax;

existing structure than eliminate units, even if they are ineffective or irrational.

. M.o.st participants identified the structure as problematic and in need of reform. Many
gnsversmes over the last three decades have changed significantly in response to chang-
ing student demographics and expectations, exlernal pressures, and competition (Zusma;
1994). Yet, the structures by which they are governed have not kept pace with such chancr-,
es {Amacher & Meiners, 2003). Institutions that engage in assessment of thejr govemange
syster are likely better organized to make decisions in response to their needs and envi-
ronment. In the absence of research and institutional assessment, the debate abow tradi-
tional versus reformed systems of governance is immaterial.

LOOSELY COUPLED OR SPURICUS?

Enefﬁct‘iency is one feature of loosely coupled systems. Weick (1976) notes a relative lack of
cm_)rcimalion, multiple activities to achieve one end, and infrequent inspection of activities
as %usi a few problematic aspects of these systems. One assumption of organizational theo-
Iy in higher education is that although decision making in the university ; diffuse, govern-
ing E')odies have legitimate authority. In other words, the curriculum committee dt:.cgides on
cumcul}lm; the outlined responsibility or authority of a particular body is actually where
related items are decided upon. In such cases, university decision making is still loosel
couplgd but not spurious. The term spurious in a research context implies ;:hat the effect o)g
a partzcuigr vgriable is thought to be correlated 1o ancther when in fact it is not. I use the
term spurious in a governance context to mean decision-making bodies that appear 1o have
authority but do not. llegitimate governing bodies create spurious governance systems in

32 B

Journal of The Professeriate, Vol. 1, No. 2

which participanis are never certain where authority lies,
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Both the organization and authority of governing bodies at CU create challenges that
threaten the legitimacy and effectiveness of their governance sysiem. 'F‘he provost has
made aticmpts o gather input about the reorganization pian, but mary Aiaculiy members
feel as though their opinions will have hittle influence on the final dec;smns-. “If the gov-
ernor wants this 1o happen then it will, The president and vice presidgms will ha?”e sotne
say in how iU's done and the faculty will be left to implement firasisc chang{;}s, sax% a
department chair. Another faculty member claimed, “Few of the faculty govermng bod;e’s
have real authority.” One faculty council member lamented, “You never really know ‘w.ho s
doing what or whether input of a particular group will even matter the ﬁm‘il demsm‘n.
Although the organizational complexities represent an obvious chalienge for e.ffecnve
sovernance, dissatistaction appears to be compounded by spurious governing bodies. Not
:}nly is the structure of governing bodies exceedingly complex; itis .alscl> irklegiiimfite..

Loose coupling in universities also suggests that the activity in individual units is sep-
arate but. al the same time, responsive to the direction of the institution. At CU ind1v%d}1ai
units are “loosely aligned,” rather than loosely coupled. Institutional activity Aand dcc151‘on
makine at CU is, in many cases, “fragmented,” “completely separale,” and void of associa-
ton with other units. Two glaring examples of this are the process by which undergraduate
students are admitied and the presence of two law schools. Admission standards and the
mission for various colleges are significantly different. According to one professor, “Much
of the reasen no one knows what’s going on is because our activities are so disjointed th'c_tt
there is very littie o keep various departments or colleges linked to one another.” This
ctaim does ot suggest that every unit at CU is disconnected {rom another. Rather, too
much university activity and decision making takes place without clez.u' paths of authority,
accountability, or communication, creating a loosely aligned and spurious system.

Implications for Faculty and Future Research -
Recently, researchers have paid more attention to the quality of faculty work conditions
as a ch;:fnlinanL of institutional quality (Austin, 2003; Burgan, 1998 Finkelstein, Seal, &
Schusicr, 1998). Effective university governance and facuity participation are sald to ?)e
in conflict (Scott, 1996; Trow, 1990). On the onc hand, faculty participa{i9n in ‘unaversn’y
governance is vital for communication with administrators and the protection of academic
quality and is associated with job satisfaction among faculty (Evans, 1999; Fi'oyd, 1994;
Miiler, 1999}, On the other hand, the nature of facuity work, increased echtgﬂuns placed
on pretenure faculty, and the expansion of administrative duties in thc university r.eprt_:sent
challenges for effective faculty participation in governance {Auslin, 2003; Benpjamin &
Carroll, 1999). These difficultics are related to the structural challenges that many uni-
versities confront, which heightens the need to consider how universities might be better
organized Lo support and involve faculty in decision making. o

