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Abstract 

The purpose of this multi-case study was to explore the experiences of college 

presidents who have held top executive level positions at both academic and corporate 

institutions and who ascended to their college presidency from a role outside higher 

education.  Through this study, the researcher ascertained from the presidents how 

prepared they believed they were to assume the role of president and uncovered what 

these particular leaders perceived as the similarities and differences in leading a 

college and a corporation.  Seven presidents from colleges and universities in New 

England participated in this study. Each of the presidents interviewed indicated that 

they felt prepared to assume the role of president from their former leadership position 

outside higher education. They described two main areas of preparedness: their own 

prior engagement in higher education and the match of their strengths to the needs of 

the institution. The similarities and differences described by the presidents were in the 

areas of finances, faculty, and outcomes. The presidents spoke specifically about the 

attributes of professionals they believed would be successful in making a transition 

from a corporate environment to higher education, which included being open-

minded, being collaborative, and having a passion for the mission. The results of this 

study may benefit Board of Trustees who are considering non-academic candidates for 

the role of president and current corporate CEOs who are considering transitioning to 

a leadership position in higher education.  

 Key words: leadership, non-academic leaders, non-traditional presidents 
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Chapter 1-- Introduction 

The 2013 Chronicle of Higher Education’s Almanac revealed that the majority of 

college senior administrators are over 50 years old (Chronicle of Higher Education, 

2013).  In fact, it reported that 70% of American college presidents are age 61 or older. 

The average tenure of college presidents shortened from 8.5 years in 2006 to 7 years in 

2011 (Cook, 2012).   If just half of the presidents over the age of 50 decide to retire in the 

next five years, a large number of presidencies would become vacant.   A concern 

expressed by American Council on Education (ACE) and the College and University 

Professional Association for Human Resources (King & Gomez, 2008) is that higher 

education may find itself facing a shortage of qualified individuals to assume these roles.    

The most popular path to academic presidency has remained unchanged since 

1986 and it is through the role of Chief Academic Officer (CAO) at an institute of higher 

education (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2013; King & Gomez, 2008).  According to 

the Chronicle of Higher Education Almanac (2013), during 2012, 67% of the ascending 

presidents came from other executive positions within higher education. In the same year, 

10% of new college presidents came from positions outside higher education (Chronicle 

of Higher Education, 2013). Overall since 2006, the share of presidents whose immediate 

prior position was outside higher education increased from 13% to 20% (Cook, 2012). 

Researchers Cook (2012) and King and Gomez (2008) indicate that it is possible that the 

increase in non-academic leaders assuming the role of college president can be seen as a 

natural response to the changing demands on higher education leaders.  

Decreases in public funding, increases in organizational complexity, and pressure 

for accountability and change from both internal and external constituents have combined 
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to shift the role of the college president (Bataille, Asfaw & Jackson, 2013).  The current 

role of college presidents finds them caught between faculty groups who want to 

celebrate faculty governance and boards of trustees eager to see institutions succeed in 

funding, ranking, and advancement (Bataille, Asfaw & Jackson, 2013).  The conflict 

between the traditional autonomy of the faculty scholar and demands for accountability to 

both internal and external constituents is one of the central issues of contemporary higher 

education (Altbach, Gumport & Berdahl, 2011).  Some contend that these new demands 

make a potential president’s academic credentials less important than his/her leadership 

and political skills (Michael, Schwartz & Balraj, 2001; Association of the Governing 

Boards of Universities and Colleges, 1996). As colleges and universities face a growing 

number of internal and external challenges, and in light of the potential shortfall in 

presidential candidates from within higher education, King and Gomez (2008) along with 

Cook (2012) suggest considering non-academic leaders and their potential to successfully 

lead institutions of higher education. There has been some debate about the notion that 

the skills necessary to lead an institute of higher education may not be the same as those 

necessary to lead a corporation (Ashkenas, 2011; Danko, 2012; Sandeen, 2011).   A 

recent roundtable of college presidents concluded that “although the scope, complexity, 

and budget of the jobs may be comparable, leading a college or university is nothing like 

being the chief executive of a corporation” (Sandeen, 2011, p.6).   

While much research can be found about the traditional path to the presidency, 

modest attention has been given to non-academic leaders who have ascended to the role 

of president of a college (Cook, 2012; Chronicle of Higher Education, 2013; King & 

Gomez, 2008).  Having a clearer understanding of the experiences of college presidents 
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who came to their roles after having leadership experience in corporate environments 

could help search committees and candidates understand the advantages and challenges 

non-academic leaders face when assuming the role of president from a non-academic 

path.  This information may also serve to improve leadership effectiveness in colleges if 

boards of Trustees consider the information as part of their leadership preparedness or 

succession planning activities.  Evidence from this study may also be useful to non-

academic leaders considering a career transition to higher education by helping them 

understand how the roles are similar or different.  

Purpose 

In light of the potential shortfall in college presidential candidates from within 

higher education, King and Gomez (2008) along with Cook (2012) suggest considering 

non-academic leaders and their potential to successfully lead institutions of higher 

education.    This research was designed to explore the experiences of college presidents 

who have held top executive level positions at both academic and corporate institutions 

and ascended to their presidencies from positions outside higher education.  Through this 

study, the researcher learned the presidents’ perceptions about their preparedness for the 

job and what these particular leaders perceived as the similarities and differences in 

leading a college and a corporation.   

This study provides a deeper understanding and appreciation of the practice and 

profession of college administration from the perspective of leaders who arrived at their 

role from a position outside higher education.  Having a clearer understanding of the 

experiences of college presidents who came to their roles after having similar leadership 

experience in a corporate environment can help search committees and candidates better 
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anticipate the advantages and challenges non-academic leaders face when assuming the 

role of president from a non-academic path. This research can contribute to improved 

leadership effectiveness in colleges if boards of trustees consider the information as part 

of their leadership preparation or succession planning activities.   Information from this 

study can also be useful to non-academic leaders considering a career transition to higher 

education by helping them understand how the roles are similar and different.  

Research Questions 

It was the intent of this study to provide information on the experiences of non-

academic leaders serving as presidents of colleges. The research questions were 

developed as a foundation to ascertain the non-academic leaders’ perceptions of their 

preparedness for the role and the similarities and differences between their roles in 

corporate America and higher education. The specific research questions were; How 

prepared did corporate CEOs believe they were to lead as a president of a college or 

university? What do former CEOs report to be the similarities and/or differences between 

their two experiences? What aspects of their corporate training and experience have 

proven to be beneficial and/or useful to them in their role as president? What skills or 

knowledge was missing from their past training and experience that would have more 

adequately prepared them to assume the president’s role? 

Significance of the Study 

Despite the vast amount of research available on the college presidency, there is 

limited research regarding presidents who were hired from a non-academic pathway. This 

study contributes to the literature by examining non-academic leaders’ perceptions of 

their preparedness for the position and the similarities and differences between their 
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experience in corporate America and higher education. The results of this study provide 

insights for a variety of constituents. College governing boards devote a great deal of 

resources, time, energy, and money, to searching for new presidents (Cook, 2012). 

Having information about the similarities and differences non-academic leaders may face 

in their new role will help boards prepare for their arrival and potentially facilitate a 

smoother leadership transition. Understanding the similarities and differences in leading 

these types of organizations may be useful information for non-academic leaders 

considering higher education leadership opportunities  

Definition of Key Terms 

College president : Includes college or university presidents. For brevity, this term is used 

throughout the paper to refer to both college and university presidents.  

Non-academic leader:  A leader who ascended to his or her college president role from a 

position outside higher education.    

Methodology 

A qualitative research approach was employed in this study. The purpose of this 

research was to gather from college presidents who had previously been corporate 

leaders, information about their experiences and their perceptions of the similarities and 

differences between leading corporations and leading institutions of higher education. 

Using a multiple case study method allowed this researcher to explore college 

presidential leadership within its context in multiple settings.  

Public and private college presidents participated in this study. The purposeful 

and convenience sample of presidents included presidents with at least two years of 

experience as a college president who arrived at their roles from a position outside higher 
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education. The presidents were located at colleges within New England.  At the time of 

this study, there were ten colleges in New England identified as having presidents who 

had ascended to their role from a non-academic pathway. Seven of these presidents 

participated in the study. Participant’s responses were coded to reveal four overarching 

themes with subthemes for each. The final analysis resulted in a summary of the 

experiences of non-academic presidents and yielded findings with relevance for college 

boards of trustees and CEO’s with an interest in becoming college presidents.  

Summary of Findings 

Collectively, the presidents interviewed had 45 years of higher education 

experience and 177 years of corporate experience. It is from this depth of experience that 

they spoke about the similarities and differences in leading in higher education as 

compared with their corporate experience.  Each of the presidents interviewed indicated 

that he or she felt prepared to assume the role of president from their former leadership 

positions outside higher education. They believed themselves to be prepared to assume 

the role of president based on their prior involvement with higher education and because 

of how well their strengths matched the needs of the institution at the time they were 

hired.  

Having a clearer understanding about the experiences of college presidents who 

came to their roles after having comparable leadership experience in a corporate 

environment could help search committees and candidates better understand the 

advantages and challenges non-academic leaders face when assuming the role of 

president from a non-traditional path. Information from this study will also be useful to 
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non-academic leaders considering a career transition to higher education by helping them 

understand how the roles are similar and different.   

The findings will be shared through the defense and publishing of the dissertation. 

The findings will also be submitted to academic and leadership journals for potential 

publishing. The intention is to provide the information to boards of trustees involved in 

hiring new presidents and to CEO’s with an interest in becoming college presidents.  
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Chapter 2-- Review of Related Literature 

Introduction 

In early June, 2012, an announcement was sent to students, faculty, staff and 

members of the Board of Trustees at the University of Virginia (UVA) that President 

Teresa Sullivan had resigned (Wood, 2012).  Almost immediately, the information caught 

the attention of the nation as it became clear that her resignation had been requested by 

the governing board (Wood, 2012).  The leader of the governing board, Helen Dragas, 

indicated that there was concern that UVA was falling behind competitors like Harvard 

and Stamford, especially in the development of online classes which the board viewed as 

a potentially transformative innovation (Rice, 2012).  In the college-wide email 

announcing the resignation, the Board indicated that it believed “that in the rapidly 

changing and highly pressurized external environment in both health care and academia, 

the University needs to be at the forefront of change” (Wood, 2012, p. 1). According to 

the press reports, by requesting President Sullivan’s resignation, the board was sending a 

clear signal that it believed she did not have the ability to keep UVA in the forefront of 

excellence in higher education (Rice, 2012).  It was reported that the central disagreement 

between the president and the board was not whether change was necessary, but rather to 

what degree and at what pace (Stripling, 2012).  The decision was met with a tremendous 

negative response from faculty and students and then was set apart by a stunning reversal 

(Rice, 2012).  At a meeting in late June, the Board of Visitors, the politically–appointed 

body that oversees the university, bowed to criticism and reinstated President Sullivan 

(Stripling, 2012).   
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According to proceedings from the Annual Meeting of the American Association 

of University Professor’s (AAUP) Committee on College and University Governance, it 

was the AAUP’s engagement that caused the reversal (Gerber, 2013).  On June 21, 2012, 

AAUP president Rudy Fichtenbaum announced that the AAUP would be conducting an 

investigation into the matter, expressing dismay that the UVA board’s action ignored due 

process for the president and the legitimate interests of the faculty (Gerber, 2013).  The 

Association’s leadership first indicated that this announcement prompted the reversal 

then continued with the investigation, despite the reinstatement of President Sullivan 

(Gerber, 2013).  The investigation committee expressed deep concern over the action of 

the board obtaining the resignation of the president without explanation to her, the other 

chief administrative officers, the university’s faculty, or the student body of the specific 

grounds for displeasure with her performance. Due to this lack of collaboration or input 

from all parties concerned, the investigation committee reported that the UVA board’s 

leadership actions were not in adherence with the principles of shared governance it 

deemed appropriate (Gerber, 2013).  Interest in this case demonstrates the challenges 

facing higher education—the rapid pace of change deemed necessary to position schools 

for success and the challenges and opportunities presented by shared governance models.   

In 2007, Angela Bray was named to the Forbes list of the world’s most powerful 

women (Forbes, 2007).  By 2012, she was asked to resign from her post as WellPoint 

Chairman and Chief Executive Officer (CEO) (Goudreau, 2012; Nussbaum, Armstrong 

& Green, 2012).  Bray resigned amid increased investor concern over health insurer 

WellPoint’s performance (Goudreau, 2012; Nussbaum, Armstrong & Green, 2012).  

According to the Wall Street Journal, the board of directors was supportive of Bray and 
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acknowledged that the strategy being pursued by WellPoint was on target (Goudreau, 

2012).  What caused the resignation, it was reported, was investor backlash (Goudreau, 

2012).  WellPoint’s investors are among a growing group of large shareholders who have 

begun to exert more power over executive decision-making (Nussbaum, Armstrong & 

Green, 2012).  In recent years, CEOs and directors have been forced to resign from 

Yahoo!, Chesapeake Energy, AOL, Vodafone and Astra Zeneca due to shareholder unrest 

(Nussbaum, Armstrong & Green, 2012; Saporito, 2011).  This trend demonstrates the 

multiple constituencies that American CEOs must manage.  CEOs are governed by a 

board of directors, have a commitment to their shareholders, must lead their employees, 

and balance the demands of regulations from state and federal governments (Kotter, 

2012; Nussbaum, Armstrong & Green, 2012). 

The stories of President Sullivan and CEO Bray reflect the environments that top 

leaders are managing within today in higher education and corporate America. The 

economic, political, and environmental landscape in America presents challenges for both 

college presidents and corporate CEOs (Cameron & Smart, 1998; Kotter, 2012). State 

funding, a shift to focus on outcomes, and legislative oversight have increased the 

complexity of leadership in higher education (Cameron & Smart, 1998; Selingo, 2012). 

At the same time, corporate leaders must be prepared for disruptive technologies, an 

advancing global economy and the increased speed of communication 

(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014).  

While the current environments for leadership in both higher education and 

corporate America include significant challenges, there has been some debate about 

whether the skills necessary to lead an institution of higher education are the same as 
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those necessary to lead a corporation (Ashkenas, 2011; Danko, 2012; Sandeen, 2011).   A 

recent roundtable of college presidents concluded that “although the scope, complexity, 

and budget of the jobs may be comparable, leading a college or university is nothing like 

being the chief executive of a corporation” (Sandeen, 2011, p. 6). This study seeks to 

contribute to the literature by examining non-academic leaders’ perceptions of the their 

preparedness to assume the college presidency and the similarities and differences 

between their experience in corporate America and higher education. 

In simplified form, the primary aim of business in America is to make a profit 

(Birnbaum, 1988; Cangemi, 1975; Winston, 1997). There is no metric in higher education 

comparable to money in business, and no goal equating to profits – in part because 

activities related to higher education are hard to quantify (Schmidtlein & Berdahl, 2011). 

Colleges are the most important institutions in the complex process of knowledge 

creation and distribution, serving as home to the complex system of journals, books, and 

databases that communicate knowledge worldwide (Altbach, 2011). How do these 

differences in mission impact a leader’s ability to lead? 

Leaders in both higher education and corporate America must help their 

organizations effectively cope with change within the context of their respective 

industries (Kotter, 2012). Successful leaders in higher education are able to facilitate 

collaboration across the organization while maintaining respect for the traditional shared 

governance model (Altbach, Gumport & Berdahl, 2011; Tierney & Minor, 2003). In 

corporate America, the traditional hierarchical structure of business has changed and 

collaboration is a key to success (Drucker, 1988).  
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When comparing leadership styles of college presidents with those of leaders in 

corporate America, it is interesting to note that both presidents and corporate leaders have 

high ambition, creativity, innovation, and curiosity as strengths (Witt/Keiffer, 2014). At 

the same time, corporate leaders have more focus on money, profits, and business 

opportunities than college presidents (Witt/Keiffer, 2014). Today’s higher education 

environment is increasingly focused on managing scarce resources (Cameron & Smart, 

1998). Because of this increased focus on resources and accountability, having scores that 

more closely aligned with the corporate leaders scores on money, profits, and business 

opportunities may be an advantage for college presidents (Witt/Keiffer, 2014). 

The Predicted Shortfall in Higher Education Leadership 

The majority of all senior administrators in higher education are over 50 

(Chronicle of Higher Education, 2013). For the past 27 years, the most common career 

path to a college presidency has been through the role of Chief Academic Officer (CAO) 

in higher education (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2013; Cook, 2012; King & Gomez, 

2008).   In light of the current pressures on college presidents, a recent survey revealed 

that only one in four CAOs surveyed intends to seek a college presidency (Hartley & 

Godin, 2010).  Chief Academic Officers cited the unappealing nature of work and 

increasingly unrealistic demands of the position as reasons they would avoid a 

presidential career track (Hartley & Godin, 2009). The average tenure of college 

presidents has also shortened from 8.5 years in 2006 to 7 years in 2011 (Cook, 2012). A 

concern expressed by American Council on Education (ACE) and the College and 

University Professional Association for Human Resources (King & Gomez, 2008) is that 

higher education may find itself facing a shortage of qualified individuals to assume the 
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role of college president. In this case, there may be an opportunity for qualified leaders to 

assume the presidential role from a non-academic pathway. In light of the current 

landscape of higher education and the pending shortfall in presidential candidates from 

within higher education, Cook (2012) and King and Gomez (2008) suggest considering 

non-academic leaders and their potential to successfully lead institutions of higher 

education. While more than half of college presidents have never worked outside of 

education, since 2006, the share of presidents whose immediate prior position was 

outside higher education has increased 7%, from 13% to 20% (Cook, 2012).  A study of 

higher education presidential effectiveness (Michael, Schwartz & Balraj, 2001) 

concluded that the appropriate question of preparedness may not be about the path to 

presidency, but rather the knowledge presidents bring with them regarding the higher 

education sector.   

While much research (Cook, 2012; Almanac, 2013; King & Gomez, 2008) can be 

found about the traditional path to the presidency, modest attention has been given to 

non-academic leaders who have ascended to the role of president of a college or 

university. The remainder of this literature review explores the environments and cultures 

of higher education and corporate America in an effort to understand the role of 

leadership in these environments and how leadership in one (corporate America) 

compares with leadership in the other (higher education).  

