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The Context: An Industry in Transformation

“15 years from now half of US universities may be in bankruptcy”1

Source: Harvard Business School Professor, Clay Christensen, PhD

Many colleges and universities struggle with the competing forces of rising operational

costs, lingering effects of the economic downturn that necessitate rising tuition discount

rates, emerging alternatives in online education from both for-profits and nonprofits, and

increasing evidence that our educational systems in both K-12 and higher education are

not adequately preparing graduates with the right skills and competencies for our rapidly

changing world (see Figure 1). Today’s graduates are entering a work world and society

that is increasingly VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous): Rapidly

emerging global competition and new environmental, economic, and social realities are

further complicated by quickly evolving technological possibilities, all resulting in shifting

professional boundaries — a new normal. College and university presidents are

preparing an army of young professionals for future jobs and careers that do not even

exist today and to participate in a rapidly changing global economy.

This paper is not another macro view on the higher education bubble. Rather, it

presents a specific view of the opportunities and challenges facing private college

presidents with transformational change ambitions and directives. There are 4,500

institutions of higher education in the United States, of which less than 2,000 are private

colleges. 2. Each institution has its own culture and competencies. Many have

experienced some opportunistic growth in adding undifferentiated programs of short term

potential in response to temporary market demand. Through a combination of rising

alternatives, notably in online education and the declining population of traditional

undergraduate college students pressure is mounting on colleges and universities to

articulate their unique point of view that aligns with this new complex world.

To be successful in the next decade, individuals will need to demonstrate foresight in

navigating a rapidly shifting landscape of organizational forms and skill requirements.

They will increasingly be called upon to continually reassess the skills they need, and

quickly put together the right resources to develop and update these. Workers in the

future will need to be adaptable lifelong learners.

(Source: Future Work Skills 2020 (Institute for the Future for University of Phoenix)



In their paper, “The Great Reversal in the Demand for Skill and Cognitive Tasks”

researchers Paul Beaudry, David A. Green, and Benjamin M. Sand conclude that the

year 2000 was a turning point where demand for cognitive tasks often associated with

high educational skills began to decline.

(Source: National Bureau of Economic Research)
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Clay Christensen, video interview, StartUPGrind, http://www.wiredacademic.com/2013/03/watch-in-15years-from-now-half-of-us-universities-may-be-in-bankruptcy-clay-christensen/	
  

2

Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Higher_education_in_the_United_States, updated 2013
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Figure 1 The Institute for the Future identified six emerging drivers of change that will create demand of

3

ten new skills necessary for success in 2020 .



Given the provocation from this shifting landscape, we offer our insights directly to

college and university presidents and officials to seize this opportunity. We offer a

timeline of six to eight years to lay the groundwork for fundamental transformational

change to the institution you lead. Your reign may be shorter and more efficient, or

longer and more complex depending on your culture, access to resources, specific

challenges, and the institution’s appetite for change.



The Entrepreneurial President in Higher Education

The profile of the college and university president is changing. Once almost exclusively

an academic appointment, now entrepreneurial leadership is sought to oversee these

increasingly complex institutions. A presidency can be a platform for transformational

change for both the institution and the individual. A successfully transformational

presidency can catapult the president into a new realm of professional opportunities,

from larger presidencies, to corporate board work, to government appointments.

According to Raymond Cotton, from ML Strategies, LLC, college presidents are hired on

three key factors: their perceived abilities to raise money, to manage the complex
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Institute for the Future, http://www.iftf.org/our-work/global-landscape/work/future-work-skills-2020/
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academic institution balancing education and research with a focus on the operational,

strategic, and financial resources, and to lead and gain the respect of faculty. “Boards

focus on the business, notably financial, strategic, and operational issues. They leave

the management of faculty and staff to Presidents and Provosts4.”

Higher education needs leaders who are entrepreneurial, business-minded change

agents who can lead the diverse constituents of faculty, students, alumni, and donors

into sustainable, nimble business models required by this new normal. Presidents

simultaneously run these complex institutions while balancing the management of their

boards and external realities they represent, while also leading the faculty with few

carrots or sticks to incentivize them. Legacy structures and processes that may seem

impervious to change often further complicate this challenge. Transformational change

will not occur without the engagement of faculty and staff, the support of boards, the buyin of students, the creation of structures and processes that enable iterative innovation,

and a well-integrated communication strategy and clear roadmap to share this

transformation.