This does not suggest that at CU faculty involvement in decision making is dead. Fa}cylty
members tend to be more involved in department- and college-level decisions. Dec;siﬂns
at the university level represent a primary challenge. Issues such as instituti.onal pigngmg,
budget priorities, university policy, and selection of the president and senior adm:nzg{ra~
tors are universitywide decisions for which the involvement of facuity is more conlgnimus
(Duderstadt, 2004), From the present case there was also an indication t%rlat improving the
quality of academic governance is also dependent on the willingness of faculty to be more
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involved in university-level decision making, as a means to improve overall university quality
and the culture of participation (Evans, 1999; Longin, 2002). This notion of faculty responsi-
bility for the kmprovement of university governance is one deserving of more attention.

A fundamental challenge is advancing reform efforts that honor the traditions of the
academy yet attend to contemporary aspects of universities. The scope of the present
study is limited (0 one large public research university. Although there are some infer-
ences that might be made for other large public universities, this study does not address
issues more prevalent at smaller institutions such as liberal arts colleges. Research that
attemnpts to delineate differences among various institutional types would provide needed
nuance o governance research. This study also views the issue of academic governance
from a structural/rational perspective. Although structural and cultural models of gover-
nance represent the most common perspectives used for research, aliernative perspectives
would expand understanding of this issue. For example, perspectives that view governance
from an accountability standpoint would add an important dimension for understanding
university governance. Additionally, studies abie to demonstrate the relationship between
governance models and university performance would also be useful.

Conclusion

At a time when the environment surrounding higher education is continually changing,
sransforming the structure by which decisions are made is worth consideration. Many
in higher education have given up on change, resorting to beliefs that it is beyond them
or will not happen during their career. As one faculty member expressed, “1 doubt that
much will change with respect to how we're governed.” The traditions of academic gov-
ernance are so ingrained that a complete overhaul is unlikely. An assessment of gover-
nance structures in relation 1o decision-making cultures and institutional effectiveness
represents a more plausible start to improvement. At colleges and universities where
innovation is a cornerstone, the lack of change o governance structures is peculiar. The
word reform does not mean that traditions of the university will be lost. It 1s difficult to
tmagine a time when curriculum is not the domain of the faculty. I interpret the term to
mean adjustments made in response to changing contextual circumstances in the interest
of improving institutional performance. The aliernative is employing ineffective gover-
nance structures for the sake of tradition.

Birnbaum (1988} noted that the organization of higher-education institutions is
incfficient yet effective in serving the ambiguous goals. Still, there is the assumption
that governance activity is organized ratonally to maintain the system. Is there a threat
of becoming too loosely coupled? In the case of CU the answer is yes. As universities
continue to fulfill extensive missions, what are the implications for governance? Clearly,
as universities undertake more activity, organizational structures will expand. However,
expansion without consideration of the effects on governance and decision making will
significantly compromise the ability to effectively manage a university and change. In
fact, 1 offer this point retrospectively, That is to say, a large number of institutions today
employ governance structures inconsistent with their current activity.

The CU case may also provide an indication of one consequence for institutions unable
to remedy inadequate governance structures. The governor’s proposal for restructuring was
in response to CU’s organizational dilemma. Issues of inefficiency were of great concern.
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A few participants, although in disagreement with the process, were of the opinion that “this
is the only way CU will effectively reorganize itself. We would never get it done on our OwL,
which is why 1 [we} think the governor forced his hand” Although every conseguence of
ineffective governance structures is unknown, the continued success of acadesnic institutions
is dependent on the ability of campus leaders © position and reposition their institutions for
effective decision making, “Yes, the time has come to identify and develop new governance
siructures and processes—ones consistent with instilutional mission, cullure, and traditions,
but not rigidly limited by past assumptions and antiqualed practice” (Longin, 2002 p. 219).
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