The Landscape of Higher Education  

According to the experts, the tense atmosphere that currently exists in higher 

education is well deserved (Cameron & Smart, 1998; Selingo, 2012).  College presidents 

are managing in an environment of increased regulations, decreased state support, 
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declining endowments, and questions about the value of a bachelor’s degree (Cameron & 

Smart, 1998; Selingo, 2012). 

There is currently literature questioning the value of a bachelor’s degree—is the 

outcome of the education worth the high cost (Lawrence, 2012; Stephens & Montgomery, 

2012)?   Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) make college content available online 

free for all and raise questions about the value of a degree, the future of teaching, and the 

effect technology will have on how colleges operate (Selingo, 2012).  If courses are made 

available for free online, critics are asking why it is necessary for colleges to charge so 

much for tuition and fees (Selingo, 2012).  If students can achieve the outcomes they are 

seeking from a free online course, how will colleges justify their full-time faculty and 

high overhead? The long-term impact of the availability of free online content is not yet 

known (Lawrence, 2012; Selingo, 2012).   

During the 2011-12 budget year, public higher education nation-wide received 

much less support financially.  According to Inside Higher Education (2012), an annual 

study of state spending on higher education demonstrated that state appropriations for 

students and colleges nationwide decreased by 7.6 percent in 2011-12.  A key source of 

funding for many private colleges is their endowment portfolios (Weinberg, 2013). Due 

to turbulent global markets and the European debt crisis, endowment investment returns 

stayed mostly flat in 2012 (Weinberg, 2013). Students and their families are feeling the 

impact of this decrease in funding through increased in tuition and fees.  Student debt 

now surpasses the $1 trillion mark and debt to colleges has also risen by 88% since 2001 

to $307 billion (Selingo, 2012). Colleges continue to be at risk for surviving unless they 
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make changes to lower costs, embrace technology, and improve education (Hrabowski, 

2012; Lawton, et. al., 2012; Selingo, 2012; Zimpher, 2012).   

The landscape of higher education is shifting to include increased accountability, 

competition, and focus on outcomes (Lawton, et. al., 2012; Selingo, 2012).As evidenced 

by the Spellings Report for the Commission on Higher Education, an outcomes-based 

culture is developing in higher education (as cited in McClure, 2007).  The higher 

education culture calls for measures of value-added results that capture the impact of 

teaching and learning in higher education while understanding the power that value-

added measures can have on incentivizing improved financial and student performance 

(Altbach, Gumport & Berdah, 2011; Cunha & Miller, 2012; Obama, 2013).  The trend 

toward an outcomes-based culture in higher education mirrors recent trends in the K-12 

sector (Cunha & Miller, 2012).  Researchers in K-12 settings have proven that 

accountability-based policies can indeed increase academic performance in these arenas 

(Cunha & Miller, 2012).  Without the availability of standardized tests in higher 

education, higher education is forced to rely on outcomes such as persistence, graduation 

rates, and labor market performance (Cunha & Miller, 2012; Obama, 2013).   

For public institutions, state legislatures are part of higher education’s political 

environment.  In public systems of higher education, legislators determine the amount of 

state support, and in many states, set the tuition levels.  In this way, legislators determine 

the amount of resources from the institution’s primary sources of revenue (Eckel & 

Kezar, 2011).  Presidents at colleges that are part of state systems are often fearful of 

losing their autonomy as governors and legislatures make decisions that impact the 
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system without regard to the distinctiveness of each of the institutions within the system 

(Bataille, Asfaw, &  Jackson, 2013).   

Federal regulations and courts also impact the context in which presidents at both 

public and private colleges operate.  Decisions related to financial aid and admissions—

specifically related to diversity and affirmative action goals—are examples of federal and 

legal influence (Eckel & Kezar, 2011).  College presidential leadership is also shaped by 

voluntary accreditation.  Though not federally regulated, accreditation is essential for 

institutions to be eligible for federal funding, including student financial aid (Eckel & 

Kezar, 2011).  Presidents lead not only in this political environment, but also in one that 

is shaped by changing competitive forces.  The decrease in public support for higher 

education especially, has created a heightened competitive environment (Eckel & Kezar, 

2011). 

It is reasonable to assume that the current economic pressures will impact the 

performance of American institutions of higher education (Cameron & Smart, 1998; 

Lawton, et al,  2012; Zimpher, 2012).  Some have argued that the ever-increasing costs of 

higher education do not necessarily translate into increases in quality and effectiveness 

(Cameron & Smart, 1998).  Thus, the higher education industry is facing immense and 

conflicting challenges.  While a strong demand exists for higher education institutions to 

perform effectively while achieving excellence, pressures for short-term management 

concerns and for survival are enormous (Cameron & Smart, 1998; Hrabowski, 2012; 

Lawton, et al, 2012; Rice, 2012).  Resolving this tension may be the single greatest 

challenge facing higher education leaders (Cook, 2012; Danko, 2012; Sandeen, 2011). 
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The Landscape of Corporate America 

Like the landscape of higher education, the business environment within which 

leaders operate today in the United States is challenging and rapidly changing, making 

the Chief Executive Officer’s (CEO) role as leader, visionary, and strategist incredibly 

demanding (Kotter, 2012; Saporito, 2011).  Corporate leaders must remain focused on 

providing shareholder value while managing disruptive technologies in an advancing 

global economy with an ever-increasing speed of communication 

(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014).  

United States CEOs surveyed in early 2014 by PricewaterhouseCoopers 

confirmed that they are facing a time of uncertainty (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014). 

Tax and regulatory policies like the structural changes put in motion by the Affordable 

Care Act (Favaro, Karlsson & Neilson, 2013) along with technological advances that will 

transform life, business, and the global economy will require companies to make over 

their businesses during the next five years (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014). CEOs are in 

the midst of reinventing their operating model to respond to the demands of technologies 

that force an ‘always on’ customer experience (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014).  

McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) is a business research firm established to 

develop a deeper understanding of the evolving global economy (Manyika, Chui, Bughin, 

Dobbs, Bisson,& Marrs, 2013). According to MGI, disruptive technologies are advances 

that will transform life, business, and the global economy (Manyika, et al, 2013). It is 

these technologies that business leaders must watch to understand how they will impact 

their business (Manyika, et al, 2013). McKinsey estimates that the top twelve disruptive 

technologies can have a potential positive economic impact between $14 trillion and $33 
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trillion per year in 2025 (Manyika, et al, 2013). Examples of these technologies include 

increasingly inexpensive and capable mobile computing devices and Internet 

connectivity, advanced robotics, and more efficient energy storage. Intelligent software 

systems that can perform knowledge work tasks involving subtle judgment will impact 

the workforce. Using robotic technology, advanced machines will take on tasks once 

thought too delicate or uneconomical to manage. More efficient and smaller energy 

storage devices will bring electricity to developing countries and improve the efficiency 

of the utility grid. The potential benefits of disruptive technologies are tremendous, as are 

the challenges of preparing for their impact (Manyika, et al, 2013).     

An increased global consciousness has impacted all sectors of society (Allen, 

Bordas, Hickman, Matusak, Sorenson & Whitmire, 2006). Marketing of American 

consumer goods, manufacturing, and even entertainment has expanded to worldwide 

status. Because the economy itself has become global, the economic challenges in 

countries like Mexico, Great Britain, or any country impact the global economy because 

the stock markets are interdependent (Allen, et. al., 2006). 

Within this global economy, CEOs must consider the issues related to the 

environment and planetary ability to support the world’s population in the future (Allen, 

et. al., 2006). Struggles between economic interests and environmental interests are 

continuing throughout the world as exhibited in the debates over the use of old growth 

forests, wetland preservation, and the use of chemicals that harm the environment (Allen, 

et. al., 2006). In recent years, climate change has undeniably hurt the United States 

economy (Cramer, 2013). In 2012, the drought in the Midwest is estimated to have 
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shaved up to a full percentage point off domestic Gross Domestic Product--the measure 

of the size of the economy (Cramer, 2013).  

Over the past fifty years, mass communication has connected the world in ways 

that exponentially increases the speed and availability of communication (Allen et. al., 

2006). Nano-technology has allowed for the application of techniques in every discipline 

from microbiology to political social science that have drastically decreased the size of 

equipment and increased the capacity for processing and disseminating information 

(Allen et. al., 2006). This increase in speed of communication has changed the customer 

service experience away from stand-alone transactions to an always on relationship with 

customers (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014). This means structuring businesses to respond 

to customers with a personal touch while balancing technology advances 

(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014). 

Greater competition, regulation, scrutiny, and complexity makes a leader’s role as 

strategist and visionary extremely demanding (Kotter, 2012; Sporito, 2011).  The 

onslaught of disruptive and innovative technologies and pressure on short-term gains 

makes the role of leading a company in corporate America challenging (Cramer, 2013; 

Favaro, Kaalsson & Neilson, 2013; Kotter, 2012; Verma, 2013).  John Kotter (2012), 

leadership expert, noted that “perhaps the greatest challenge business leaders face today 

is how to stay competitive amid constant turbulence and disruption” (p. 46). A 2014 poll 

of chief executives, reported that the top skill necessary for effective executive leadership 

is adaptability to change (Filipkowski & Donlon, 2014).   

  Both CEOs and college presidents see hard work ahead to capture the promise of 

growth from the many opportunities unfolding today (Bataille, Asfawy, & Jackson, 2013, 
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PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014). Corporate CEOs and college presidents are facing 

greater competition, regulation, scrutiny, and complexity (Kotter, 2012; Sporito, 2011). 

What then, is the appropriate leadership response? 

Leadership 

Great man theory. The way leadership is studied and defined has evolved 

through history and parallels changes in worldviews (Helm, 2008). As early as the 

nineteenth century, leadership research focused on already successful leaders, thus the 

great man theory evolved (Cherry, n.d.; Helm, 2008). At the time that the great man 

theory was defined, there was consensus that leaders differed from followers and that fate 

was a major determinant in the course of history (Cawthon, 1996). From these beliefs, the 

great man theory concluded that leadership is an inherent ability and espoused the idea 

that leaders are born, not made (Cherry, n.d.; Helm, 2008). This theory was widely 

accepted by both scholars and those attempting to influence the behavior of others 

(Cawthon, 1996).   

Trait theory. The rise of behavioral sciences caused the great man theory to fall 

out of favor and the trait theory of leadership to become popular (Cawthon, 1996). The 

trait theory of leadership assumes that people are born with inherited traits, and some 

traits are particularly suited to leadership, therefore people who make good leaders have 

the right combination of traits. (Cherry, n.d.; Helm, 2008; Stogdill, 1974). While trait 

theorists believed that leadership depended on the personal qualities of the leader, they 

did not assume that leadership resides only within the people with the right combination 

of traits, which was in contrast to the great man theory (Judge, Bono, Illies, & Gerhardt, 

2002; Stogdill, 1974).  
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The trait theory was challenged once a clear distinction was made between leaders 

and non-leaders in research published by Ralph Stogdill in 1948 in The Journal of 

Psychology (Helm, 2008). Stogdill demonstrated that people who are leaders in one 

situation may not be leaders in other situations (Helm, 2008). This significant finding 

defined the leader in terms of the dynamic environment of the follower (Helm, 2008). 

Moving forward from this discovery, scholars commented that any trait’s effect on 

leadership behavior will always be dependent on the situation (Huges, Ginnett & Curphy, 

1996). Following the publication of Stogdill’s research, there was a shift away from 

research on personalities and traits of leaders to an emphasis on the situation and context 

in which leadership occurs (Bass, 2008). Stogdill himself maintained that while the 

personal traits associated with leadership were still important, their effects were impacted 

by the situation at hand (Bass, 2008).  

Transactional leadership. Transactional leadership was introduced by James 

Macgregor Burns (1978). Transactional leadership theory conceives of leaders and 

followers as “exchanging gratifications in a political marketplace.” (Burns, 1978, p. 257). 

Transactional leaders view the relationship between managers and subordinates as an 

exchange—something given for something in return. When workers perform well, they 

are rewarded. Similarly, when they perform poorly, they are punished (Burns, 1978, 

Cherry, n.d.). The basic assumptions of transactional leadership include a belief that 

people perform their best when the chain of command is clear and definite, people are 

motivated by rewards and punishments, and that subordinates must be carefully 

monitored to ensure that expectations are met (Burns, 1978). The transactional theory of 

leadership is based on a system of rewards and punishments and is often used in 
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traditional business environments (Burns, 1978, Cherry, n.d.). Research indicates that 

transactional leadership is most effective in situations where problems are simple and 

expectations are clearly defined (Bass, 1985; Burns, 1978; Cherry, n.d.).  

Transformational leadership. The concept of transformational leadership 

introduced by James Macgregor Burns (1978) was expanded upon by Bernard Bass 

(1985) with the introduction of transformational leadership. This new definition of 

leadership did not replace the transactional leadership theory as it still holds to the theory 

of leadership as an exchange. Rather, it adds an element of leadership that the role of the 

transformational leader is to elevate follower’s motivation, maturity, understanding, and 

sense of self-worth (Bass, 1990). Transformational leadership occurs when leaders 

inspire their employees to look beyond their own self-interest for the good of the group, 

when they generate acceptance of the purposes and mission of the group, and when they 

elevate the interest of their employees (Bass, 1990). Burns (1990) contends that 

transformational leaders achieve these results either through charisma, by meeting the 

emotional needs of the employees, or by intellectually stimulating employees. Research 

suggests that employees see managers who behave like transformational leaders as more 

effective than transactional leaders (Bass, 1997). Employees also report exerting extra 

effort and being more satisfied when working for transformational leaders (Bass, 1997).  

As explored in the definition of transformational leadership, in its simplest form, 

leadership involves persuading people to set aside their individual concerns for a period 

of time to pursue a common goal that is important to the welfare of the group (Bennis, 

2003, Burns 1978; Cameron & Smart, 1997; Hogan, Curphy & Hogan, 1994; Posner, 

2009; Wasserman, Nohria & Anad, 2001).  Contemporary leadership scholars (Bennis, 
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2003; Burns, 1978) agree that great leadership has less to do with domination and power 

and more to do with engaging in a common enterprise.  True leaders induce followers to 

act in accordance with the values and motivations of both leaders and followers (Bass, 

1990; Bennis 2003; Burns, 1978).   

The great man theory, the trait theory and the theories of transactional and 

transformational leaders all sought to determine the definitive styles, characteristics, or 

personality traits of exemplary leaders.  None of the more than 1,000 studies conducted 

on leadership over the past 50 years has achieved a clear profile of the ideal leader 

(George, Sims, McLean & Mayer, 2007).  However, common definitions of leaders 

resulting from these studies may lead people to believe they must be charismatic or 

visionary (Bennis, 2003; Collins, 2005; Drucker, 2004; George, Sims, McLean & Mayer, 

2007; Kotter, 2001; Khurana, 2002).   There is a sense of admiration for leaders who are 

thought to possess uncommon inspirational powers of charisma (Khurana, 2002). What 

leadership experts like Ken Blanchard (2009), Peter Drucker (2004), Warren Bennis 

(2003) and Jim Collins (2005) learned while studying leadership is that leadership is, in 

fact, not about personality or talent, charisma, or vision, rather it is about remaining 

focused and steadfast on what is right for the enterprise.  It is about helping ones 

organization cope with rapid change (Kotter, 2001).   

According to Blanchard (2009), modern leadership theory espouses that today’s 

best leaders engage with their teams as mentors and coaches by creating a sense of trust, 

facilitating a sense of ownership, and ensuring they are treated as appreciating assets 

(2009).   Blanchard contends that leaders do this by understanding individual 

competencies and providing appropriate leadership by directing, supporting, coaching, or 
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delegating.  Blanchard admonishes the one-size-fits-all approach to learning and 

leadership and encourages organizations to initiate appropriate systems to support 

employees’ growth and development (2009).   

Level 5 leaders. Only 11 out of the 1,435 Fortune 500 companies that researcher 

and leadership expert Jim Collins (2005) studied sustained greatness (defined as 

garnering stock returns at least three times the market’s) for 15 years after a major 

transition period.  According to Collins’ (2005) research, what these eleven organizations 

had in common was a Level 5 leader.  Collins defines Level 5 leaders, as those folks who 

can blend deep personal humility with intense professional will.  They routinely credit 

others, external factors, and good luck for their companies’ success and when results are 

poor, they take responsibility.  They attend to people first, strategy second, and focus on 

the situation at hand while maintaining faith that they will prevail.  They focus their 

attention on what the company can be at its best, how it’s economies work best, and what 

ignites it’s people’s passion, and eliminate everything else (Collins, 2005).   

Maintaining faith that their organization will prevail may be one of the toughest 

challenges of leaders in today’s environment in corporate America and higher education 

(Collins, 2005; Kotter, 2012). Leaders are responsible for the effectiveness of 

organizations and serve as anchors and guides in turbulent times of rapid change (Bennis, 

2003).  Effective leaders master the context of their organizations by becoming self-

expressive, listening to their inner voice, learning from the right masters and remaining 

steadfast and focused on a guiding vision for the organization (Bennis, 2003).  Exploring 

the cultures of the organizations of higher education and corporate America will reveal 

similarities and differences that provide the context for leadership.  
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The Culture of Higher Education 

 Colleges have common historical roots, having been established in the medieval 

period to transmit knowledge and provide training for a few key professions. Over time, 

colleges have grown to become creators of new knowledge through the practice of 

research (Altbach, 2011). Today, colleges are the most important institutions in the 

complex process of knowledge creation and distribution, serving as home to the complex 

system of journals, books, and databases that communicate knowledge worldwide 

(Altbach, 2011). The process of imparting knowledge in higher education is hard to 

standardize (Schmidtlein & Berdahl, 2011). Students vary enormously in academic 

aptitude, intellectual dispositions, social and cultural characteristics, interests and 

educational and vocational objectives, to name a few. Additionally, the disciplines and 

professions with which higher education is concerned require diverse methods of 

investigation, intellectual structures, and means of relating knowledge to human 

experience (Schmidtlein & Berdahl, 2011. Learning, therefore, is a subtle process, the 

nature of which varies from institution to institution, student to student, and one 

discipline to another (Schmidtlein & Berdahl, 2011). There is no metric in higher 

education comparable to money in business, and no goal equating to profits--in part 

because activities related to higher education are hard to quantify (Schmidtlein & 

Berdahl, 2011). 

One concept that reflects the difference between colleges and other institutions is 

shared governance. For over a generation, shared institutional governance has been a 

hallmark of American colleges (Altbach, Gumport & Berdahl, 2011; Tierney & Minor, 
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2003).  The normative relationship between faculty and administration in a college is 

considered to be one of shared authority (Birnbaum, 1992; Tierney & Minor, 2003). 