The Opportunity: Find Your Niche

The student customer in higher education has changed in a number of dimensions.

Indeed, our use of the word “customer” is a signal of that change. The population of

traditional undergraduate students5 in the U.S. is declining as they question the value

and power of a college degree to land a well-paying job. According to Tyler Cowen in

Average is Over: Powering America Beyond the Age of the Great Stagnation, 40% of

adult, non-senior Americans don’t consider having a job worthwhile because they can’t

find one that suits their needs. Those individuals who persist into higher education today

are more diversified in age, income, and experience. They are more informed customers

enjoying greater options of price points and with increasing transparency and new levels

of mobility. This new customer represents a more diverse and larger potential market

demanding which represents greater complexity and more nimble, responsive business

models.

Meanwhile, their choices for higher education provider are expanding and diversifying.

The lingering effects of the economic recession are placing significant pricing pressure

on colleges and universities. Soon, traditionally delivered, undistinguished

undergraduate and graduate college and university programs will struggle to survive

against low-cost alternatives .

As a result, colleges and universities will need to carefully consider, strategically shape,

and clearly communicate their unique value propositions or point of view. An institution’s

unique point of view should be evident in all aspects of its offerings and align with the

emerging needs of the changing world. It begins with a strong vision of the future state of
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Raymond Cotton, partner at the Law firm of Mintz Levin and Vice President for Higher Education at ML

Strategies, LLC., “Million Dollar Plus College Presidents”, On Point with Tom Ashbrook, NPR December

19, 2013.

5

We define “traditional undergraduate students” as 17-19 years old individuals entering college to

complete an undergraduate degree full time in 4-6 years.	
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your entity. This vision is crafted from an approach that blends the archaeological and

the anthropological; it is one that harnesses the history of the institution while leveraging

the interests, motivations, and potential capacities and capabilities of faculty, staff, and

students to align with future market demand for knowledge and skills. Each institution

has its own culture and capabilities coupled with its own capacity and timeline for

change.

We have broken the view of the transformational presidency into a plan that ranges from

six to eight years, which aligns with the average college president tenure of seven years

according to the Council of Independent Colleges.6 This happens to align well with most

presidential contracts, which often begin with a three-year contract followed by a

subsequent five-year contract. Your timeline may be longer or shorter, but we have

found that it is difficult to make real meaningful change in less than five years. And after

ten years, the transformational change must be revisited or the presidency can become

imperial and, thus, further impervious to change. We have further broken down this sixto-eight-year time period into phases (Figure 2, 5, and 6).



Figure 2: Presidential Transformation: 4 Phases of Change Foci



Phase 0: Assessment: Months 0-12

The period of the first twelve months is focused on assessment and tactical corrections.

This assessment period is where you uncover the truth. The financial health and

sustainability of the institution may not be as presented accurately in the courting

process. The students and faculty may not be as strong as suggested. The projected
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enrollment may not be as accurate. The financial donors may not be as committed. This

period includes but is not limited to: reviewing the business and financial models,

evaluating the talent on your team (for both capabilities, chemistry of the team, and

trust), deciphering your culture, analyzing your board structure and access to capital, and

testing the cultures readiness for change, understanding your academic strengths and

positions in the market. Tactical fixes that can be achieved here are by no means simple

but are often the result of your specific expertise or previously demonstrated

experiences. Often the process of making these tactical changes can be helpful

experiences in evaluating the talent on your team and both their appetite and capacity for

change. The more mature the organization and the more established their identity, the

more challenging it may be to change. William Bridges, in his seminal book on

Managing Transitions: Making the Most of Change, describes transformation as a

three-phase process. 1) Letting go of the old ways and the old identity people had. This

first phase of transition is an ending, and time when you need to help people to deal with

their losses. 2) Going through an in-between time when the old is gone but the new isn’t

fully operational or the neutral zone and 3) Coming out of the transition and making a

new beginning. This is when people develop the new identity, experience the new

energy, and discover the new sense of purpose that makes the change begin to work7.