The story of governance in higher education starts with the states, as they have the 

authority to establish colleges.  They exercise this rite by forming colleges through 

charter, statute, or constitutional provision with a corporate existence and a lay governing 

board.  In this way, legally the governing board is the institution (Birnbaum, 1988).  The 

reality of governance today is much different from what a strict legal interpretation would 

suggest.  Instead of all authority resting with the governing board, decision-making is 

spread among trustees, presidents, and faculty.  In the history of American higher 

education, when institutions were small, boards could—and often did—exercise the full 

authority they legally possessed.  As institutions became more complex, boards delegated 

that authority to administer the college to presidents.  The authority of the president, 

therefore, is the authority that the governing board deems to delegate to him or her 

(Kauffman, 1980).  The specific authority delegated is dependent on the institution or 

system and may be major or minor.  The extent, therefore, that a president is seen as 

operating within a broad delegation of authority correlates to the extent of the president’s 

strength in the eyes of their constituents (Kauffman, 1980).  As faculty became more 

professionalized, authority over curriculum and academic personnel matters was further 

delegated to the faculty.  As a result, different campus constituencies now assert a claim 

to authority in areas over which the boards retain legal responsibility (Birnbaum, 1988).  

This tradition of shared governance relies on the assumption that faculty should hold a 

substantive role in decision-making.  In fact, over 90 percent of America’s four-year 

colleges have a faculty senate for exactly this purpose (Tierney & Minor, 2003).  Tierney 
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and Minor’s 2003 survey of more than 2,000 faculty and provost on academic 

governance found that an academic administrator’s success will be limited if he/she is 

unable to work with faculty governance to achieve desired results.   

The University of Virginia Presidency turmoil described previously, is an 

example of a college president caught among the conflicting demands of faculty, trustees, 

community, students, state agencies, and interest groups.  The conflicting demands and 

unexpected pressure placed on institutions of higher education from fiscal pressures to 

calls for greater accountability have led to a greater scrutiny of institutional decision-

making (Altbach, Gumport & Berdahl, 2011).   

The role of the shared governance is a topic often debated (Bensimon, Neumann 

& Birnbaum, 1989; Tierney & Minor, 2003) and critics of shared governance argue that it 

inhibits responsive decision-making and causes a lethargic pace of change when faculty 

are involved and expected to reach consensus.  Some critics believe that faculty 

expectations for involvement in decision-making may represent the single greatest 

obstacle to effective leadership (Bensimon, Neumann & Birnbaum, 1989).  When trying 

to balance the demands of the board of trustees with the collaboration of the faculty, 

presidents are often stuck between opposing expectations, which leads quickly to tension 

and misunderstanding among important stakeholders (Bataille, Asfaw & Jackson, 2013).   

Defenders of shared decision making contend, on the other hand, that active participation 

by the faculty has a positive effect on academic freedom and educational quality.  

Defenders maintain that because they are not businesses, colleges have withstood many 

external pressures through a deliberative and consensual decision-making approach 

(Tierney and Minor, 2003).  In this culture of shared governance, participants consider 
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the institution as a collegium, a community of scholars or equals.  As such, behavior is 

managed primarily through group norms and through acceptance of professional rather 

than legal authority (Bensimon, Neumann & Birnbaum, 1989).  Leaders, then, rise to 

power because others see them as exemplifying the group’s aspirations and 

accomplishments to a high degree.  In this culture, the job of the leader is to promote 

consensus within the community, not to control or direct, but to facilitate and encourage  

(Bensimon, Neumann & Birnbaum, 1989).   

To fully understanding the culture of education, it is necessary to consider the 

potential confused relationships between college boards, administration and faculty as 

described in the shared governance model.  A college is two structures existing in 

parallel, the conventional administrative hierarchy and the structure though which faculty 

makes decisions regarding those areas over which it has jurisdiction (Birnbaum, 1988).  

This system is further complicated by the fact that neither system has consistent patterns 

of structure or delegation (Birnbaum, 1988). 

The organizational and environmental contexts in which college presidents must 

operate continue to increase in complexity (Bataille, Asfaw & Jackson, 2013; Eckel & 

Kezar, 2011; Selingo, 2011).  And while presidents may not deliver the key functions of a 

campus, they create the context in support of this important work (Eckel & Kezar, 2011). 

Having their authority delegated from the legally recognized boards, the president is 

arguably the most influential person on a college campus (Eckel & Kezar, 2011). 

Currently, the pressure for results is high as college presidents take responsibility for wise 

use of scarce resources and are accountable for the organization’s effectiveness and 

future well-being (Eckel & Kezar, 2011; Selingo, 2011; Bataille, Asfaw & Jackson, 
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2013). The current higher education landscape calls for rapid change to meet the financial 

and economic pressures.  To be successful in managing change while engaging 

stakeholders, effective leadership is necessary (Hrabowski, 2012; Lawton, et al, 2012).   

The Culture of Corporate America 

In simplified form, the primary aim of business in America is to make a profit 

(Birnbaum, 1988; Cangemi, 2001; Winston, 2001). The American system of modern 

capitalism can be categorized historically into two major eras, both of which were a result 

of influential academic work. Managerial capitalism started in 1932 with a radical notion 

that firms should have professional management (Martin, 2010). In 1967, focus shifted to 

the era of shareholder value capitalism with the notion that the purpose of every 

corporation should be to maximize shareholder value (Martin, 2010).  

The era of managerial capitalism was introduced in an academic article written by 

Bearle and Means (1932). In this article, the authors asserted that management should be 

divorced from ownership so that business would no longer be dominated by CEO owners 

like the Rockerfellers, Carnegies, and Mellons (Martin, 2010). The notion Bearle and 

Means (1932) promoted was that with firms being run by professional CEOs, a brave 

new era of economic growth would ensue. While there continued to be owner-CEOs, it 

was during this time that professional managers came to dominate the corner office 

(Martin, 2010).  

In 1976, Michael C. Jensen and William H. Meckling, authors of “Theory of the 

Firm: Managerial Behavior, Agency Costs and Ownership Structure,” published in the 

Journal of Financial Economics, gave the Bearle and Means theory a stinging rebuke. 

Jensen and Meckling argued that professional managers were focused on enhancing their 
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own financial well-being rather than that of the shareholders (Jensen & Mecklin, 1976). 

Their assertion fueled the charge for CEOs to swear allegiance to maximizing 

shareholder value (Martin, 2010). This culture of maximizing shareholder value has taken 

its toll on American CEOs. In recent years CEOs and directors have been forced to resign 

from Yahoo!tm, Chesapeake Energy tm, AOL tm, Vodafone tm, and Astra Zeneca tm due to 

shareholder unrest (Nussbaum, Armstrong & Green, 2012; Saporito, 2011).  The 

leadership response to this demand to maximize shareholder value has impacted the 

traditional hierarchical organizational structure of organizations (Kotter, 2012).  

Historically, in most business organizations, a hierarchy of administrators 

generally directed activities related to major goals (Kotter, 2012).  Those higher in rank 

relied on administrative authority, which came from their place in the hierarchy, to direct 

the activities of others.  These experts relied on professional authority to provide 

knowledge or judgment in their professional areas (Kotter, 2012).  Conflict caused by the 

incompatibility of administrative and professional authority was resolved recognizing the 

supremacy of administrative authority (Birnbaum, 1988).  While this hierarchical 

structure still exists in some corporate structures, there is an uprising of control from 

constituencies such as shareholders that demands a focus on achieving results while 

operating in a culture of collaboration (Kotter, 2012).   

Leadership expert Peter Drucker predicted this change in traditional hierarchical 

organizations over 20 years ago when he coined the term information-based organization 

(Drucker, 1988).  Drucker explained as early as 1988 that the organization of the future 

would be more focused on information—data endowed with purpose and relevance.  This 

shift would mean a change from the traditional command and control hierarchical 



CEO PREPAREDNESS  31 
 

structures that had previously served the nation well, to more collaborative structures.  

Drucker (1988) predicted that successful, information-based companies of the future 

would articulate clear, common objectives that would translate into particular action and 

that the most effective structure of the organization would allow for an effective response 

to those goals.  Drucker’s predictions ring true in today’s environment, as responsiveness 

to goals is incredibly important (Kotter, 2012; Saporito, 2011).  Companies are forced to 

seek competitive advantage without disrupting daily operations (Kotter, 2012).  While 

traditional hierarchies are very good at managing processes and effectively running a 

company, what they do not do well is identify new opportunities or hazards early enough, 

formulate strategic initiatives nimbly enough, or help with implementing them fast 

enough (Kinni, 2011; Kotter, 2012).  For these reasons, successful companies are focused 

on organizational structures and cultures that reward collaboration (Biro, 2012).   

For the past 150 years, corporations were built for up-and-down leadership, with 

incentives that discouraged cross-organization thinking, and in many cases, created or 

encouraged internal competition (Ricci & Wiese, 2011). Today, effective leaders work to 

be a catalyst for collaboration by modeling behaviors that embody the way they would 

like employees to work. To effectively collaborate, leaders must reach across boundaries, 

build trust quickly, join assets of several networks and make everything work together, 

all while overcoming slow-moving bureaucracies and mind-sets that favor collaboration 

as a last resort (Ricci & Wiese, 2011). In today’s rapid-pace, constantly changing 

corporate landscape, the leadership challenge requires breaking through organizational 

silos and making collaboration a competitive advantage (Ricci & Wiese, 2011).  
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Corporate Leaders compared with Higher Education Leaders 

As resource constraints and funding shortfalls plague many colleges, the 

suggestion has been made that higher education leaders become more businesslike and 

some schools are actively seeking candidates for presidencies from nontraditional paths 

(Cook, 2012). A recent research study conducted by Witt/Kieffer (2014) attempted to 

answer the question about whether business executives can adapt to positions within 

academia or if some of their innate personality traits would preclude them from 

succeeding. One hundred of today’s higher education leaders were surveyed using the 

Hogan Personality Inventory (HPI), the Hogan Development Survey (HDI) and the 

Motives, Values and Preferences Inventory (MVPI) with the goal of ascertaining 

similarities and differences in styles among leaders from traditional academic 

backgrounds compared with leaders in corporate America (Witt/Keiffer, 2014).  

When viewed as a whole, characteristics of leaders within higher education and 

corporate America showed similar personality profiles. Leaders in both groups had 

elevated scores on the HPI Ambition scale (Witt/Kieffer, 2014). High scores on this scale 

indicate individuals who are driven, achievement-oriented, and willing to take initiative 

(Witt/Kieffer, 2014). High ambition scores are common among folks who seek leadership 

positions (Witt/Kieffer, 2014).  Both groups also scored highly on the attributes typically 

associated with creative, innovative and curious people (Witt/Kieffer, 2014).  

Higher education leaders scored above corporate executives on the HPI learning 

approach (Witt/Kieffer, 2014). High scores indicate individuals who value education and 

typically advocate learning and training opportunities for others. Higher education 

leaders also showed elevated scores around interpersonal sensitivity (Witt/Kieffer, 2014). 
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Higher scores in this category indicate an ability to communicate more diplomatically 

and to seek and form alliances (Witt/Kieffer, 2014).  

Most notably, the MVPI results showed that higher education leaders scored 

significantly higher on Altruistic and lower on Commerce levels when compared with 

corporate leaders (Witt/Kieffer, 2014). Folks with high Altruistic scores typically focus 

on helping and providing service to others (Witt/Kieffer, 2014). Those who score low on 

the Commerce scale more often have a lower interest in money, profits, investments and 

business opportunities (Witt/Kieffer, 2014). 

Higher education leaders’ positive scores more closely aligned with education, 

contributing to society and tact, perceptiveness, and relationships. Their lower scores 

related to money, profits, and business opportunities. Corporate executives scored high 

for initiative, money, profits, business opportunities, and creativity and lower for helping 

others and predictability (Witt/Kieffer, 2014). Today’s higher education environment is 

increasingly focused on managing scarce resources (Cameron & Smart, 1998). Because 

of this increased focus on resources and accountability, having scores that more closely 

aligned with the corporate leaders scores on money, profits and business opportunities 

may be an advantage for college presidents (Witt/Keiffer, 2014). College presidents are 

operating in an environment of increased regulations, decreased state support, declining 

endowments, and questions about the value of a bachelor’s degree (Cameron & Smart, 

1998; Selingo, 2012). This increased focus on resources, profits, and business 

opportunities aligns more closely with the skills attributed to corporate leaders. It may, in 

fact, serve colleges well to choose leaders whose strengths more closely align with 

corporate leaders. The challenge for colleges will be to do this in a way that maintains a 
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focus on their mission-orientation and commitment to higher learning (Witt/Kieffer, 

2014). 

The Role of the College President  

The nature of the president’s position in higher education is multi-faceted and 

requires a single individual to be a leader, planner, mediator, academic, politician, 

advocate, investment banker, conductor, showman, supporter, cheerleader, and of course 

manager (Altbach, Gumport & Berdahl, 2011; Eckel & Kezar, 2011).  While the focus of 

the work of academics—teaching, research, and service—are at the core of an institution 

of higher education, someone must attend to the business side of academia.  Presidents 

oversee the management of finances and work to increase available resources.  Presidents 

serve as facilitators for collaboration between academic departments, and as conduits to 

outside councils, government agencies, alumni, donor and communities.  Presidents have 

the primary responsibility for increasing public support of the institution (Eckel & Kezar, 

2011), and while presidents may not deliver the key functions on campus, they are 

responsible for creating the context that supports that important work.  College presidents 

often find themselves faced with conflicting priorities (Bataille, Asfaw & Jackson, 2013).  

Discovering the best balance between fostering academic autonomy and adopting a 

culture of greater accountability requires great skill (Altbach, Gumport & Berdahl, 2011; 

Lawton, et al, 2012). 

Change is coming so quickly that effective presidents must balance institutional 

aspirations, societal needs, and fiscal accountability (Bataille, Asfaw & Jackson, 2013).  

Within higher education specifically, definitions of effective leadership emphasize the 

importance of context, environmental conditions, and campus culture (Bataille, Asfaw & 
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Jackson, 2013).  What sets institutions of higher education apart from businesses is the 

unique set of characteristics institutions of higher education possess.  Colleges are the 

most important institution in the complex process of knowledge creation (Altbach, 2011). 

There is no metric in higher education comparable to money in business, and no goal 

equating to profits—in part because the activity of knowledge generation is hard to 

quantify (Schmidtlein & Berdahl, 2011). Additionally, presidents are operating in an 

environment that features shared governance as well as multiple and complex authority 

structures with board of trustees and faculty senates.  Experts in higher education note 

that presidents in higher education are more successful when they work within and 

acknowledge the various aspects of the academic culture (Birnbaum, 1988; 1992).   

A study of higher education presidential effectiveness (Michael, Schwartz & 

Balraj, 2001) concluded that the appropriate question of preparedness may not be about 

the path to presidency, but rather the knowledge presidents bring with them regarding the 

higher education sector.  Can leaders from outside academia understand the unique 

culture that exists in a deep enough way to ensure their success as a president (Michael, 

Schwartz & Balraj, 2001)?  In fact, what sets successful higher education leaders apart, 

according to Nancy Zimpher, Chancellor of the State University of New York, is their 

ability to understand the culture of the institution (2012).  It is the steadfast focus on the 

mission and vision of an organization that allow leaders to be successful (Bennis, 2003, 

Collins, 2005, Drucker, 2004, Kotter, 2001). What then, is the appropriate path to the 

presidency? 
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Path to the Presidency 

In the 2007 American Council on Education (ACE) American College President 

Study, it was announced that higher education is likely to experience a major change in 

presidential leadership during the next decade due to retirements.  The average tenure of 

college presidents has shortened from 8.5 years in 2006 to 7 years in 2011 (Cook, 2012). 

The ACE (2007) study reported that almost half of all college presidents are aged 61 or 

older.  More recently, the Chronicle of Higher Education (2013) released its annual 

Almanac of numbers reporting that 70% of college presidents are age 61 or older and that 

the majority of all senior administrators are over 50.  If just half of these presidents 

decide to retire in the next five years, a large number of presidencies will become vacant.  

A concern expressed by American Council on Education and the College and University 

Professional Association for Human Resources is that higher education may find itself 

facing a shortage of qualified individuals to assume these roles (King & Gomez, 2008).   

For the past 27 years, the most common career path to the presidency of a college 

has been through the role of Chief Academic Officer (CAO) in higher education 

(Chronicle of Higher Education, 2013; Cook, 2012; King & Gomez, 2008).  The career 

path to presidency has been described as a fairly well defined ladder with a relatively 

large number of rungs (Cohen & March, 1986).  The typical pathway to presidency 

includes experience as a teacher, department chair, institute director, dean, and then 

president.  In fact, more than half the college presidents surveyed in 2012 had spent their 

entire careers in higher education (Cook, 2012).   

A recent Council of Independent Colleges (CIC) Chief Academic Officer (CAO) 

survey revealed that CAOs spend most of their time on curriculum and academic 
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programs and their most important responsibilities are to promote academic quality and 

set the academic vision for the institution (Hartley & Godin, 2010).  This data also 

implies that the current role of CAO only partially prepares them to be president (Hartley 

& Godin, 2010).  What serves CAOs well in their preparation for presidency is their 

institutional perspective, their budget functions as related to academic programs, and 

their exposure to the physical infrastructure via classroom and lab management (King & 

Gomez, 2008).  Unfortunately, CAOs appear to spend little time externally focused, 

which is a major component of the presidential position.  Of CAOs surveyed, 72% 

reported spending little to no time on fundraising, 75% spent little or no time on alumni 

relations, and 64% spent little or no time on government relations (King & Gomez, 

2008).   

Decreases in public funding, increases in organizational complexity, and pressure 

from both internal and external constituents have combined to shift the role of the college 

president (Bataille, Asfaw & Jackson, 2013).  In light of the current pressures on college 

presidents, a recent survey revealed that only one in four CAOs surveyed intends to seek 

a college presidency (Hartley & Godin, 2010).  Chief Academic Officers cited the 

unappealing nature of work and increasingly unrealistic demands of the position as 

reasons they would avoid a presidential career track (Hartley & Godin, 2009).  If half the 

presidents age 61 and older retire in the next five years, and only one in four CAOs 

intend to seek a presidency, the result could be that a number of presidential vacancies go 

unfilled (Hartley & Godin, 2010). In this case, there may be a demand for qualified 

leaders to assume the presidential role from a non-academic pathway.  
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Summary 

In their current role, college presidents find themselves caught between faculty 

groups who want to celebrate faculty governance and boards of trustees eager to see 

institutions succeed in funding, ranking, and advancement (Bataille, Asfaw & Jackson, 

2013). At the same time, greater competition, regulation, scrutiny, and complexity are 

making a CEO’s role as strategist and visionary also extremely demanding (Kotter, 2012; 

Sporito, 2011). Both college presidents and CEOs are responding to the rapid pace of 

change in America (Kotter, 2012). Regulatory policies, disruptive technologies, and the 

increased speed of communications are providing leadership challenges to both college 

presidents and CEOs (Selingo, 2012, PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014). Leaders in both 

industries must be focused on helping their organizations cope with change effectively, 

within the confines of their existing organizational structures (Kotter, 2012). Successful 

college presidents are creating environments of collaboration while balancing the 

accountabilities that are present with shared governance (Bataille, Asfaw & Jackson, 

2013). CEOs are creating collaborative environments while managing within traditional 

hierarchical organizations (Kotter, 2012). While there is not one clear profile of the ideal 

leader (George, Sims, McLean & Mayer, 2007), effective leaders help their organizations 

remain focused and steadfast on what is right for their enterprise (Kotter, 2001).  

College presidents believe that running a college is dramatically different from 

running a corporation (Sandeen, 2011). Yet, in comparing leadership styles of college 

presidents with corporate leaders using the MVPI, there were many similarities 

specifically in respect to high ambition and creativity, innovation, and curiosity as 

strengths (Witt/Keiffer, 2014), important traits to ensure success in the current 
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challenging climates in higher education and corporate America. These similarities are 

offset with differences in focus. Corporate leaders have more focus on money, profits and 

business opportunities than college presidents (Witt/Keiffer, 2014). Today’s higher 

education environment is increasingly focused on managing scarce resources (Cameron 

& Smart, 1998). Because of this increased focus on resources and accountability, having 

MVPI scores that more closely aligned with the corporate leaders scores on money, 

profits, and business opportunities may be an advantage for college presidents 

(Witt/Keiffer, 2014). College presidents are operating in an environment of increased 

regulations, decreased state support, declining endowments, and questions about the 

value of a bachelor’s degree (Cameron & Smart, 1998; Selingo, 2012). This increased 

focus on resources, profits and business opportunities aligns more closely with the skills 

attributed to corporate leaders. It may, in fact, serve colleges well to choose leaders 

whose strengths more closely align with corporate leaders. The challenge will be to do 

this in a way that maintains a focus on their mission-orientation and commitment to 

higher learning (Witt/Kieffer, 2014). 

A study of higher education presidential effectiveness (Michael, Schwartz & 

Balraj, 2001) concluded that the appropriate question of preparedness may not be about 

the career path the college president took, but rather the knowledge they bring with them 

regarding the higher education sector.  Understanding the unique culture that exists in 

higher education is what sets successful college presidents apart from their less-

successful peers (Zimpher, 2012).  

Very shortly impending retirements will create a demand for qualified leaders to 

assume the role of college president (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2013). Research 
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indicates that many candidates with a traditional academic background that would have 

ascended to the presidency from within higher education are not interested in pursuing 

this leadership role (Cook, 2012). For this reason, there may be a demand for qualified 

leaders to assume the presidential role from a non-academic pathway. In light of the 

current landscape of higher education, and the pending shortfall in presidential candidates 

from within higher education, it is important to consider non-academic leaders and their 

potential to successfully lead institutions of higher education (Chronicle of Higher 

Education, 2013; King & Gomez, 2008). 

Despite the vast amount of research available on the college presidency, there is 

limited research regarding presidents who are hired from a non-academic pathway. While 

it has been stated that leadership in one setting is different from leadership in the other 

(Sandeen, 2011), absent is the literature that articulates how it is different. This study 

seeks to contribute to the literature by examining non-academic leaders’ perceptions of 

the similarities and differences between their experience in corporate America and higher 

education.  This research is designed to explore the experiences of college presidents who 

have held top executive level positions at both academic and corporate institutions.  

Through this study, the researcher will attempt to uncover how these particular leaders 

perceive the similarities and differences in leading a college and a corporation. Given the 

increasing numbers of presidents being appointed from a non-academic pathway, it is 

important to learn more about these leaders by obtaining in-depth information about the 

type of individuals they are, what motivated them to move into academia from a 

corporate organization, and what skills and insights they bring to their position 

particularly as a result of their non-traditional career path. Having a clearer understanding 
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about the experiences of college presidents who came to their roles after having similar 

leadership experience in a corporate environment could help search committees and 

candidates better understand the advantages and challenges non-academic leaders face 

when assuming the role of president from a non-traditional path. The information from 

this study may help institutions of higher education that may be considering leaders from 

non-academic pathways for leadership openings. It may also serve to improve leadership 

effectiveness in colleges if College Boards of Trustees consider the information as part of 

their leadership preparation or succession planning activities.   Information from this 

study will also be useful to corporate leaders considering a career transition to higher 

education by helping them understand how the roles are similar or different. Perhaps 

having this insight will inspire effective corporate leaders to make such a shift, and 

thereby help to alleviate the potential shortfall in leadership for colleges.  
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Chapter 3 -- Methodology 

Purpose 

In light of the potential shortfall in college presidential candidates from within 

higher education, Cook (2012) as well as King and Gomez (2008) suggest considering 

non-academic leaders and their potential to successfully lead institutions of higher 

education. This research was designed to explore the experiences of college presidents 

who have held top executive level positions at both academic and corporate institutions 

and who ascended to their presidency from a role outside higher education.  Through this 

study, the researcher sought to ascertain from the presidents how prepared they believed 

they were to assume the role of president and to uncover what these particular leaders 

perceived as the similarities and differences in leading a college and a corporation.   

The results of the study provide a deeper understanding and appreciation of the 

practice and profession of college administration and more specifically about the 

presidents’ perceptions of the similarities and differences of leading a college after 

having been leaders of corporations.  The results have implications for administrative 

practice and leadership.   

The researcher’s intention was to provide information to help college boards of 

trustees and CEO college presidential candidates gain a better understand the advantages 

and challenges non-academic leaders face when assuming the role of president from a 

non-academic path. This information may also serve to improve leadership effectiveness 

in colleges if boards of trustees consider the information as part of their leadership 

preparedness or succession planning activities. Capitalizing on the perceptions of the 

non-traditional presidents, members of the board of trustees will have insight into the 
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differences non-traditional presidents will face upon arrival at their campus. With this 

information, the boards can be mindful about the onboarding process and help the 

presidents make a smooth transition.  

Information from this study will also be useful to corporate leaders considering a 

career transition to higher education by helping them understand how the roles are similar 

or different. CEOs who are interested in transitioning to higher education will find insight 

into how the experience may be similar to or different from their previous experience and 

what strategies can be employed to lead through the differences.    

Research Questions 

It was the intent of this study to provide information on the experience of non-

academic leaders who are leading or have led a college in New England in the role of 

president. The research questions were developed as a foundation to ascertain the non-

academic leaders’ perceptions of their preparedness and of the similarities and 

differences between their roles in corporate America and higher education. The specific 

research questions were: How prepared did corporate executives believe they were to 

lead as a president of a college or university? What do former executives report to be the 

similarities and/or differences between their two experiences? What aspects of their 

corporate training and experience have proven to be beneficial and/or useful to them in 

their role as president? What skills or knowledge was missing from their past training and 

experience that would have more adequately prepared them to assume the president’s 

role? 
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A Multi-Case Study 

When facilitating inquiry of issues in depth and detail, qualitative methods are the 

most effective (Patton, 2002).  The dearth of research available on college presidents is 

quantitative in nature (age, gender, education) (Almanac, 2013; Cook, 2012; King & 

Gomez, 2008).  Because this researcher was seeking to uncover more about the 

experiences of these non-academic leaders by exploring their perceptions, understanding 

their experiences, and learning from their insights, an in-depth qualitative method was 

most appropriate (Patton, 2002). In order to facilitate exploration of the experiences and 

perceptions of non-academic presidents within the context of the multiple college 

settings, a multi-case study approach was utilized (Yin, 2009). Case studies are a 

preferred method when “(a) how or why questions are being posed, (b) the investigator 

has little control over the events, and (c) the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon 

within a real-life context,” (Yin, 2009, p. 2). As guided by the overall study purpose, a 

multi-case study was the appropriate research strategy since it will allowed the researcher 

to explore the presidents’ experiences of similarities and differences within and across 

several cases (Yin, 2009). The qualitative multi-case study approach helped ensure that 

the issue was not explored through the lens of just one individual’s experience, but 

through the lenses of several individuals, which increased the potential for multiple facets 

of the phenomenon to be revealed and understood (Baxter & Jack, 2008).  

The philosophical underpinning of the case study method proposed by Robert Yin 

(2009) is constructivism.  Constructivists believe that meaning is constructed by the 

individual (Baxter & Jack, 2008). They also believe that “truth is a matter of consensus 

among informed and sophisticated constructors” (Patton, 2002, p. 98). As such, 
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“phenomena can only be understood in the context in which they are studied” (Patton, 

2002, p. 98). Using a qualitative case study methodology allowed the researcher to study 

the subjects within their context. Through close collaboration between the researcher and 

the participant, the participants were able to tell their stories. Through these stories, 

participants are able to describe their views of reality, which prompts a greater 

understanding by the researcher on the participant’s actions (Baxter & Jack, 2008). In the 

case of college presidents ascending to their role from a non-academic pathway, it is the 

goal of the research to understand how their experiences as a college president were 

similar or different from their experiences in corporate leadership.  

Participants 

Perhaps the biggest difference between qualitative and quantitative research is the 

logic that supports sampling approaches (Patton, 2002). Quantitative studies generally 

depend on larger samples selected randomly (Patton, 2002). The larger sample size of 

quantitative studies allows for generalization to the population of the research (Patton, 

2002). Qualitative studies in contrast, focus in depth on a relatively small purposefully 

selected sample (Patton, 2002). The logic behind the purposeful sampling of qualitative 

studies is to allow for in-depth study of information-rich cases (Patton, 2002). Rather 

than the empirical generalizations of quantitative research, qualitative studies seek to 

yield in-depth understanding by selecting information-rich cases whose study will 

illuminate answers to the questions posed in the research (Patton, 2002).  

The purposeful sample of seven presidents included presidents with at least two 

years of experience as a college president who arrived at their roles from a leadership 

positions outside higher education. The researcher identified ten colleges in New England 
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with presidents who ascended to their roles from a non-academic pathway. Seven of these 

presidents agreed to participate in the study.  Four of the presidents were women and 

three were men.  

The presidents were located at colleges within New England. Six of the colleges 

were private and one was public. Of the seven colleges, two are located in Maine, three in 

Massachusetts and one each in Rhode Island and New Hampshire. Carnegie 

Classifications has been the standard framework for describing institutional structure in 

U.S. higher education for the past four decades (Carnegie, 2001). Carnegie Classification 

is a snapshot of institutional attributes and behavior for a specific timeframe and is used 

to represent institutional differences (Carnegie, 2001). The Carnegie Classification for 

each college is listed below as a way of comparing the attributes of the colleges for the 

presidents profiled.  

The participants had considerable leadership experience and provided 

information-rich content. Each of the participant’s leadership experience spanned at least 

two decades. Following is a description of the participants and their colleges. Table 1 

offers a summary of this information.  

Michael B. Alexander is the ninth president of Lasell College. He arrived at 

Lasell after a twenty-six career in media and entertainment. His most recent position was 

as Partner in Echo Bridge Entertainment. Lasell College is situated in the suburbs of 

Boston in Newton, Massachusetts and serves just over 2,200 undergraduate and graduate 

students. Lasell is a private college with a Carnegie Classification of professions-focused, 

four-year selective.  
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Helen Drinan stepped into the role of President of Simmons College at the 

request of the Board of Trustees in 2008. Prior to that she was a Human Resources 

Executive with Caritas Christi Healthcare. Simmons College is located in the heart of 

Boston’s Fenway Colleges in Massachusetts and serves 4,800 undergraduate and 

graduate students. Simmons is a private college with a Carnegie Classification of 

balanced arts & sciences, four-year selective.  

Sr. Jane Gerity has been the President of Salve Regina University since 2009. Sr. 

Jane moved to Rhode Island from Atlanta, Georgia where she had been serving as a 

Senior Vice President at St. Joseph’s Health System. Salve Regina University sits on the 

ocean in Newport, Rhode Island and serves 2,800 undergraduate and graduate students. 

Salve Regina is a private university with a Carnegie Classification of professions plus 

arts and sciences; four-year selective.  

Jackie Jenkins-Scott’s presidency at Wheelock College has spanned a decade. 

She transitioned to Wheelock from her position as CEO of Dimick Community Health 

Center. Wheelock College is located among the Colleges of the Fenway in Boston, 

Massachusetts and serves 1,300 undergraduate and graduate students. Wheelock is a 

private college with a Carnegie Classification of professional plus arts and sciences; four-

year selective.  

Laurie Lachance was inaugurated as President of Thomas College in the summer 

of 2012. She worked previously as the President and CEO of the Maine Development 

Foundation. Thomas College is located in the heart of Central Maine in Waterville, along 

the Kennebec River and serves 1,000 undergraduate and graduate students. Thomas is a 

private college with a Carnegie Classification of professions focus; four-year inclusive.  
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Dr. Barry Mills is retiring from the presidency of Bowdon College at the end of 

this academic year. Before arriving at Bowdoin Dr. Mills was a corporate lawyer with the 

law firm Debevoise & Plimpton in New York City. Bowdoin College is located in 

Brunswick, Maine and serves 1,800 undergraduate students. Bowdoin is a private college 

with a Carnegie Classification of arts and sciences focus, four-year more selective.  

Ron Rioux’s banking career spanned two decades culminating in his role as 

President and CEO of St. Mary’s Bank, the nation’s first credit union. Upon retirement, 

he served as interim president of River Valley Community College then Manchester 

Community College. He now serves as Vice Chancellor of the Community College 

System of New Hampshire. River Valley Community College is located in Claremont, 

New Hampshire. Manchester Community College is in Manchester, New Hampshire. 

Together they serve just over 3,000 students. Both community colleges are public with 

Carnegie Classifications of associates two-year.  
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Table 1 Presidents Interviewed 

President College 
Earned 

Degrees 
Prior Position 

Years as 

President 

Years 

Corporate 

Experience 

Michael 
Alexander 

Lasell College 
MA 
Education 

Partner, Echo 
Bridge 
Entertainment 

7 26 

Helen Drinan 
Simmons 
College 

MS Library 
Science & 
MBA 

HR Executive 
Caritas Christi 
Healthcare 

6 32 

Sr. Jane 
Gerity 

Salve Regina 
University 

PhD English 

Senior Vice 
President St 
Joseph’s Health 
System 

5 17 

Jackie 
Jenkins-Scott 

Wheelock 
College 

MS Social 
Work 

CEO Dimick 
Community 
Health Center 

10 21 

Laurie 
Lachance 

Thomas 
College 

MBA 

President/CEO 
Maine 
Development 
Foundation 

2 19 

Barry Mills 
Bowdoin 
College 

PhD Biology 
& JD 

Partner, 
Debevoise & 
Plimpton 

13 22 

Ron Rioux 

River Valley 
and 
Manchester 
Community 
Colleges 

BS Business 
Management 

President/CEO 
St. Mary’s Bank 

2 40 

 

Ethical Considerations 

The college presidents are public figures and much information about them 

currently exists in the public domain, and it is unlikely that participation in this study 

would yield information that would put their reputation at risk. Risk was offset in the 
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following ways. As participants, presidents had the option of declining to answer any 

question during the interview process. Presidents were also invited to proofread the 

interview transcripts for accuracy and remove any information they were not comfortable 

disclosing. After hearing about the purpose of the research, each president signed the 

informed consent (Appendix C) giving permission for his or her interview data and name 

to be used. 

The names and personally identifiable information, along with all data collected 

were kept secure and only accessible to the researcher. The interview recordings, notes, 

transcripts, and study materials were secured in a locked box and digitally in a password-

protected space. The data will be kept for five years from the completion of this study 

and then destroyed.  

One ethical consideration that must be addressed is the researcher’s own non-

academic pathway to leadership in higher education. The tendency may manifest through 

an inclination to be biased toward similarities between higher education and corporate 

environments. This bias will be controlled through strong triangulation of the data and by 

ensuring that all conclusions are firmly rooted in and supported by data. Notes from each 

coding decision will also be maintained to create a transparent coding process.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data collection began with an examination of the resumes of the college 

presidents, available on the college websites, to familiarize the researcher with their 

professional experiences. Additionally, available blog posts, newspaper articles, and 

speeches given by the presidents were also reviewed. The review of these materials 



CEO PREPAREDNESS  51 
 

helped the researcher learn about the presidents in some depth as preparation for the 

interviews.  

 The researcher formally requested consent from all individuals who agreed to 

participate in the study. Once consent was obtained, the researcher established an 

appointment with the interviewee for a personal interview at a time and place that was 

convenient for the interviewee. Four of the interviews were conducted face-to-face in the 

President’s office. Three interviews were conducted via telephone. 

All participants received the questions at least two days prior to the scheduled 

interview to allow time to reflect on the content of the questions. The interviews lasted 

between 35 and 65 minutes. The interviews were recorded using EvernoteTM on the iPad 

and then transcribed verbatim. As a means to insuring accuracy of the data, a transcript of 

each participant’s verbatim responses was shared with him or her for review and revision.  

Coding of the data began with the researcher reviewing the data and assigning 

codes. In qualitative research, a code is a “researcher-generated construct that symbolizes 

and thus attributes interpreted meaning to each individual datum for later purposes of 

pattern detection, categorization, theory-building, and other analytic processes” (Saldana, 

2013, p. 4). The first cycle of coding was completed after a thorough review of all the 

interview transcripts and resulted in a broad list of codes, some of which overlapped. The 

next step included a closer review of the transcript quotes that were assigned to each code 

and led to a combining of codes and narrowing of the focus. This step revealed four 

overarching themes; how prepared the presidents believed they were, the similarities and 

differences in their corporate and higher education roles, how they responded to those 

differences, and advice they had for boards of trustees. Within each of these four 
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overarching ideas, discernable subthemes emerged. Two subthemes emerged when 

presidents spoke about their preparedness, exposure to the job and a match of skills. 