Figure 3: 3 Phases of Change © William Bridges, PhD, Managing Transitions: Making the Most of Change



Key Considerations for Phase 0

Key to success in phase zero is an accurate assessment of the institution’s readiness for

change coupled with an action plan to train or develop both the faculty and staff to

prepare for the change process and future state. Assessment must be rigorous and a

number of tools can be employed from institutional research surveys to assign cabinet

members key opinion leaders on campus to tap to take the temperature in a more

qualitative manner. Success in phase zero is defined not only by your ability to achieve

success in your tactical fixes but to communicate those achievements to establish

confidence in your leadership and to demonstrate how those changes build the larger

vision. Internal communication of your vision and brand is key to establishing your
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thought leadership position with faculty, staff, board, and potential donors. Also essential

here is a correct assessment of your team, hiring errors in this phase, or delays in

removing challengers, can cost you literally years. Establishing strong leaders at all

levels and functions is key as you enter the strategic vision phase.. Understanding your

entity’s limitations and deficiencies accurately will help you articulate an achievable

vision and will lead you to identifying and addressing gaps either through new hires,

training, or development, and/or engaging external advisors.

Phase 1: Crafting the Vision + Engaging Your Team: Months: 12-36

It is nearly impossible to change an academic institution without proper institutional

readiness, the desire of the board and the support and cooperation of at least some of

the faculty and staff. Forcing change upon an uncooperative faculty and staff can result

in votes of no confidence, which, although no longer the death knell they once were, still

make successful change very difficult. A recent study by Pearson and the Chronicle of

Higher Education, “Attitudes on Innovation: How College Leaders and Faculty see Key

Issues in Education,” found a large disconnect between the president’s and the faculty’s

view of the direction of higher education (figure 38). In this phase you need to craft clear

communication of where you are and where you are going in a vision that is embraced

by a critical mass. In this phase it is essential to have strong leadership engaged in

academic affairs at the provost and dean, or department head levels. They should be

actively engaged as partners in resource planning to fund the vision, ensure the

alignment of marketing/PR, cooperate and collaborate with the brand strategy group, and

help to align enrollment strategies to engage future students in the organizational vision.



Figure 4: Perceived direction of the overall higher education system in the United States: (Source:

Chronicle of Higher Education + Pearson Education)
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Key Considerations for Phase 1: Strategic Visioning

Using William Bridges three-phase model as a guide, you are now moving the

institution’s focus from ending and letting go into the neutral zone and articulating the

new beginning. This is a period of ambiguity that can be very frustrating and unsettling to

some. It is essential that you maintain the focus and attention of a critical mass of your

team on the goals and future state. We have found that in this period of ambiguity it is

essential to clearly communicate the vision of the future state and to offer the team

tangible events to experience it through readings, lectures, charrettes, conferences, or

meetings with key thought leaders. It is also important to continually take the

temperature of the institution to pace your change aligned with their appetite. This can be

achieved through engaging your institutional research team to create anonymous

surveys, managing anonymous blogs, or assign team members to collect opinions

informally. Pacing the speed of change to fall within and not beyond your culture’s

threshold is essential. The creation of an external network of advisors here is important

to show the team the need for the future skills and knowledge you seek to create. We

have found it most persuasive to assemble advisors from both academia and industry to

illustrate the need for these future skills and knowledge. These advisors or thought

leaders, which we call knowledge donors, can also be helpful in cultivating financial

donors.



Figure 5: Transformational Change Timeline



Phase 2: Transformational Change: Months: 36- 72

The roll out of the transformational change can be a long-phased process, but generally

begins sometime betweenin year 2 or 3 and it can take a couple of years to get traction,

iteration, and scale. The resource planning (capital campaign) that began with the

strategic visioning moves out of the quiet period now as the transformational change

becomes more tangible and evidence emerges. As suggested in Bridges’ model, now

you are moving from “neutral” to the “new beginning.” Engaging your board of trustees

here is key. Formation of executive committees or special planning committees will elicit

their optimal focused feedback and aid in donor cultivation as they feel ownership in and

responsibility for the transformation. The branding platform is now in place and

deployment of the brand messaging is ramped up to scale. Demand for presidential
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