Additionally, three subthemes emerged when the presidents spoke about the similarities 

and differences of their experiences. Those subthemes were faculty, finances and 

outcomes. The organization of the four overarching ideas and the subthemes within each 

idea is represented in Table 2. Quotes and notes from the interviews were then reviewed a 

third time based on this coding structure (Saldana, 2013).  

Table 2 Coding Rubric 

Idea Themes 

1. Preparedness -Exposure to the job 
-Match of skills 

2. Similarities and 
Differences 

Faculty 
  -Similar: to other professionals 
  -Different: academic freedom/tenure 
  -Different: shared governance 
Finances 
 -Similar: to other jobs 
 -Different: fundraising 
Outcomes 
 -Different: accountability 

3. Response to 
Differences 

-Culture 
-Relationships 
-Fundraising 

4. Advice for Search            
Committees 

-Not for everyone 
-Passion for mission 

 

The findings of this study will be shared through the defense and publishing of the 

dissertation. The findings will also be submitted to academic and leadership journals for 

potential publishing. The researcher’s intention is to provide the information to help 

search committees and college presidential candidates gain better understand the 

advantages and challenges non-academic leaders face when assuming the role of 
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president from a non-academic path. This information may also serve to improve 

leadership effectiveness in colleges if boards of trustees consider the information as part 

of their leadership preparedness or succession planning activities.  Information from this 

study may also be useful to corporate leaders considering a career transition to higher 

education by helping them understand how the roles are similar or different.  
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Chapter 4 -- Presentation of Data 

In 2012, the Chronicle of Higher Education released its annual Almanac of 

numbers, which revealed that the majority of college senior administrators were over 50 

(Chronicle of Higher Education, 2013) and that 70% of American college presidents were 

age 61 or older. The average tenure of college presidents has shortened from 8.5 years in 

2006 to 7 years in 2011 (Cook, 2012).   If just half of the presidents over the age of 50 

decide to retire in the next five years, a large number of presidencies will become vacant.   

A concern expressed by American Council on Education (ACE) and the College and 

University Professional Association for Human Resources (King & Gomez, 2008) is that 

higher education may find itself facing a shortage of qualified individuals to assume these 

roles.    

The Almanac (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2013) researchers reported that one 

of the most popular paths to college presidency has remained unchanged since 1986 and 

it is through the role of Chief Academic Officer (CAO) at an institute of higher education 

(Chronicle of Higher Education, 2013; King & Gomez, 2008).   Of all new presidents 

appointed in 2013-2014, nearly 40% were provosts/vice presidents for academic affairs 

(Chronicle of Higher Education, 2014) before ascending to the presidency. Other popular 

pathways to presidency included other college vice presidents (21%), other college 

administrators (8%),and deans (11%) (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2014). Since 2006, 

the share of presidents whose immediate prior position was outside higher education has 

increased from 13% to 20% (Cook, 2012).  Researchers suggest that the increase in non-

academic leaders assuming the role of college presidents may be seen as a natural 
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response to the changing demands on higher education leaders (Cook, 2012; King & 

Gomez, 2008).   

Purpose 

In light of the potential pending shortfall in presidential candidates from within 

higher education, Cook (2012) as well as King and Gomez (2008) suggest considering 

non-academic leaders and their potential to successfully lead institutions of higher 

education. This research was designed to explore the experiences of college presidents 

who have held top executive level positions at both academic and corporate institutions 

and who ascended to their presidency from a role outside higher education.  Through this 

study, the researcher sought to ascertain from the presidents how prepared they believed 

they were to assume the role of president and to uncover what these particular leaders 

perceived as the similarities and differences in leading a college and a corporation.   

It was the intent of this study to provide information on the experiences of non-

academic leaders serving as presidents of colleges to assist boards of trustees and 

candidates in understanding the advantages and challenges non-academic leaders face 

when assuming the role of president from a non-traditional path. The research questions 

were developed as a foundation to determine the non-academic leaders’ perceptions of 

their preparedness for the job of college president and of the similarities and differences 

between their roles in and higher education and corporate America. The specific research 

questions were: How prepared did non-academic leaders believe they were to lead as 

presidents of colleges or universities? What do non-academic leaders report to be the 

similarities and/or differences between their corporate experiences and their experiences 

in higher education? What aspects of their corporate training and experience have proven 
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to be beneficial and/or useful to them in their role as president? What skills or knowledge 

were missing from their past training and experience that would have more adequately 

prepared them to assume the president’s role? 

Methodology 

As qualitative methods are the most effective for engaging in depth and detailed 

inquiry of issues (Patton, 2002) and the dearth of research available on college presidents 

is primarily quantitative in nature (age, gender, education) (Chronicle of Higher 

Education, 2013; Cook, 2012; King & Gomez, 2008), a qualitative research approach was 

employed in this study. The purpose of this research was to gather from college 

presidents who had previously been corporate leaders, information about their 

experiences and their perceptions of the similarities and differences between leading 

corporations and leading institutions of higher education. The case study method allows 

the investigator to “retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events” 

(Yin, 2009, p. 4). Using a multiple case study method allowed this researcher to explore 

college presidential leadership within its context in multiple settings. For the purposes of 

this study, each president was considered one case, and themes were developed by 

comparing the perceptions of the seven presidents.  

Data collection. The data collected in this study consisted of interviews with the 

participants and a review of published materials. The interviews were conducted in the 

Fall of 2014. The participants received the questions (Appendix A) for review before the 

interview. Four of the interviews were conducted face-to-face and three were over the 

phone. As part of the research protocol, participants were provided an opportunity to 

review and comment on the transcripts of the conversations. Published materials 
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including biographies, blog posts, speeches, and articles written by and about each of the 

presidents were collected and analyzed for the purpose of familiarizing the interviewer 

with the presidents before the interviews took place. Information gathered was saved on 

the researcher’s hard-drive and cataloged.  

Interviews were requested via email correspondence, generally with each 

president’s administrative assistant. The research questions and purpose were included in 

the request for interview. Correspondence between each college and the researcher has 

been saved on the researcher’s hard drive. The interview protocol (Appendix A) was the 

guide for the conversation, but the discussion followed the path presented by the 

president’s answers to the questions. Therefore, the interviews were similar, but not 

exactly the same. The interviews were recorded using Evernotetm on the iPad. The 

recordings were transcribed and sent to each president for review. President Drinan 

returned her transcript with minor edits for grammar and a few word changes. The other 

Presidents made no changes. 

Data analysis. Coding of the data began with the researcher reviewing the data 

and assigning codes. In qualitative research, a code is a “researcher-generated construct 

that symbolizes and thus attributes interpreted meaning to each individual datum for later 

purposes of pattern detection, categorization, theory-building, and other analytic 

processes” (Saldana, 2013, p. 4). Through a three-stage coding process, four overarching 

ideas emerged. Each of these major ideas also had subthemes.  

Participants 

The purposeful sample of seven presidents included presidents with at least two 

years of experience as a College or University president who arrived at their roles from 
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leadership positions outside higher education. The researcher identified ten colleges in 

New England with presidents who ascended to their roles from non-academic pathways. 

Seven of these presidents agreed to participate in the study.  Four of the presidents were 

women and three were men. The presidents were located at colleges within New 

England. Six of the colleges were private and one was public. Of the seven colleges, two 

were located in Maine, three in Massachusetts, and one each in Rhode Island and New 

Hampshire. Carnegie Classifications has been the standard framework for describing 

institutional structure in U.S. higher education for the past four decades (Carnegie, 2001) 

Carnegie Classification is a snapshot of institutional attributes and behavior for a specific 

timeframe and is used to represent institutional differences (Carnegie, 2001). The 

Carnegie Classification for each college is listed below as a way of comparing the 

attributes of the colleges for the presidents profiled. All the presidents signed a consent 

form to allow the researcher to use their names in this dissertation.  

The participants had considerable leadership experience and provided 

information-rich content through their interviews. Each of the participant’s leadership 

experience spanned at least two decades. Following is an alphabetical listing of the 

participants in the study and the colleges they led. Table 1 in Chapter 3 offers a summary 

of this information. 

• Michael B. Alexander, Lasell College 

• Helen Drina, Simmons College 

• Sr. Jane Gerity, Salve Regina University  

• Jackie Jenkins-Scott, Wheelock College 

• Laurie Lachance, Thomas College  
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• Dr. Barry Mills, Bowdoin College  

• Ron Rioux, Manchester and River Valley Community Colleges 

Results of the Study 

This research was designed to explore the experiences of college presidents who 

came to their presidency from top executive level positions at corporate institutions.  

Through this study, the researcher discovered the presidents’ sense of preparedness to 

take the role, learned what these particular leaders perceived as the similarities and 

differences in leading a college and a corporation, and how they responded to the 

differences. The presidents also shared advice for boards of trustees about attributes to 

consider when recruiting non-academic presidents. The candid and rich data revealed 

four overarching ideas; how prepared presidents believed themselves to be, the 

similarities and differences in their roles, how they responded to those differences, and 

advice they had for boards of trustees. Two themes emerged when presidents spoke about 

their preparedness, exposure to the job and a match of skills. Additionally, three themes 

emerged when the presidents spoke about the similarities and differences of their 

experiences. Those themes are faculty, finances and outcomes. 

1. Prepared to lead.  The presidents interviewed reported feeling prepared to 

assume the role of president from their leadership position outside higher education. They 

described two main areas of preparedness: their own prior engagement in higher 

education and the match between the institutional needs and their leadership strengths. 

Each of the presidents had some previous involvement with higher education before 

being attracted to the presidency. Each of the presidents used his or her previous 

exposure to higher education as a foundation of knowledge from which to make 
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decisions. Each of the presidents was chosen for his or her institution based on how his or 

her strengths matched the needs of the institution.  

Prior engagement in higher education. A review of the resumes of the seven 

presidents who participated in this study revealed each had previous engagement in 

higher education, either as a member of a Board of Trustees or by teaching college-level 

courses. Presidents Mills, Gerity, Drinan, Thomas, and Rioux had been members of their 

college’s board of trustees. President Alexander was a member of a different college’s 

board of trustees and President Jenkins-Scott taught classes at her institution. For the five 

presidents on college boards of trustees, it was their exposure as a board of trustee 

member that afforded them the opportunity to be considered for the position and gave 

them insight into the current strengths and challenges of their institution. Sr. Jane Gerity 

at Salve Regina University was a member of the search committee when the request was 

made that she consider candidacy. President Gerity explained how she came to her 

decision to submit her name for candidacy: 

I looked at the prospectus and the kind of things that you needed to have and I 

found I could check most of them from those two sets of experiences. So I took a 

couple of days off, I thought about it, prayed about it, wrote this long letter and I 

knew as soon as presented it [to the Board of Trustees] that it was done…the job 

would be mine. (Gerity, 2014) 

Ron Rioux, president of Manchester Community College, trusted his board’s chairperson 

that he could succeed in the position despite having no day-to-day experience in higher 

education.  



CEO PREPAREDNESS  61 
 

So when Paul Holloway called me I said, ‘what do I know about education?’  He 

said, ‘Don’t worry about that.  You have enough knowledge to be able to run an 

institution, trust me.’  I was one for accepting a challenge.  I said, ‘Sure, OK.  I’ll 

do that.’ (Rioux, 2014)  

In 2000, Barry Mills signed on to chair the search committee for the new 

president of Bowdoin College. From his seat on the Board of Trustees, Mills spent one 

year learning about how the college had changed since his graduation in 1979. He spent 

the year talking with faculty, staff, and students in an effort to understand exactly the type 

of leader the college needed to be successful moving forward. At the end of the search, 

Mills himself was appointed president. He described his experience this way: 

Much to my surprise they asked me to become the Head of the Search Committee. 

I spent a year coming and visiting Bowdoin once every 2 weeks, spending a 

couple of days to a week trying to figure out what the college needed for a 

president.  …Through the process some trustees and some faculty came to me and 

said, “Would you be willing to do this?”  And I said, “No”.  And they came back 

to me again and my wife and I talked about it … and [I decided to say yes]. I was 

really interested in Higher Ed, I was really interested in young people, interested 

in making these communities work.  And so I decided to try something new. 

(Mills, 2014) 

Jackie Jenkins-Scott, President of Wheelock College, was the only president who 

ascended to her role without prior experience on a college board of trustees. Her 

experience in higher education was through teaching classes at Wheelock and the 

Harvard School of Health. She described her experience this way: 
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So it so happened, it was just by coincidence that in 2003, I gave the 

commencement address here and I didn’t know the president was leaving and I 

was leaving [my job as CEO of Dimick Community Health Center] in 2003 so 

just people started sending me things, did you know?  Why don’t you apply for 

Fall 2003?  So that’s the shortcut. (Jenkins-Scott, 2014) 

President Drinan was invited to join the board of trustees at Simmons as an 

alumna in 2003. She became chairman of the board in 2006. When the president stepped 

down unexpectedly in 2008, the board “decided to look for a ‘friend of the college’ to do 

the job on a short-term basis while they figured out what the next step was…next thing 

you know they offered me the job” (Drinan, 2014). 

While President Alexander was not on the board of trustees at Lasell College, 

where he would ascend to presidency, he was active on the board at Bloomfield College. 

President Alexander described that because higher education “was [his] interest, [he] paid 

attention. I was the Chair of the Academic Affairs Committee [for the Bloomfield 

College Board of Trustees]” (Alexander, 2014). 

President Lachance was serving on the board of Thomas College as well as three 

other educational boards including the University of Maine at Orono’s Board of Visitors. 

Serving in these capacities, President Lachance reported, these experiences “gave [her] 

insights into higher ed” (Lachance, 2014). 

Matching institution needs to strengths. While exposure to the current Board of 

Trustees was a factor for most in providing an entrée to the opportunity to be considered 

for the position, each president spoke of how his or her background was a match for the 

institution at the specific time he/she was chosen. Presidents described the elements of 
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their backgrounds that were aligned to the needs of the colleges and consequently 

attractive to the Board of Trustees. Jenkins-Scott, for example, spoke about how she used 

the interview process to help the board and college community see the value that she 

could bring to the role. She described the similarities between healthcare and higher 

education in Boston and how this healthcare experience prepared her to have a positive 

impact on Wheelock and its mission. President Jenkins-Scott explained: 

Well, I think there are certain transferable skills about leadership and I like to say 

it is telling in my interview process that I was lucky in that I came from healthcare 

in Boston which is very similar to higher ed in Boston in the sense that it’s a very 

competitive market.…There are very similar kinds of dynamics in the industries 

and not to say you can just insert the word education for healthcare, but there 

were similarities.  So, I felt the certain level of comfort in talking about what a 

leader does in systems that are under transformation, so I guess that’s how I try to 

frame it anyway. (Jenkins-Scott, 2014) 

Michael Alexander at Lasell College described his predecessor as having been 

“business-oriented on how he ran the place” (Alexander, 2014). Alexander explained that 

because his predecessor ran the college with a business focus and achieved results, his 

own background in starting and growing companies was especially attractive to the board 

of trustees, who had become accustomed to this business-focused style. President 

Alexander also shared that he had made the case to the Board that he was prepared to 

move the college to the next level of growth. In the interview with this researcher, 

Alexander cited the growth of the college since his arrival as evidence of the 

effectiveness of the match between his skills and the college’s need: 
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So [members of the Board of Trustees] were used to that kind of approach and I 

think they didn’t think their problems were over but … every company I ran grew 

tremendously.  And I argued … that I was poised to take off with this foundation 

that this previous guy had built, it had to kind of solidify things but I just felt like 

it could really take off.  They changed it to a more growth-oriented, investment 

mode and that’s what we did.  And it has worked tremendously well.  We’ve 

grown tremendously in my seven years. (Alexander, 2014)   

President Lachance from Thomas College described how her background in 

studying the state economy enabled her to know and understand many of the major issues 

of higher education in the state of Maine. President Lachance talked about her strengths 

this way: 

The strength that I brought was that I had been actually analyzing and forecasting 

about Maine’s economy for 29 years.  So I knew the economy, I knew the 

demographics, I had a very strong working knowledge of the policy options and 

what could affect change and development in our state, so I had a just a very 

intimate and deep understanding of Maine’s economy. Given that our college 

takes in 75% of our students from Maine, and 85% of our graduates stay in 

Maine, I knew just how very important that was to our state. [This experience 

gave me] a real sense of the issues and a real sense of the opportunities. 

(Lachance, 2014) 

President Lachance’s also indicated that her extensive background in both the private and 

government sectors and her leadership of a statewide non-profit brought her a leadership 

advantage that she described this way “I knew people, I knew leaders across all sectors 
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and all geographies of Maine, so it was a real advantage to have all those contacts” 

(Lachance, 2014). President Lachance believed the knowledge she had about the Maine 

economy, coupled with her extensive statewide network of leaders, made her an excellent 

candidate. 

The Board of Trustees at Simmons College asked board member Helen Drinan to 

step in as interim President when the Simmons President stepped-down unexpectedly 

toward the end of the school year. President Drinan reported that it was the summer of 

2008, the same time the financial crisis in the US had a major negative impact on many 

colleges’ endowments. President Drinan reported that because of the uncertainty in the 

financial markets, the Board of Trustees wanted to avoid uncertainty in its leadership and 

thus, very soon after she became interim President, the Board asked her to assume the 

role permanently. Here are her words: 

Now that was the summer of 2008, and of course that coincided with the financial 

crash that we had, and so very quickly everyone decided that an interim president 

would not do because there was enough uncertainty in the environment they did 

not want to continue. An interim president suggested somehow Simmons was up 

in the air about leadership so I became president…I wasn’t a placeholder 

president. (Drinan, 2014) 

 President Gerity described the point in the search process where the board 

realized that the strongest candidates were not Catholic. President Gerity reported that for 

the board of Salve Regina, hiring a candidate that had a strong sense of the university’s 

Catholic mission was important. When approached to consider the role, President 
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Gerity’s first response was no. She later changed her decision to yes when the board 

asked her to reconsider. 

So I kept saying no and then as the search progressed they realized it wasn’t going 

to be a sister and the strongest candidates were not Catholic. And so for our board 

that was sort of too big a step to take and so they turned to me again and asked me 

to think about it. (Gerity, 2014) 

President Mills admitted not knowing exactly what the attributes were that made 

him attractive to Bowdoin’s board of trustees at the time he was chosen, but he guessed it 

was for his collaborative style. He made these remarks: 

People said to me that it was the way I brought people together in an obvious way 

of trying to reach consensus. To be able to listen to people, to be able to draw out 

from people what their views were, and create space for everybody about 

different views. (Mills, 2014) 

Overall, these presidents reported feeling prepared to assume their role. They 

believed their previous experience and/or knowledge of higher education gave them a 

solid platform of information upon which to start. They also believed they were chosen 

for their positions because of the particular strengths they were bringing to their 

institutions and articulated how their strengths were aligned with the needs of their 

institutions at the time they were chosen.  

2. Similarities and differences between corporate America and higher 

education. Collectively, the presidents interviewed had 45 years of higher education 

experience and 177 years of corporate experience. It is from this depth of experience that 

they spoke about the similarities and differences of leading in higher education and 



CEO PREPAREDNESS  67 
 

leading in corporate organizations.  Their descriptions focused on three primary areas: 

faculty, finances, and outcomes. While three of the presidents described faculty as being 

similar to other professionals with whom they had worked, six out of the seven presidents 

described working with faculty as being different from their corporate experience. Three 

of the presidents talked about the difference between college faculty and corporate 

employees as being related to academic freedom; three attributed the differences to the 

shared governance model in their colleges.  Three presidents described the similarities in 

managing finances while five presidents highlighted the challenges of college 

fundraising. Four of the presidents described how the measures of success for colleges 

are different from those in corporations.  

Faculty. While Presidents Alexander, Gerity and Jenkins-Scott described how the 

faculty members at their institutions were similar to other professionals with whom they 

had worked, six out of the seven presidents described leading faculty as being a 

difference in their experience in corporations and higher education. Of these six, three of 

the presidents described the difference between faculty and corporate employees as being 

related to academic freedom while three attributed the differences in faculty to the shared 

governance model.   

Presidents Alexander, Gerity and Jenkins-Scott described faculty as being similar 

to other professionals with whom they worked. President Alexander likened television 

producers to faculty, saying:  

When I’m in Channel 9 in New York, we did more original production than any 

TV station in the country.  So I had tons of producers working for me.  You know 

what producers are like? They are like faculty.  They are …like kind of 
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iconoclasts, they have their own way of looking at the world, they are right, 

everybody else is wrong, and they are smart and creative and hard-charging, a lot 

of ways they’re tougher than faculty. (Alexander, 2014)      

President Gerity likened faculty to the medical doctors with whom she worked 

closely while the Senior Vice President of St. Joseph’s Health System. She described the 

similarities in personality styles this way: 

At the university, the medical staff is a lot like the faculty. … you can pick up the 

same characters. There is the sort of cantankerous one, there is the leader one, 

there is the very compassionate one, I mean they’re all there and some of the same 

tensions exist. (Gerity, 2014) 

President Jenkins-Scott compared faculty to professionals she worked with in the 

health care industry. She describes, “both industries are dependent on highly intelligent, 

highly intellectual workforce being faculty, physicians and nurses…so there are very 

similar kinds of dynamics’ (Jenkins-Scott, 2014). 

The difference between other professionals with whom these presidents had 

worked and the faculty on their campuses was illustrated with two distinctions, academic 

freedom/tenure and shared governance. Three of the presidents talked about the 

distinction of faculty being related to academic freedom and three attributed the 

differences in faculty to the shared governance model.   

Academic freedom. President Gerity described academic freedom as a benefit of 

tenure and further explained that the original purpose of tenure was to give faculty the 

ability to explore new ideas without threat of reprimand or dismissal for controversial 

ideas. She described tenure this way “[tenure’s] original purpose… is really academic 
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freedom, the ability to explore new ideas, to say what you think if it’s controversial” 

(Gerity, 2014). President Gerity went on to say that “[Faculty] have to have that security” 

(Gerity, 2014). She also described tenure as having a “downside because it locks people 

in and so at least in some cases there is not the same drive to keep on top of your 

discipline, to keep publishing, to really update your teaching” (Gerity, 2014). President 

Jenkins-Scott also described tenure as both a positive and a negative. She put it this way: 

We have tenured faculty.  I think one of the holy grails of higher ed both, what is 

a strength and a huge weakness, is our traditional form of …higher education 

structure or model. So it’s both great and it’s both challenging because in some 

ways you don’t have the flexibility but in other ways you have the stability that’s 

needed, so you have got both and we like many institutions I think we are in 

process of what that transformation really means and it’s scary and it’s tough and 

it’s tough conversations. (Jenkins-Scott, 2014) 

President Jenkins-Scott talked about how the structure of tenure challenges the college’s 

ability to be flexible in offering new programs in response to market demands. President 

Jenkins-Scott described how tenure creates tension in developing new programs because 

it stifles flexibility and flexibility is necessary to be able to respond to market. She put it 

this way: 

The reality is that the workforce is asking for some flexibility. The challenge of 

this is frankly the tension between whether we go for new models, whether you 

actually deliberately either reduce or make some changes in the composition of 

faculty so that you have more flexibility to create or add programs. (Jenkins-Scott, 

2014) 
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President Mills and President Rioux explained that from their perspectives, 

faculty operates differently than professionals with whom they had worked in corporate 

settings. President Mills talked about how academic freedom impacts the way faculty 

members approach their work and colleagues.  

They teach by themselves and they research by themselves. And reciprocity, what 

somebody thinks about me, how I deal with [colleagues],… it doesn’t really 

matter to my career, right? I can say or do anything to another faculty member or 

an administrator 24 /7 because it doesn’t matter, particularly, if I have tenure. But 

in the business world, how you act to somebody…your reputation, how you treat 

them matters. (Mills, 2014) 

President Rioux made a similar comment about how the faculty member’s independence 

in the classroom impacts their interactions with others. He commented: 

Because they have that academic freedom in the classroom at the college level … 

there’s a lot of independence in their classroom. They, I think, operate with that 

mindset of, “As long I’m educating students and they’re not giving [bad 

evaluations, I’m all set].” They don’t take into account how they may be able to 

get along with others, or how they in fact manage others. (Rioux, 2014)  

These three presidents reported that while the purpose of tenure is to positively 

impact the faculty’s ability to research and explore new ideas, their perceptions were that 

the practice of tenure contributes to a culture that is less collaborative and less flexible.  

Shared governance. As expressed by President Lachance, the practice of shared 

governance does not exist in most corporations, which gives corporate leaders more 

freedom to act. As she explains:  
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…it’s [shared governance] really a foreign concept from business…because 

usually Presidents and Vice Presidents [in corporations] feel they have the 

autonomy to do what they want and need to do when they want and need to do it, 

and it’s not quite that easy as you can imagine in an academic setting…. that is 

distinctly different than running a private enterprise where you don’t have to ask 

permission … if you feel it’s the right thing to do, you can just pull forward at any 

pace that you want. (Lachance, 2014) 

Presidents Lachance, Drinan and Jenkins-Scott discussed how the shared 

governance model works on their campuses, and how it impacts the culture. President 

Drinan explained how the faculty governance model is structured at Simmons: 

… in our institution we have a faculty policy manual which outlines the role of 

the faculty, the areas of consultation with the faculty, the things that the faculty 

basically owns… for example the curriculum;  so I think we have a fairly clear set 

of operating rules that we understand and I understand. (Drinan, 2014) 

President Jenkins-Scott described the shared governance model at Wheelock this way: 

Well, we have the traditional conventional faculty responsible for curriculum that 

is they have to say in the vision and the strategy for the institution and like all 

institutions I think there is a certain healthy – I think it’s very healthy tension 

between the role of faculty, the role of management, the role of trustees.  I think 

we are undergoing a lot of conversation about that right now. (Jenkins-Scott, 

2014)   

Shared governance is facilitated by a faculty senate at Thomas College. President 

Lachance described it this way: 
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When we have changes we want to put in place, we put it in through the 

appropriate committee of the senate, and it comes through the senate for major 

changes that aren’t administrative, and it is a shared governance model in that we 

are not constrained to do exactly as the senate votes, but it certainly informs our 

decisions, and to the greatest extent possible we will try to work with them to 

ensure that an outcome is something we can live with as an institution. (Lachance, 

2014) 

President Drinan perceived the presence of a shared governance model, along 

with the reward of tenure, as giving faculty a sense of entitlement to question decisions 

made by the administration. She described a particularly difficult financial situation at the 

college that required some creative problem solving and shared that while she knew and 

understood her decision-making boundaries within the scope of the shared governance 

agreement, the faculty still questioned her decision. The decision she made was to 

suspend 403(b) contributions for one third of the year with the promise to pay everyone 

back as soon as the college was financially able. This move allowed her to avoid laying 

off 25 people. Following is her description of the reaction of the faculty: 

…holy hell broke loose because I hadn’t consulted the faculty about my ability to 

[suspend benefits contributions]. I am not required to consult with the faculty; 

they have no say over benefits, since then they tried to write it into the faculty 

policy manual, because they don’t want it to happen again, but that’s an example 

of something I felt was the best choice all things considered. What would they 

have had me do, when they don’t ever have to answer that question, and they, 

they don’t ever have to answer that question. That’s why I think the model is 
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broken, because it’s not okay to just say no to everything, you have to have the 

answer too. (Drinan, 2014) 

President Lachance described a similar reaction from faculty when she announced 

at her inauguration a promise that all liberal arts majors would receive some foundation 

in business and all business majors would have some exposure to liberal arts before 

graduation. She described the faculty’s reaction and her response: 

Well it started a firestorm because the arts and sciences professors are like ‘oh 

great she is telling us we have to change gen eds.’ I said no you don’t. I am not 

necessarily suggesting you have to change the very core. I just saying I would like 

to be able to tell the world that if you come here, the student is going to leave with 

some practical bases and understanding of both sides of the house, and I had no 

idea it would cause such a firestorm but it did. (Lachance, 2014) 

 Finances. Six of the presidents reported that managing finances was an aspect of 

their corporate experience that was similar to their higher education experience. President 

Drinan compared the word profit in corporations to the word surplus in higher education 

as a way of explaining similarities between corporate and higher education finances:  

So the word profit is a dirty word in not-for-profit organizations, substitute the 

word surplus, and you have exactly the same economic challenge, an organization 

that does not at least break even, and … many colleges don’t even break even, is 

really dying slowly because you're basically using your assets inappropriately to 

shore up an operation that does not make economic sense, and so an operation 

that does not make economic sense is unsustainable. (Drinan, 2014).  
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President Alexander remarked that because of his extensive business background 

in starting and growing companies, he had developed a financial acumen that he was able 

to apply in his presidency. He described it this way: 

I think if anything my business background gave me an advantage on it’s 

[finances]. I know how to manage budgets, how to use budgets creatively, about 

debt, about how to manage debt, how to re-finance it, how to use it 

advantageously, and how to make good judgments about it. (Alexander, 2014) 

President Jenkins-Scott explained that when she arrived at Wheelock, she may not 

have known higher education finance, but she knew finance. She recounted that her 

previous experience in senior leadership and comfort level with finances prepared her to 

ask the right questions so she could understand higher education finances. In her words, 

I understand finance. I didn’t understand higher ed finance, so I had to learn that. I 

think the most effective leaders need to have some comfort level with the 

financial situation. You don’t have to know every account, but you do have to 

know what questions to ask…. You have to be able to read the balance sheet. 

(Jenkins-Scott, 2014) 

President Drinan expressed that having had experience being held financially 

accountable for profit was an advantage for her as a non-traditional president because it 

allowed her to bring a sophisticated level of financial management to the job. Here are 

more of President Drinan’s thoughts: 

I would say that what the board has valued is not necessarily my experience per 

say, what they have come to value is disciplined financial management. We say 

we are going to do something, we do it. There are no rules, you know and so 
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when we come to the point where it looks like we are not going to meet a goal, we 

take steps to make sure we are going to meet the goal. (Drinan, 2014) 

President Drinan also talked about how knowing and understanding revenue 

streams, especially tuition, is a primary function of a president. She described the nuances 

of tuition revenue and how managing revenue is an important component of an 

institution’s ability to grow.     

I am just saying that tuition is vitally important to every institution in this country, 

and so you have to really understand the underpinnings of your tuition 

assumptions, your ability to forecast tuitions, your ability to manage if that 

forecast is inaccurate, and your ability to derive alternative reference sources 

because it’s craziness to just rely on tuition, or additional tuition. (Drinan, 2014) 

 President Gerity also shared that while she found the finances at the university 

not as complex as she had managed in the health care industry, she recognized that 

having an understanding of how tuition and tuition discounting works is an important 

function of the president.  She observed 

The really tricky part that does not govern the hospital is the whole thing of 

financial aid and how you figure out what your tuition is going to be, what kind of 

discount rate it’s prudent to have.  And so what’s your total budget going to be 

once you have discounted for merit and need?  And it’s – there is nothing certain 

about it, because as you know you do it during the whole recruiting cycle, 

figuring out what you’re going to offer in merit, what you’re going to offer in 

need.  And then you have to consider the competition and what they are offering, 

… that’s sort of the most complex part of it. (Gerity, 2014) 
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President Lachance described her previous experience with finances as being 

helpful because she  

…makes a lot of decisions that are made in a very similar manner to what they 

would be made in the private sector… We strive to always have a balance budget, 

we try very hard not to overspend our means; we are always trying to reduce 

costs. (Lachance, 2014) 

President Mills also commented that his corporate finance experience was an 

advantage for leading in higher education. He put it this way: 

And in today’s world, understanding finance, understanding budgeting, 

understanding compliance, understanding issues related to discrimination, there’s 

so many issues coming out of the government and regulatory issues …that college 

presidents have to deal with, that people with non-traditional backgrounds often 

have much more experience than those than people who had been in the academic 

world. (Mills, 2014) 

The majority of the presidents commented that managing finances was similar to 

their experience in corporate environments. They explained the importance of knowing 

and understanding finances as a primary component of the president’s role. Several of the 

presidents also described the portion of finances that was different than their corporate 

experience—as the area of fundraising.  

Fundraising.  One difference in managing finances that a few presidents cited 

involved fundraising.  President Alexander reported that the one area where he felt at a 

disadvantage as a non-academic president was in fundraising. President Alexander 
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explained his prior background in raising money and how it differed from college 

fundraising: 

I raised a lot of money in the corporate world but they were investors, right? 

…They weren’t charitable in giving me money.  So it’s not the same.  The 

process is not the same.  Now, I think, I learned it pretty well in the first year but I 

had to learn. (Alexander, 2014) 

President Gerity commented similarly, mentioning that one of the “biggest jobs 

and one of the most challenging for me is the fund raising part of the position” (Gerity, 

2014).  

President Drinan spoke about being surprised at the shortcomings of Simmons’ 

approach to fundraising when she arrived: 

It was a tough go and what I found when I got there, was that so little work has 

been done to really develop alumni over the year. We were knocking on the same 

doors all the time, and you can’t do that, you can’t finish one campaign and go 

right back to the same people and say we’re back again, it’s the next campaign. 

You have to have a broader [scope], you have to be working on continuously 

garnering your friends, your donors. We just have not done that. So I would say it 

was a shock for the system, for me because it was such a primitive operation. 

(Drinan, 2014) 

Two presidents mentioned that they believed that presidents coming from a 

traditional academic background would be more prepared and have the alumni 

relationships, which would make it easier for them to fundraise for their institutions. 

President Alexander remarked that he “met a lot of presidents in [his] first year. Many of 
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them coming from the academic pathway had experience in fundraising. They’re pros, a 

lot of them, pros” (Alexander, 2014). President Lachance’s comments were similar: 

Well that’s very interesting because fundraising is all about relationship building, 

and yes if you have experience coming up through the academic ranks you’ve had 

a chance to see fundraising for a Higher Ed institution. You could speak with 

some passion obviously about what you are trying to accomplish through the 

fundraising and what this will do to the campus, or do to the programming. So 

they have that passion and that prior knowledge of what’s happened before and I 

can see where you know that’s very, very helpful they may in fact know the 

donors they may know the alum of the college, if they have come up through and 

at least you know the professors have relationships with the alumni and these 

alumni can be encouraged to give and so, you know I could see some real 

advantages in that. (Lachance, 2014) 

These four presidents described how different fundraising was compared with 

their corporate experience. Two of them also articulated their perception that fundraising 

may be an easier task for presidents who ascended from an academic pathway because of 

their relationships and knowledge about the institution.  

Measures of success and rewards. Many presidents described the most tangible 

difference between their experience in corporations and higher education as being how 

success is measured, and the intrinsic rewards that come with being a leader in higher 

education. Four of the presidents explained that in the corporate environments in which 

they had worked, success was measured by return on investment. According to these 
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presidents, the measure of success in higher education is related to how well the college 

is achieving its mission. President Alexander described the difference this way: 

The corporate world [success] is all about money, one way or another. You’re 

trying to appreciate what you’re valuing, you’re trying to improve your quarterly 

reports, you’re trying to hold on to your employees who’ll build your base by 

incenting them with money…In higher education, the rewards are not your 

financial statements coming out every quarter than every day, the [rewards are] 

intrinsic to the job because it’s about watching the students grow and develop and 

change, and they change so fast especially with undergraduates right in front of 

your eyes. (Alexander, 2014) 

President Jenkins-Scott had this to say about the differences in measures of success:  

In for-profits, the mission is to add value for the stockholders, the shareholders, 

and that’s what drives many decisions.  Creating this new product, what’s it going 

to do to our bottom line, what is the return on the investment; whereas in the non-

profit/higher education world, the driver isn’t adding value for the shareholders.  

The driver is fulfilling the mission of the institution. (Jenkins-Scott, 2014) 

President Rioux saw managing the bottom line as means to fulfilling the school’s 

mission stating, “you have to run the institution in such a way that you’re making your 

bottom line, because your bottom line allows you to continue what you want to 

accomplish” (Rioux, 2014). President Gerity contrasted the corporate focus on return to 

shareholders with the college’s attention to serving its mission. 

If it’s a business that makes shoes and your idea is to make good quality shoes in 

order to make profit that you – that would return to shareholders and that would 
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also help you do a better business.  It’s not like that kind of business.  It’s a 

business that serves a mission. The college isn’t about profit, so it’s not only 

about being efficient. (Gerity, 2014) 

President Alexander was straightforward in his articulation of the mission or 

primary responsibility of higher education; “Our job is to get better every day at how we 

contribute to the intellectual and personal development of each and every student. It isn’t 

more complicated than that” (Alexander, 2014). 

Presidents noted the real importance of being financially savvy being in that it 

allows the focus to remain on what is truly important and the ultimate measure of 

success, the mission of the college. As President Gerity explained, “you’re running a 

business in order to accomplish a mission that is larger than we’re going to make money” 

(Gerity, 2014). She also echoed the sentiment that the rewards of the job and the 

measures of success are not financial. She conveyed her thoughts this way: “I think the 

rewards are great.  The life on a campus, the being among students, the working with 

faculty to move things forward, I mean all that I think is really satisfying” (Gerity, 2014). 

President Jenkins-Scott echoed President Gerity’s sentiments by saying “I love the 

students.  I love being in an environment with that energy and that commitment to just 

making this a better world” (Jenkins-Scott, 2014). 

3. Response to the differences. Each of the presidents believed themselves to be 

prepared to assume the role of president. Their preparedness was shaped by exposure to 

higher education and the strengths they brought with them based on their previous 

leadership experience, which aligned with the needs of the college at the time they 

arrived. They articulated similarities and differences between their experiences in the 



CEO PREPAREDNESS  81 
 

corporate world and in higher education within three aspects of their work: faculty, 

finances, and outcomes. In addition to articulating the similarities and differences, the 

presidents described their approach to the areas of difference. In particular, they 

described actions they took to learn the culture, build relationships with faculty, and 

manage fundraising.  

Learning the culture. When describing the transition from his or her corporate 

environments to higher education, each of the presidents talked about his or her first steps 

in the new role as involving the task of learning the culture. The presidents indicated that 

while their experience prepared them to lead and manage many people, they had to 

develop an understanding of the particular culture of their college so as to employ the 

most appropriate style of leadership. In describing the first few months in his or her new 

role, each president mentioned how much time he or she had spent learning about the 

organization and described how he or she had approached this task. 

President Mills spoke of his first few months on the job, describing how he had 

spent a great deal of time talking with and listening to faculty, deans, students and staff in 

an effort to understand the culture: 

So, initially, it was testing my instincts and learning as much as I could about the 

institution and practicing what I believe is the really undervalued asset of 

leadership, which is listening to people, so that’s what I did. (Mills, 2014) 

President Jenkins-Scott described her time spent listening as a way to understand 

the culture and needs of the college. 

Well, I spent some time listening and trying to understand the culture, …– where 

the imperatives were to make quick immediate changes, what were some of the 
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short-term changes that needed to be made, and then where do we need to go long 

term, so – and then getting to know people and having people get to know me. 

(Jenkins-Scott, 2014) 

President Rioux described how he had used lunching with the faculty, students, 

and staff as a means for learning about the organization and culture when he arrived at 

Manchester Community College: 

…I always liked walking the halls. So what I would do, I mean I would actually 

go in the cafeteria and I would have lunch with faculty, I’d have lunch with 

students, I would have lunch with the senior staff, and I would just sit down. I 

mean, where they were sitting I would just join them and have informal 

conversations, and then get to know people. I had a special meeting with the 

janitors, for example, when I first came in. Because before we were restarting our 

semester I said, ‘I know you guys are going to work very hard to dress up this 

campus for the sake of students, and I just want you to know I’m grateful for that 

work that you do.’ Nobody had ever met with the janitors before, and they were 

thrilled. It hadn’t happened before. They’re like, ‘He’s really interested in us.’ 

(Rioux, 2014) 

President Gerity illustrated her campus presence and approach to listening this way. 

The first thing I did was I was out and about listening to a lot of people on the 

campus. As I said, as a trustee I knew a number of the people, but I didn’t know 

all of them. So I did a lot of just showing up. There is enormous power I think 

early on in showing up. (Gerity, 2014)  
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President Alexander used a strategic planning process to understand the culture and form 

a shared vision for the organization. He described his efforts in this way:  

So in my first day here, I said, “We’re going to do strategic planning, here’s how 

we’re going to do it, I need you to help me”, and set up the dates and we’re going 

to have all these serious meetings that we’re going to do on all 4 months.  So at 

the 1st Board Meeting I ever attended, the Board approved the strategic plan, in 

October of my 1st year. (Alexander, 2014) 

President Mills described his first few months at Bowdoin as “drinking from a fire hose” 

(Mills, 2014). He gathered information about the culture by listening to and meeting 

folks. He said, “I spent a lot of time talking to faculty…spending time with students, 

spending time with staff, and trying to understand all the facets of the place. (Mills, 

2014)” 

Building faculty relationships. The majority of presidents mentioned that leading 

faculty was a difference from their experience with corporate employees. A few of the 

presidents attributed the difference to academic freedom, some to shared governance. Six 

of the presidents described how they worked deliberately to build faculty relationships. 

Presidents described how they worked to constantly balance the appropriate amount of 

faculty voice and their own authority as president in decision-making. President Gerity 

discussed the importance of having a partnership between the administration and faculty: 

They’re [the teachers] the heart of the matter and so I think it’s really important 

that they have a strong voice and that they surface the need – their own needs, the 

needs of students and then the needs of the academic program. So I think they 

need to have a strong voice. The reason I use the word partnership is I think the 
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administration has to both listen to that voice, but we have a much broader – not 

much broader, but a broader sense of the institution and it’s needs, it’s budget, it’s 

constrains, it’s – all of that. And so I wouldn’t ever be in favor of faculty simply 

running the institution, because I think you have to have both perspectives. 

(Gerity, 2014)  

President Lachance agreed with President Gerity in recognizing the possibilities 

in collaboration in this environment of tenure and shared governance. She said, “there 

just has to be a lot more respect and more conversation, more communication, more 

sharing and collaboration that goes into getting results done” (Lachance, 2014).  

President Mills took the time to understand the unique role of faculty members 

and who they were as people, and described his approach this way:  

I think that you have to demonstrate to them that you understand the complexity 

of their lives and the pressures that they’re under and what they are trying to 

achieve as professionals.  And if you can get them to understand, if you really do 

actually understand, you can’t make this up…you spend a lot of time with the 

people who are in this world and understand what motivates them, what they 

believe, what are their highest priorities, how do they think about their lives, and 

how is it that you can help them be successful. (Mills, 2014) 

Presidents were generous with their praise for faculty as being critical to the 

success of colleges. They described their faculty as well-educated professionals with a 

desire to have a positive impact on the lives of the students they teach. The presidents 

related that developing a clear understanding of the tenure and shared governance model 

on campus and then working diligently to garner the respect of faculty were different 
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experiences than they had had in their corporate jobs.  The presidents related that tenure 

and shared governance, as elements that were new to their experience, had necessitated 

developing an understanding of college cultures imbued with these practices and of the 

faculty who worked within these cultures. The presidents described their investment in 

listening to learn and to develop relationships with faculty and staff. 

Fundraising. While many of the presidents mentioned their success in 

fundraising, a few raised this topic as a difference between their experience in higher 

education and the corporate world. In noting this difference, they also spoke about their 

approaches to fundraising, which included hiring expertise, expanding the target 

audience, and conveying confidence in the institution. 

President Gerity, explained how she had approached raising money by hiring a 

gifted fund raising professional: 

I must tell you, since I've been there I hired someone who is gifted and I'm using 

that word purposefully, gifted at thinking about what next we’ll give, why do 

people want to give, how you help them understand how they can give even when 

they think they can’t afford to give, she is just gifted at this and I am so fortunate 

to have that kind of a partner because it’s not my skillset, it’s hers. (Drinan, 2014) 

President Lachance’s solution to fundraising was to focus on a broader audience than just 

alumni. She described it this way: 

But at the very heart of it in a school like ours, where we don’t serve wealthy 

students we serve 70% first generation, our alumni-base, the vast majority are not 

wealthy people.  So to really move the needle we’ve had to reach out to other 
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donors, you know private sector people who have been very successful and 

foundations who believe in our mission. (Lachance, 2014) 

President Jenkins-Scott believed that approaching fund raising with confidence about the 

future of the institution is what made the college’s campaign successful. She described 

the approach this way: 

About 44% of our campaign came from alumni and friends of Wheelock, people 

who care deeply about the institution and had some confidence in its future and so 

much of a campaign is the ability to convey to constituencies to have confidence 

in future of the institution and so whether it’s fund raising or it’s recruiting 

talented faculty, or recruiting students or convincing a donor, a foundation to 

invest the units so much of, everything is about confidence. (Jenkins-Scott, 2014) 

 In addition to describing the similarities and differences in their roles between 

corporate and higher education, each of the presidents described how they approached the 

differences. They also had specific ideas and thoughts about the types of professionals 

from non-traditional paths that would be successful in leading a college. They articulated 

some attributes important for search committees to consider when evaluating presidential 

candidates who may be ascending to the role from a non-traditional path.  

4. Advice for boards of trustees. The presidents all talked about their personal 

journeys from a corporate environment to higher education. They talked about the 

process of understanding the culture of their institutions, most talked about using their 

financial savvy to strengthen the financial situation of their institution, a few spoke of 

learning how to fundraise. Several spoke passionately about the intrinsic rewards of the 

position and how incredible the experience is to watch students grow and change 
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throughout their time at college. With these experiences in mind, many of the presidents 

had some specific thoughts about the attributes CEO candidates should possess to 

successfully make the transition from a corporate environment to higher education.  

Most of the presidents agreed that making the transition from corporate to college 

is not appropriate for every corporate executive. They spoke of the importance of being 

open-minded, the need for collaboration, and the advantage of having a passion for the 

mission. President Rioux described an effective non-academic candidate as needing to be 

open-minded and have some interest or experience in education. In his words,  “they 

really have to be open-minded if they didn’t know education at all.  I mean, if there was a 

pure shift [from a corporation to higher education with no experience] they’d really have 

to get to know it” (Rioux, 2014). President Mills summarized his sentiment this way: 

Not everybody is suited to it.  Not everybody from the business world is suited 

[for a college presidency] because a lot of people from the business world who 

want to come and just believe there are huge inefficiencies in these places, this 

and that, come with all kinds of biases around the institution. (Mills, 2014) 

President Lachance reflected on the patience it takes to build a positive 

relationship with faculty. She described the type of business leaders who would be 

effective transitioning to higher education this way: 

And so not all business people are cut out for [leadership in higher education]. [A 

successful candidate should ] understand the kind of humility factor, the focus on 

mission, the role of faculty and to really be driven, not by kind of bottom line 

results, but by fulfilling the mission of a college and do it in a manner obviously 

that’s sustainable. It’s kind of a higher calling so to speak that it’s not about 
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serving shareholders or a board as much as it is about really transforming the lives 

of the students that you serve. I see it more as a calling than a job. (Lachance, 

2014) 

 President Jenkins-Scott articulated that the job of the trustees is to find a president 

with the right “combination of fit, talent, and courage” (Jenkins-Scott, 2014).  President 

Mills described the fit as being a person who enjoys being around young people. He said, 

“I think you don’t do these jobs unless you really enjoy being around young people and 

being part of the experience of a young person in college” (Mills, 2014). 

 President Mills also described how important it is for the president to be a natural 

reflection of the institution. “So even if the person didn’t go to Bowdoin, they have to be 

someone who would immediately seem like they went to Bowdoin” (Mills, 2014).  He 

then summed up his recommendation this way “don’t buy the resume, buy the person” 

(Mills, 2014).  While they described their own experiences in transitioning from 

corporate to higher education as having been positive, the presidents were clear to advise 

search committees that there are specific attributes and characteristics to consider when 

seeking candidates from a non-traditional path.  

Summary 

Collectively, the presidents interviewed had 45 years of higher education 

experience and 177 years of corporate experience. It is from this depth of experience that 

they spoke about the similarities and differences in leading in higher education as 

compared with their corporate experience.  All of the presidents interviewed indicated 

that they felt prepared to assume the role of president from their former leadership 

position outside higher education. They felt prepared to assume the role of president 
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based on their prior involvement with higher education, and because of how well their 

strengths matched the needs of the institution at the time they were hired.  

The presidents described both similarities and differences in their experiences in 

running corporations and colleges. The presidents’ descriptions of their experiences 

focused on three areas—faculty, finances, and outcomes and in each of these areas, they 

identified both similarities and differences. A few presidents were able to note 

similarities between faculty and the other corporate professionals with whom they had 

worked.  In describing differences, the presidents related that tenure and shared 

governance, as elements that were new to their experience, had necessitated developing 

an understanding of college cultures imbued with these practices and of the faculty who 

worked within these cultures. The presidents described their investment in listening to 

learn and to develop relationships with faculty and staff.  

Managing finances resonated with the presidents as a similarity to their roles in 

corporate environments. They articulated the belief that their corporate experience was in 

fact an advantage in this area and enabled them to bring expertise to this task. The 

presidents noted the major difference in finances as related to their role in fundraising. 

Although some presidents had previous experience in fund raising, others reported 

lacking experience with this form of fundraising. Two presidents also expressed their 

perception that presidents who ascend from a traditional pathway may have an advantage 

in fund raising since they have built many relationships and understand the culture so 

intimately. 

Many presidents described the most tangible difference between their experience 

in corporations and higher education as involving how success is measured. They noted 



CEO PREPAREDNESS  90 
 

the difference between corporate focus on the financial bottom line and shareholder 

profits and the college focus on fulfilling its mission to educate its students. They also 

described their approach to leadership, specifically in those areas that were different from 

their corporate experience. They discussed strategies for managing fundraising, learning 

the culture, and building relationships with the faculty. They also shared some specific 

thoughts about the types of individuals who would likely be most successful in making 

the transition from a corporate environment to higher education. Collectively, the 

presidents agreed that being open-minded, the ability to collaborate, and having a passion 

for the mission of the college are important attributes for any college president; 

regardless of the path he/she takes to arrive in the role.  

The experiences of these presidents as described in this chapter offer potentially 

useful insights for college boards of trustees considering non academic candidates and for 

CEO’s who may be interested in assuming a college presidency. These insights and their 

implications will be discussed in Chapter 5.  
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Chapter 5 – Findings, Conclusions and Recommendations 

 The objective of this chapter is to summarize the findings from the data, draw 

conclusions and make recommendations for future studies. The chapter features a 

summary of the data presented in chapter four and a discussion of the findings drawn 

from the data.  Implications of the findings from the study are offered, as related to the 

practice of leadership in higher education. Finally, limitations of the study are discussed 

and recommendations for future studies are offered. 

Purpose 

In light of the potential pending shortfall in presidential candidates from within 

higher education, Cook (2012) as well as King and Gomez (2008) suggest considering 

non-academic leaders and their potential to successfully lead institutions of higher 

education. This research was designed to explore the experiences of college presidents 

who have held top executive level positions at both academic and corporate institutions 

and who ascended to their presidency from a role outside higher education.  Through this 

study, the researcher sought to ascertain from the presidents how prepared they believed 

they were to assume the role of president and to uncover what these particular leaders 

perceived as the similarities and differences in leading a college and a corporation.   

Despite the vast amount of research available on the college presidency, there is 

limited research regarding presidents who were hired from a non-academic pathway. 

While it has been stated that leadership in higher education is different than leadership in 

corporations (Sandeen, 2011), absent is the literature that articulates how it is different. 

This study focused on non-traditional presidents’ perceptions of the similarities and 

differences between their experience in corporate America and higher education.  This 
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research was designed to explore the experiences of college presidents who have held top 

executive level positions at both academic and corporate institutions and who came to 

their presidency from a corporate setting. This study provides a deeper understanding and 

appreciation of the practice and profession of college administration most particularly the 

experiences of leading a college after having been a leader of a corporation.   

The research questions were developed as a foundation to ascertain the non-

academic leaders’ perceptions of their preparedness for the job and of the similarities and 

differences between their leadership experiences in corporate America and higher 

education. The specific research questions were: How prepared did corporate leaders 

believe they were to lead as presidents of colleges or universities? What do former 

corporate leaders report to be the similarities and/or differences between their corporate 

experiences and their experiences in higher education; What aspects of their corporate 

training and experience have proven to be beneficial and/or useful to them in their role as 

president; What skills or knowledge were missing from their past training and experience 

that would have more adequately prepared them to assume the president’s role? 

Participants 

The purposeful sample of seven presidents included presidents with at least two 

years of experience as a College or University president who arrived at their roles from a 

leadership position outside higher education. Collectively, the presidents interviewed had 

45 years of higher education experience and 177 years of corporate experience. In 

addition to their years of experience, all the presidents had achieved noteworthy 

accomplishments while serving as leaders in higher education. Following is a list of the 

participants along with one illustrative highlight of their college presidency. 
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Michael B. Alexander is the ninth president of Lasell College. The amount of 

institutional aid awarded to students has grown from $10, 856,000 in the year of his 

arrival to $23,000,000 in 2013 (Dollars and Sense, n.d.). 

Helen Drinan stepped into the role of President of Simmons College at the 

request of the Board of Trustees in 2008. Under her leadership, Simmons has created and 

hosts the preeminent and longest-running women's leadership forum in the country, 

annually attracting a global audience of 3,000 businesswomen (President Helen G. 

Drinan, n.d.). 

Sr. Jane Gerity has been the President of Salve Regina University since 2009. In 

2013, Salve Regina University announced the establishment of a new graduate program 

in nursing, funded by a $1 million gift from the Rogers Family Foundation (Borg, 2013). 

Jackie Jenkins-Scott’s presidency at Wheelock College has spanned a decade. 

During her 10 years at Wheelock, the percent of degree-seeking undergraduate students 

has grown 23% (Wheelock Magazine, 2014). 

Laurie Lachance was inaugurated as President of Thomas College in the summer 

of 2012. In the Fall of 2014, Thomas College announced a three-year pilot program 

involving the establishment of a $450,000 merit-based scholarship fund to support 

students enrolled in the Thomas College Accelerated Master of Business Administration 

program, which enables graduate students to secure an advanced business degree in less 

than one year (Buker, 2014). 

Dr. Barry Mills is retiring from the presidency of Bowdon College at the end of 

this academic year. During Dr. Mill’s tenure at Bowdoin, endowments have grown from 

$400 million to over $1 billion (Mills, 2014). 
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Ron Rioux has served as interim president of River Valley Community College 

then Manchester Community College. During his tenure at the community colleges, Mr. 

Rioux aligned student services processes in a more student-focused fashion that 

ultimately improved the enrollment process for all students and was implemented across 

the community college system (Rioux, 2014).  

It is from this depth of experience that the seven participants spoke about their 

preparedness to assume the role of president and the similarities and differences of 

leading in higher education compared with corporate organizations.   

Summary of Findings 

The presidents were generous with their time and perspectives on their 

preparedness and on the similarities and differences between their corporate and higher 

education experience. Each of the presidents interviewed indicated that they felt prepared 

to transition to the role of president from their former leadership position outside higher 

education. They described two main areas of preparedness: their own prior engagement 

in higher education and the match of their strengths to the needs of the institution.  

Each of the presidents interviewed believed that they were prepared to lead their 

college or university. The foundation of their preparedness was prior engagement in 

higher education, and the belief that they were hired at their institution specifically 

because their strengths matched the institution’s needs at the time they were hired. Each 

of the presidents had prior experience in higher education, six as members of Boards of 

Trustees and one as adjunct faculty. The presidents indicated that this exposure gave 

them an initial knowledge of higher education and in a majority of the cases, a 

perspective on the strengths and challenges of their particular institutions. This base-level 
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knowledge also gave them and in most instances their boards of trustees, the advantage of 

understanding how their background and experiences could be an asset to the college. 

This finding corresponds to the results of a study of higher education presidential 

effectiveness (Michael, Schwartz & Balraj, 2001). This study concluded that the 

appropriate question of preparedness may not be about the path to presidency, but rather 

the knowledge presidents bring with them regarding the higher education sector 

(Michael, Schwartz & Balraj, 2001).  The presidents also identified the particular skills 

for which they believed they were hired and described the match between these skills and 

the needs of the institution. 

All the presidents agreed that their experiences in running a college had 

components that were very similar to their experiences in running a corporation. They 

were also able to articulate differences.  The description of their experiences as presidents 

focused on three primary areas: faculty, finances, and outcomes. Within these areas, they 

noted both similarities and differences.  

While three of the presidents described faculty as being similar to other 

professionals with whom they had worked, six out of the seven presidents described 

working with faculty as being different from their corporate experience. Of the presidents 

who noted a difference, three talked about the difference between college faculty and 

corporate employees as being related to academic freedom, and three attributed the 

difference to the shared governance model in their colleges.  Three presidents described 

the similarities in managing finances while five presidents highlighted the challenges of 

college fundraising.  
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With the exception of President Rioux, the presidents indicated that they were 

hired at a time when their college could especially benefit from their corporate financial 

management experience.  The majority of the presidents reported that managing finances 

was an aspect of their corporate experience that was similar in their higher education 

experience. One difference in managing finances that a few presidents cited involved 

fundraising. Some presidents articulated that one disadvantage non-academic leaders had 

in fundraising was their lack of relationships among the college constituents. Two 

presidents mentioned that they believed that presidents coming from a traditional 

academic background would be more prepared and have the alumni relationships, which 

would make it easier for them to fundraise for their institutions. 

Many presidents described the most tangible difference between their experience 

in corporations and higher education as involving how success is measured. They noted 

the difference between corporate focus on the financial bottom line and shareholder 

profits and the college focus on fulfilling its mission to educate its students. Four of the 

presidents’ explained that in the corporate environments in which they had worked, 

success was measured by return on investment. According to these presidents, the 

measure of success in higher education is related to how well the college is achieving its 

mission of educating students. 

In addition to articulating the similarities and differences, the presidents described 

their approach to the areas of difference. In particular, they described actions they took to 

learn the culture, build relationship with faculty, and manage fundraising.  

The presidents related that tenure and shared governance, as elements that were 

new to their experience, had necessitated developing an understanding of college cultures 
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imbued with these practices and of the faculty who worked within these cultures. When 

describing the transition from his or her corporate environments to higher education, each 

of the presidents talked about his or her first steps in the new role as involving the task of 

learning the culture. The presidents indicated that while their corporate experience had 

prepared them to lead and manage many people, they had to develop an understanding of 

the particular culture of their colleges so as to employ the most appropriate style of 

leadership. The experience of these presidents resonates with current literature on the 

topic of shared governance. According to research by Bensimon, Neumann & Birnbaum, 

(1989), some critics believe that faculty expectations for involvement in decision-making 

may represent the single greatest obstacle to effective leadership.  When trying to balance 

the demands of the board of trustees with the collaboration of the faculty, presidents are 

often stuck between opposing expectations, which lead quickly to tension and 

misunderstanding among important stakeholders (Bataille, Asfaw & Jackson, 2013).    

Six of the presidents described how they worked deliberately to build faculty 

relationships. They described how they worked constantly to balance the appropriate 

amount of faculty voice and their own authority as president in decision-making. The 

presidents also described their investment in listening to learn and to developing 

relationships with faculty and staff. This corresponds to the one of the reported central 

issues of contemporary higher education. The conflict between the traditional autonomy 

of the faculty and demands for accountability to both internal and external constituents is 

one of the central issues of contemporary higher education (Altbach, Gumport & Berdahl, 

2011). 
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While many of the presidents mentioned their success in fundraising, a few raised 

this topic as a difference between their experience in higher education and the corporate 

world. In noting this difference, they also spoke about their approaches to fundraising, 

which included hiring expertise, expanding the target audience, and conveying 

confidence in the institution. 

Presidents had specific ideas and thoughts about the types of professionals from 

non-traditional paths who would be successful in leading a college. They spoke 

specifically about the attributes of professionals they believed would be successful in 

making a transition from a corporate environment to higher education. Most of the 

presidents agreed that making the transition from corporate to college is not appropriate 

for every corporate executive. As supported by the current research, successful leaders in 

higher education are able to facilitate collaboration across the organization while 

maintaining respect for the traditional shared governance model and faculty tenure 

(Altbach, Gumport & Berdahl, 2011; Tierney & Minor, 2003). These presidents spoke of 

the importance of being open-minded, the need for collaboration, and the advantage of 

having a passion for the mission as traits that would support the success of any president, 

regardless of his or her path. The insights of the presidents lead to the following 

implications.  

Implications 

Board of trustees hosting a presidential search. The seven presidents profiled 

for this case study indicated that they felt prepared to lead their institution of higher 

education and attributed some of this preparedness to their own prior engagement in 

higher education and the match of their strengths to the needs of the institution.  
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Consider candidates from the board of trustees. A typical first step in the search 

for a college president is an in-depth discovery process about what the college needs in 

its next leader (Will, 2010). In preparation for the search process, the board of trustees 

takes time to consider the current college situation and vision where they would like the 

college to be in the future. This process allows them to articulate the strengths and 

weaknesses of the institution as the first step in identifying the attributes necessary for the 

next leader (Will, 2010). Many of the presidents in this case study reported being asked 

to consider the role of president while serving on the college’s board of trustees. As a 

natural result of their work on the board, these president’s leadership skills became 

apparent to the boards. They were then asked to consider the position because of the 

strengths they demonstrated and the alignment of these strengths to the identified areas of 

college need. The experiences of these presidents revealed that boards of trustees may 

find viable presidential candidates among their existing members. Engaging with board 

members while in their volunteer position can provide the opportunity for the board to 

gain insights into their leadership strengths and the degree to which these strengths would 

be a match for the institution’s needs.  

Consider the person’s match to the culture. The presidents were quick to point 

out that while having financial management aptitude is a necessary skill for presidents, 

equally as important is the candidate’s passion for the mission of the college and their 

ability to collaborate. The presidents reflected on other business leaders they have 

encountered that had very specific views about all the failings of higher education and 

exactly what could be done to make it better. They agreed that if a president arrived on 

campus with this perspective and the belief they were hired to right all the wrongs, it 
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would be difficult to make a smooth transition. The presidents in this study described 

their approach upon arriving in their new position as collaborative. They each described 

how they spent time listening as a way to understand the culture. According to these 

presidents, assessing a non-academic leader’s ability to collaborate is an important part of 

the search process. The presidents recommended that in addition to matching their 

strengths to the institution’s needs, boards of trustees should consider how the leadership 

style and personality of the candidate fits with the culture of their institution.  

Support the president upon his or her arrival at campus. The presidents 

reflected that two of the differences between their corporate and higher education 

experience were dealing with tenured faculty within a shared governance structure and 

fund raising. Based upon the experiences of these presidents, boards of trustees 

anticipating that these will be areas in which the president could use information and 

support would be helpful to non-academic leaders when they arrive on campus.  

CEOs considering a transition to higher education. The experiences of these 

presidents as the transitioned from the corporate setting to higher education, provide two 

insights of potential benefit for non-academic leaders who are considering a transition to 

higher education. The first is insight is to engage in higher education while in their 

current role as CEO, second is to consider their leadership strengths and how it compares 

with the mission of the college.  

 Engage in higher education. All of the presidents had some exposure to higher 

education before being appointed president. For the majority, it was as a volunteer on the 

board of trustees. The presidents believed that donating time and energy to the success of 

the college through a seat on the board of trustees gave them basic knowledge about 
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higher education and the strengths and weaknesses of their institution. It also afforded 

them an opportunity to consider how their leadership strengths were aligned with the 

needs of the institution and the extent to which their leadership style complimented the 

culture of the college.  

 According to these presidents, volunteering for the board of trustees gave them an 

insight view on the college and its mission. It also gave the board exposure to the leader. 

It was their personal experience with the board of trustees that exposed the majority of 

the candidates to their role. Several presidents mentioned that board members typically 

know and understand the mission and needs of the college intimately. From this 

perspective, board members can easily compare the leadership style of their board 

volunteers to understand if synergy exists between a volunteer’s leadership strengths and 

the needs of the institution.  

 Consider the mission of the college. A majority of the presidents indicated that 

they accepted the position because they believed strongly in the mission of the college 

and their ability to have a positive impact on helping the college achieve its mission. 

Several presidents suggested that CEOs considering a transition to higher education 

should consider their own motivation to ensure that their passion lies firmly with the 

mission of the college.  

 Plan for the differences. The presidents reflected that the most significant 

differences between their corporate and higher education experience were dealing with 

faculty tenure and shared governance and fund raising. Anticipating that these will be 

areas of difference will give CEOs a chance to consider how they might approach these 

areas. Using the interview process as an opportunity to uncover how shared governance is 
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structured or how fund raising is managed will give candidates a chance to plan how they 

will approach these areas once they arrive on campus.  

Limitations 

 The scope of this research is limited for three reasons. All the college presidents 

profiled are serving at institutions within New England, which presents a limitation on 

the geographical diversity of the study. The majority of the colleges are small private 

colleges and thus the experiences of non-academic presidents in larger public colleges 

and universities are not represented in these findings. Additionally, there were no 

presidents profiled from research-based institutions. To make general conclusions and 

recommendations beyond this study would require a broader representation of Carnegie 

Classifications including research universities as well greater geographic diversity.  

Future Research 

Collectively, the presidents interviewed had 45 years of higher education 

experience and 177 years of corporate experience. It is from this depth of experience that 

they spoke about the similarities and differences in leading in higher education and 

leading in corporate organizations.  The engaging conversations with the participants 

revealed opportunities for future research.  

Including non-academic presidents from a broader range of Carnegie 

Classifications could provide broader insights. Non-academic presidents from larger or 

research-based institutions may provide different insights with respect to perceptions of 

preparedness and similarities and differences.  

Further insights could be gained by comparing perceptions of preparedness 

between non-academic presidents and presidents who ascended to their role from a 
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traditional path. How prepared do presidents from a traditional path believe they are to 

lead their institutions? What do they believe to be the similarities and differences from 

their previous role? Comparing their perceptions to the ones of non-academic presidents 

presented here may provide interesting insight into the culture of higher education and 

reveal opportunities to increase the effectiveness of college presidents.  

Conclusions 

The most popular path to academic presidency has remained unchanged since 

1986 and that is through the role of Chief Academic Officer (CAO) at an institute of 

higher education (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2013; King & Gomez, 2008).  During 

this same time period, decreases in public funding, increases in organizational 

complexity, and pressure from both internal and external constituents have combined to 

shift the role of the college president (Bataille, Asfaw & Jackson, 2013).  In light of the 

current pressures on college presidents, one survey revealed that only one in four CAOs 

surveyed intends to seek a college presidency (Hartley & Godin, 2010).  Chief Academic 

Officers cited the unappealing nature of work and increasingly unrealistic demands of the 

position as reasons they would avoid a presidential career track (Hartley & Godin, 2009).  

If half the presidents age 61 and older retire in the next five years, and only one in four 

CAOs intend to seek a presidency, the potential result is that 10% of presidential 

vacancies will be unfilled (Hartley & Godin, 2010). In this case, there may be a demand 

for qualified leaders to assume the presidential role from a non-academic pathway. 

In light of the potential shortfall in presidential candidates from within higher 

education, Cook (2012) as well as King and Gomez (2008) suggest considering non-

academic leaders and their potential to successfully lead institutions of higher education. 
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The college presidents who participated in this study indicated they felt prepared to 

assume the role of president and gave advice for boards of trustees seeking presidents and 

other non-academic leaders interested in pursuing a presidency. Boards of trustees who 

are considering non-academic candidates for presidents now have information about the 

preparedness of non-academic leaders to ascend to the role of president and the 

similarities and differences in the roles. This information will help them make more 

informed choices about hiring and supporting non-academic leaders. 

A majority of the presidents who participated in this study indicated that they 

accepted the position because they believed strongly in the mission of the college. In 

most cases, they were also chosen for their role because of the match between the college 

mission and their strengths. The presidents interviewed reported that a CEOs passion for 

the mission of the college is equally as important as other talents or strengths they may 

bring to the role, such as a collaborative style or financial savvy.  

This researcher believes strongly in the power of college to transform students’ 

lives. Addressing the potential leadership shortfall in a way that allows for a focus on the 

mission of the college is critical to ensure that students continue to have the opportunity 

to grow and learn through higher education. Perhaps having information about the 

similarities and differences in leadership between corporations and higher education will 

broaden the pool of potential candidates being considered, and smooth the transition to 

the important leadership role of college president, where daily they thrive in “an 

environment with that energy and that commitment to just making this better world” 

(Jenkins-Scott, 2014). 
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol for College or University Presidents 

Time of Interview:    Date: 
Place:      Interviewer: 
Interviewee:     Position of Interviewee: 
Thank you for consenting to participate in this study. I would like to record this interview so 

that the study can reflect your answers as accurately as possible. At any point during the 

interview process you may ask that the recorder be turned off.  

1. What motivated you to consider assuming the role of president of a college? 

2. How have your past professional experiences prepared you for the position of 

a college president? 

3. How similar are the demands of the position of president in comparison to 

previous positions in a corporate setting? 

4. How different are the demands of the position of president in comparison to 

previous positions in a corporate setting? 

5. How do you see the similarities and differences of the governance models 

you’ve experienced in corporate America and higher education? 

6. How have prior leadership experiences been an asset to you and your 

respective institution? 

7. What advantages and disadvantages, if any, exist by not having taken the 

traditional path to the position of college president? 

8. What disadvantages, if any, exist by not having taken the traditional path to 

the position of college president? 

9. What have been difficult and what has been easy about leading in higher 

education vs. a corporation? 
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10. What do you wish College and University search committees knew about 

corporate leaders’ preparedness for leading in higher education settings? 

11. What advice would you give to your colleagues (corporate leaders) in regard 

to pursuing leadership positions in higher education? 
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Appendix B 

CONSENT FORM 

INVESTIGATOR(S) NAME    

 
Mary Beth Lufkin, EdD Candidate, Plymouth State University 

 

STUDY TITLE   

Hindsight: How Prepared did Corporate CEOs Believe They Were to Lead as Presidents 

of Colleges or Universities? 

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 The purpose of this research study is to explore the experiences of college 

presidents who have held top executive level positions at both academic and corporate 

institutions.  Through this study, the researcher will attempt to uncover how these 

particular leaders perceive the similarities and differences in leading a college and a 

corporation. 

 

 I am being asked to be a participant in the study because I am a College or 

University President who arrived at my presidency from a leadership position outside higher 

education.  

 

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

 I will participate in a semi-structured interview with the researcher that includes 

questions regarding my leadership experience in both corporate and higher education roles. 

The interview is expected to last between 1 to 2 hours. There are no costs to participate in 

this study.  
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RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  

 As a president of a College or University, there is information about me and my 

leadership currently available in the public domain. It is unlikely that this research study will 

yield information that would put my reputation at risk. However, as a participant in this 

study, I may decline to answer any questions and I will be invited to proofread the interview 

transcripts for accuracy and to remove any information I am uncomfortable disclosing.  

 

BENEFITS  

 There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study; however, the 

knowledge received may be of value to my colleague leaders with non-academic 

backgrounds considering a transition to higher education. It may also inform College or 

University search committees about the opportunities that exist to consider leaders with non-

academic work experience as appropriate candidates for leadership vacancies.  

 

ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 

The alternative to this study is to not participate.   

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

 All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept 

confidential in accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. I 

understand that data generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth State University's 

Institutional Review Board, which is the committee responsible for ensuring my welfare and 

rights as a research participant, to assure proper conduct of the study and compliance with 

university regulations.  If any presentations or publication result from this research, I will 

not be identified by name.   

 

The information collected during my participation in this study will be kept for five years 

and then destroyed. My confidentiality will be also protected by password-protected digital 

files along with a locked box for recordings, notes, transcripts and study materials. 
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TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION  

 I may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If I choose 

to drop out of the study, I will contact the investigator and my research records will be 

destroyed. If this is an anonymous survey, research records cannot be destroyed following 

submission of the survey. 

 

COMPENSATION 

 I will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is 

strictly voluntary. There will be no cost to me for participating in this research. 

 

INJURY COMPENSATION 

 Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding this 

research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries 

resulting from this research. I understand that treatment for such injuries will be at my 

expense and/or paid through my medical plan. 

 

QUESTIONS  

 All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and if I have further 

questions about this study, I may contact Mary Beth Lufkin, at 603-717-1528 or 

mlufkin@plymouth.edu. If I have any questions about the rights of research participants, I 

may call the Chairperson of the Plymouth State University’s Institutional Review Board at 

603-535-3193. 

 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 

I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that refusal to 

participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to me.  I am free to withdraw or refuse 

consent, or to discontinue my participation in this study at any time without penalty or 

consequence.  

 

I voluntarily give my consent to participate in this research study. I understand that I will be 

given a copy of this consent form. 
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Signatures: 
 
________________________ 
Participant’s Name (Print)     
     
________________________    ____________ 
Participant’s Signature     Date 
 
I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this consent 

form has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given an 

opportunity to ask any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of participation in 

this research study.  

 
Mary Beth Lufkin  
Investigator’s Name (Print)    
      
________________________    _____________ 
Investigator’s Signature     Date 

 

Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for the study 

until September 12, 2015.  
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